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D
URING the two and a half 

centuries after the intro-
duction of printing into 
England, vast numbers of 

“health” books appeared. Of these a 
considerable proportion dealt with to-
bacco, and primarily with tobacco as a 
drug, or even a cure-all. This early lit-
erature of tobacco has recently been re-
ferred to in a manner which supple-
ments the scattered allusions in general 
historical works.1 In this paper, how-
ever, tobacco is not treated as a civiliz-
ing agency, a commodity, or a noxious 
weed, but entirely as a medicine.2 Its in-
troduction into medical usage followed 
directly upon the “age of discovery” 
which led to an enormous increase in 
the number and use of drugs, and it 
continued for generations to have a 
vogue and value. As early as 1558, a 
book on Brazil, printed in Paris, illus-
trated the use of tobacco in curing 
syphilis;3 two centuries later, as the 
following pages will show, it was still 
highly recommended.

One of the earliest books on tobacco 
known to the English, or to any nation-
ality for that matter, was a Spanish work 
by Dr. Nicholas Monardes, which was 
soon translated into English by John 
Frampton.4 In relating the medicinal 
properties of various herbs the author 
did not neglect tobacco which had “par-
ticular virtue to heal griefs of the head 
. . . especially coming of cold causes.” 
In this instance the leaves should be 
applied hot to the head. When made 
into a syrup with sugar, it cured worms. 
Smoked, it expelled the “rottenness of 

the breast marvellously,” for the smoke 
inhaled at the mouth caused the “mat-
ter to be put out of the breast.” To 
apply the herb in “opilations” of the 
stomach, it should be taken green, 
crushed, and then rubbed into the hard-
ness “a good while”; after adding a few 
drops of vinegar, the rubbing should 
continue. Washing with the hot juice 
of tobacco reduced swellings. In tooth-
ache, for example, the tooth should 
first be washed with a cloth wetted in 
tobacco juice; later, a small ball made 
of a tobacco leaf should be applied to 
the tooth.5

The next volume on tobacco in Eng-
lish—perhaps the first original English 
composition on the subject—was by a 
minor poet, Anthony Chute, and con-
tained “the distinct and several opin-
ions of the late, and best physicians that 
have written of the nature of tobacco.”6 
The author had gathered these opinions 
together “for the better assurance, and 
confirmation of the divers natures and 
qualities thereof.” His volume, there-
fore, while repeating some of Mon- 
ardes’s recipes, also contained many 
others.

In curing such wounds as it could 
heal, tobacco was equally effective 
whether green or dried. By “drinking 
tobacco fasting in the morning,” a man 
could get rid of a stinking breath that 
did not spring from any considerable 
infection. He should take a good quan-
tity in order either to fetch the corrup-
tion off the stomach or dry it up. No 
more sovereign remedy for a headache 
or for recovering from a merry gather- 



ingof the previous night could be found 
anywhere. Who, Chute inquired, had 
ever discovered a better cure for coughs 
or for rheum in the stomach, head, and 
eyes? Any man who desired to keep 
awake would benefit from "drinking a 
pipeful '; when tired from journeying, 
on the other hand, tobacco was unex-
celled, and six or seven pipefids would 
induce profound sleep, taking away in 
one night the fatigue that seemed likely 
to last many days. Indeed, anything 
"that harmes a man inwardly from his 
girdle upward'' might be removed by 
a moderate use of the herb. The green 
leaves, being put into the hot embers, 
were, when applied, effective against 
opilations in the stomach, swelling 
pains in the stone, worms gnawing in 
the belly and guts, carbuncles, and all 
evils that came from cold causes. To-
bacco cured the King’s Evil. Likewise, 
Chute recommended the infusion of 
tobacco juice into wounds which should 
then be wrapped up in bruised leaves, 
and he specifically recalled the case of 
a French woman who, from a dart rot-
ten in her face and past all care and cure 
of surgery, permitted the application of 
tobacco. Within a fortnight the woman 
had recovered her health, the sore com-
pletely healed. Smoking had great food 
value, for in Florida the inhabitants 
often nourished themselves in this way 
four or five days together, neither eating 
nor drinking anything whatsoever. The 
distilled water of the green leaves, when 
applied with linen cloths to fingers that 
had lost their nails, brought new ones. 
Finally, Chute concluded with a recipe 
for an ointment: “Take of the choicest 
and most substantial leaves of tobacco 
one pound, beat them in a mortar of 
marble, take half a pound of sweet hogs 
grease . . . and this being melted, add 
to it the tobacco ... set it over a fire to 

seeth . . . until the watcrish humor of 
the tobacco is vapoured away.”

Although not given over exclusively 
to the properties of the herb, “The 
Cures of the Diseased” by George Watc- 
son (or Whetstone) contained a sec-
tion on erysipelas which recommended 
tobacco as a cure." Drinking the juice 
effectively expelled poison, not only in 
this disease but also in snake bites and 
the like. Similarly, Henry Buttes’s 
“Dyets Dry Dinner: consisting of eight 
severall courses: 1. Fruites. 2. Hcarbes. 
3. Flesh. 4. Fish. 5. Whitmeats. 6. Spice. 
7. Sauce. 8. Tobacco. All served in after 
the order of time universall,” treated 
tobacco along with other items.8 This 
author recommended tobacco for sick 
kidneys, "naughty breath,” and indi-
gestion. A “dry dinner,” according to 
Buttes, had no drink except tobacco 
“(which is but Dry Drinke).”

