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Case

A 33-year-old white man was admitted to a Toronto hospital after being found
in an unresponsive state by his sister. He was a known drug abuser and had a his-
tory of heroin and cocaine use. It was known that he took his heroin not by injec-
tion but by inhalation of heated heroin vapours, a method known as “chasing the
dragon.” He had last been seen well 3 days previously and had spent the interven-
ing period in bed for unknown reasons.

The patient was intubated at the scene by paramedics and had a Glasgow coma
score of 6 upon admission. He was tachypneic (38 breaths/min) but hemodynami-
cally stable, with blood pressure of 150/95 mm Hg, normal sinus rhythm and tem-
perature of 38°C. Neurological examination revealed that he was comatose, unre-
sponsive to verbal or painful stimuli. His pupils were both 4 mm in diameter and
reactive, and the fundi were normal. Eye movements were conjugate but roving.
Corneal reflexes were present bilaterally. The face was symmetric. The breathing
pattern was fast but regular. Motor examination revealed axial myoclonus involving
the neck flexors, the pectoral muscles and the abdominal musculature. The patient
was diffusely hypotonic, and the limbs withdrew symmetrically on painful stimuli.
Reflexes were 1+ throughout, but bilateral Babinski signs were present. General ex-
amination revealed no cardiac murmurs, a clear chest and normal abdomen. No
needle marks were seen.

Head CT revealed bilateral hypoattenuated regions in the pallidum. Brain MRI
demonstrated diffusely abnormal areas of increased T2 signal intensity involving the
deep white matter of both cerebral hemispheres and the cerebellum (Fig. 1). Mag-
netic resonance angiography demonstrated normal proximal cerebral circulation.
Electroencephalography demonstrated diffuse bilateral moderate-voltage theta and
delta activity without epileptiform abnormalities. Carbon monoxide was unde-
tectable in the serum. Lumbar puncture showed entirely normal cerebrospinal fluid
indices. Chest radiography revealed no pulmonary disease. Creatine kinase was sig-
nificantly elevated, to 32 930 U/L, with no myoglobinuria. The result of HIV sero-
logic testing was negative. The heroin metabolites O6-monoacetylmorphine and
morphine were present in the urine.1 Results of tests for cocaine metabolites and
other toxic agents were negative.

The patient recovered only minimally over the ensuing 3 weeks. He died of
Staphylococcus aureus pneumonia and septicemia on day 26 of admission, having
never regained consciousness. No autopsy was performed.

Comments

Toxin-related diseases of the brain are uncommon. When such toxins affect pre-
dominantly the white matter, these diseases are known as toxic leukoen-
cephalopathies. These conditions are rare but often reversible if exposure to the
toxic agent is discontinued. Heroin leukoencephalopathy is associated with an esti-
mated mortality rate of 23%.2 It is rare or unrecognized but has devastating conse-
quences.

Heroin-associated death may be related to acute overdose of high-dose or pure
(“Chinese white”) heroin, complications of intravenous drug use such as infection
with HIV or hepatitis C, violence or other causes. Heroin was a popular drug in the
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late 1960s and early 1970s;3 its use declined subsequently
but is now making a resurgence. Although a lifetime preva-
lence of heroin use is reported in only 0.5% of the Cana-
dian population, heroin use has been increasing in
Toronto, Montreal and Calgary and is best documented in
Vancouver.4 Recent editorials have focused on the need
both for increased awareness and for clinical trials of
methadone for treating heroin addicts.5–7 Heroin abuse has
been growing in Canada and, combined with cocaine
abuse, was the leading cause of death in men 30 to 44 years
of age in 1993 in British Columbia.7

The neurological complications of heroin use are proba-
bly caused by both the drug itself and the method of ad-
ministration. Heroin addicts experience illnesses affecting
all parts of the neuraxis including brain abscess,8 transverse
myelitis,9 neuropathy10,11 and rhabdomyolysis with myoglo-
binuria.12,13

A new addition to this list, heroin vapour leukoen-
cephalopathy, was first reported in 1982 from Amsterdam.2

Since then, cases have been reported sporadically from
both Europe and the United States.14,15 To date, fewer than
100 cases have been reported. Although heroin is com-
monly taken by injection, it may also be taken by inhalation
of heated vapours. Users heat the powder on aluminum foil
and inhale the smoke. This practice is known as “chasing
the dragon,” “chinesing” or “chinese blowing.”

Thorough investigation of the original cohort of 47 pa-
tients from Amsterdam, including autopsy for 10 of them,
toxicologic analysis of heroin samples, investigation of un-
affected heroin addicts and testing of the effects of heroin
vapour in animal models, failed to find a toxicologic cause
of the leukoencephalopathy.2 The autopsies revealed severe
changes in the white matter, termed vacuolating
myelinopathy; this lesion was characterized by formation of
vacuoles in the oligodendroglia, resulting in spongiform
degeneration. Although several additive substances were
discovered in the heroin samples, none were known or
shown to produce the histopathological changes in the rat

or the rabbit model. The authors speculated that an as-yet-
unidentified toxic substance is released when heroin is
heated.2

One case involving a similar vacuolating myelinopathy
of the brain was reported in association with intravenous
heroin overdose.16 Similarly, one case of delayed spongi-
form leukoencephalopathy has been reported after multi-
drug overdose, but heroin was not implicated;17 the authors
attributed their findings to cocaine. Perez and associates18

reported a case of acute leukoencephalopathy isolated to
the cerebellum in the 21⁄2-year-old child of a heroin addict;
the child’s gastric contents, urine and delayed hair samples
contained heroin. Therefore, inhalation of heroin py-
rolysate may not be the sole way of acquiring this toxic
leukoencephalopathy.

Anoxia may cause acute leukoencephalopathy. Ginsberg
and colleagues19 first described the pathology of anoxic
leukoencephalopathy, postulating that the lack of anasta-
moses in the arterial supply to the cerebral deep white mat-
ter promotes susceptibility to infarction. The case reported
here had many parallels to the first of the 35 cases de-
scribed by Ginsberg and colleagues;19 both showed bilateral
pallidal infarcts and diffuse spongiform white matter dis-
ease associated with heroin overdose. In contrast, none of
the original Amsterdam cohort2 and none of the other cases
described by Ginsberg and colleagues19 had pallidal infarc-
tion.

The pallidum may be acutely sensitive to metabolic
stress. Bilateral pallidal lesions are often seen in carbon
monoxide poisoning but are also reported in drowning,
strangulation and thyroid storm.20–24 We speculate that in
severe cases, the toxic effects of heroin vapour may result in
both pallidal lesions and spongiform leukoencephalopathy.

We wonder whether some drug addicts take heroin by
inhalation to avoid the well-advertised dangers of injection
drug use. It is uncertain whether leukoencephalopathy due
to heroin vapour inhalation is rare, perhaps due to a spo-
radic toxin introduced during production, or more com-
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Fig. 1: T2-weighted transverse magnetic resonance images of the brain demonstrating high signal intensity in the cerebellar
white matter and cortex (left), bilaterally in the pallidum (middle) and in the white matter of the cerebral hemispheres (right).



Hill et al

238 JAMC • 25 JANV. 2000; 162 (2)

mon and unrecognized. In otherwise undiagnosed acute
leukoencephalopathy, clinicians should consider the possi-
bility of heroin vapour inhalation.
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