Tobaccos growing importance in 
England is also evidenced by its first 
mention in an herbal. In 1597 John 
Gerard published “The Herball or 
General Historic of Plants” which de-
scribed “Tabaco or Henbane of Peru.” 
"There be,” he said, “two kinds . . . 
the greater, from the West Indies . . . 
the lesser, from Trinidad.” The green 
leaves laid upon ulcers drew out filth 
and corrupted matter. Chewing drew 
forth phlegm and water, but taking 
some at the mouth produced an in-
firmity like drunkenness. Tobacco 
cured headache, gout, toothache—“if 
the teeth and gums be rubbed with a 
linen cloth dipped in the juice.” The 
juice boiled with sugar and taken in-
wardly drove worms from the belly, “if 
withal a leaf be laid to the navel.” 
Smoking, when the smoke was drawn 
into the stomach and thrust forth again 
at the nostrils, might relieve pains of the 
head, rheums, and aches for a time, but 
would never perform any cure. The oil 



or juice dropped into the ears was good 
against deafness; a cloth dipped in the 
same and laid upon the face, took away 
redness and spots.

Devoted wholly to tobacco, and in a 
hostile vein, was “Work for Chimny- 
Sweepers,” on the title-page of which 
Fumus patriae, igne aliens luculentior 
is rendered:

Better be chokt with English hemp,
Then poisoned with Indian Tobacco.9

This couplet matched that of another 
hostile writer, Samuel Rowlands, whose 
“Letting of Humours blood in the head 
vaine” (1602) described tobacco as 
worse than death’s dart and declared:
Bnt this same poyson, steeped India weede, 
In head, hart, lunges, doth soote & copwebs 

breede.

The author of “Work for Chimny- 
Sweepers” emphasized that no one 
remedy could aptly be applied to all 
maladies, any more than one shoe could 
well serve all men’s feet. What reason, 
therefore, had the tobacconists to offer 
their product indiscriminately to all 
men, ages, and complexions? Such men 
held no disease so incurable but that 
in some measure it received either cure 
or ease by their medicine. He com-
plained that tobacco deprived the body 
of nourishment, had an unpleasant 
smell, and purged its users too violently. 
Tobacco dried up the sperm of man, so 
that, if used over-long, “the propagation 
and continuation of mankind in this 
world must need be abridged.” It also 
had the dual and somewhat contradic-
tory effect of withering and drying up 
the natural moisture of the body and of 
decaying and dissipating natural heat. 
Tobacco in substance and nature was 
“deliterious and venemous,” had a 
stupefying effect, not unlike opium, in-
creased melancholy greatly, and wasted 
the liquid part of the blood. The first 

author of smoking was the devil whose 
priests were the most consistent prac-
tices. “This dark and smoky fume,” 
he concluded, “piercing the cavities and 
ventricles of the brain ... do breed 
in us terror, and fear, discontentment 
of life, false and perverse imaginations, 
and fantasies most strange, and ... a 
fearful and timorous mind.”

Quite naturally, since tobacco had 
genuine repute as medicine, this tract 
came in for rebuttal. Among the an-
swers was “A Defence of Tobacco.”10 
In speaking of the “Work for Chimny- 
Sweepers,” the writer observed that if 
the intent had been only to condemn 
the abuse of tobacco, he himself agreed 
on that score. His own purpose was to 
show that neither of itself nor for it-
self should tobacco be “so mightily mis-
liked,” and to refute the reasons assigned 
against tobacco. Insisting that no more 
could be proved against tobacco than 
against all other purgatives, he spe-
cially condemned his opponent for 
building too much upon the accidents 
and the symptoms that sometimes fol-
lowed excessive use. Moreover, he de-
rided the critic for simultaneously at-
tributing to tobacco, “a cold quality in 
the highest degree,” and arguing that 
“the heat of tobacco is so exceeding 
hote, that it is able to inflame, and de-
stroy naturall heat.” For his own part 
he saw tobacco curing dropsy and 
waterish diseases, scurvy, and cold and 
weak stomachs.

In the same year another defence ap-
peared, this from the pen of Doctor 
Bellamy.11 He maintained that tobacco 
delivered men’s bodies and members 
from gross, tedious, doleful and desper-
ate maladies, for it purged and expelled 
mightily. “To pretend, that by smell 
and taste, our sense is offended by heat 
and drieth thereof, moisture is ex-
hausted, concoction hindered, propa-



gation decayed . . . and melancholy 
bread and increased" offered great in-
dignities to innocent tobacco, even 
though such accidents might and did 
result from the immoderate and incon-
siderate usage thereof. Indeed tobacco 
was commendable for most men of any 
age, degree, constitution or condition. 
When taken by pipe, one grain of an-
ti iseed improved the smell and taste. 
When used as a vomit, “do not . . . 
abridge or restrain the violent opera-
tion" of it. When used as a purge, in-
fuse with tobacco leaves in white wine 
or other liquor, some ginger, cinnamon, 
nutmegs and mace; licorice and anni- 
seeds may also be added. When applied 
as a cure for wounds, use the ashes from 
the pipe. Sprinkle these into the “green“ 
wound, ulcer, or sore, and observe them 
“perform strange and admirable effects 
. . . drying, cleansing, filling and re-
forming the part affected.”

The year 1602 also saw a (¡nite dif-
ferent piece on tobacco, namely a versi-
fied glorification by Sir John Beau-
mont.12
I sing the loves of the superior powers, 
With the faire mother of all fragrant flowers:

Me let the sound of great Tabaccoes praise 
A pitch above those love-sicke Poets raise: 
Let me adore with my thrice-happie pen
The sweete and sole delight of mortall men,

Breath-giving herbe, none other I invoke
To hclpc me paint the praise of sugred 

smoke:
Not that corrupted artificial! drug
Which every Gidl as his ownc sonic doth hug, 
And in the sweet composture of a docke 
Drinkes to his Ladies dog, and Mistresse 

smocke,

In fume my braine, make my sonics powers 
subtile,

Give nimble cadence to my harsher stile: 
Inspire me with thy flame, which doth exccll 
The purest streames of the Castilian well, 

That I on thy asccnsivc wings may flic 
By thine cthercall vapours borne on high

Teach me what power thee on earth did 
place,

What God was bounteous to the humane 
race,

On what occasion, and by whom it stood, 
That the blest world receiv’d so great a good.

I bis herbe wotdd surpasse in excellence 
The great’st Hyperboles of eloquence: 
Yet this sweete simple by misordered use 
Death or some dang’rous sicknesse may in-

duce.
The Epicureans, whose chiefe good was 

plac’t
In earthly pleasures vaine voluptuous tast, 
Had our Tobacco in their daies been found, 
Had built their frame on a more likely 

ground.
Pyrrho that held all by opinion stood.
Would have affirm’d this were by nature 

good:

You findc not a diviner herbe than this, 
In all Albertus de miraculis:
Or the huge Hcrbals, which vaine fooles 

obey,
I11 Porta, Fuchsins, and great Dodoncy: 
In it Phisitians have no skill at all, 
It is an essence Meta physicall, 
Nor is it a thing so exquisite, so pure, 
Compos’d of any common temp’rature:

Who takes this med’eine need no greatly care, 
Who Galenists, who Paracelsians are:

Nor fill his pocket with their costly bills, 
Nor stuffc his mawc with their unsav’ry pils, 
Nor make huge pitfals in his tender vaines, 
With thousand other more than hellish paincs 
But by this herbes cclestiall qualitie 
May keepe his health in mirth and jollitie.

With this advocacy and praise of to-
bacco it was perhaps inevitable that a 
contrary note should appear, but that a 
King should engage in controversy 
seemed indeed remarkable. Be that as it 
may, James 1, that “drooling pedant,” 
turned aside from speculating over the 
divinity that doth hedge a King to 
write a commonplace attack on Beau-



mont’s celestial herb.13 So that “the 
manifold abuses of this vile custome of 
Tobacco taking, may be the better 
espied” he first entered into considera-
tion of the origin of its use and intro-
duction into England. Claiming that 
tobacco had been “found out by some 
of the barbarous Indians, to be a pre-
servative against the pockes,” he par-
ticularly objected to the deceitful 
grounds on which people had built 
their liking for tobacco. “It is thought 
... a sure Aphorisme in the Physickes, 
That the braines of all men, beeing 
naturally colde and wet, all dry and hote 
things should be good for them. . . . 
Of this Argument, both the Proposition 
and Assumption are false. . . . Ebe 
second Argument is, That this filthie 
smoake, as well through the heat and 
strength thereof, as by a naturall force 
and qualitie, is able and fit to purge 
. . . the head and stomacke of rheumes 
and distillations ... by the spitting 
and avoyding steame. . . . But the fal- 
lacie of this Argument may easily ap- 
peare.” The sins and vanities commit-
ted in the use of tobacco, Janies went 
on, were lust and uncleanness; more-
over, it was “a branche of the sinne of 
drunkennesse, which is the roote of 
all sinnes.” It was a great iniquity 
against all humanity that “the husband 
shall not bee ashamed, to reduce thereby 
his delicate, wholesome, and cleane com- 
plexioned wife, to that extremitie, that 
either shee must also corrupt her sweete 
breath therewith, or else resolve to live 
in a perpetuall stinking torment.” The 
concluding blast of the tract, even 
though well known, must here be in-
cluded: “a custome lothsome to the eye, 
hatefull to the nose, harmefull to the 
braine, daungerous to the Lungs, and 
in the blacke stinking fume thereof, 
neerest resembling the horrible Stigian 
smoke of the pit that is bottomelesse.”

With the royal attitude so explicitly 
stated, a governmental order of 1604, 
placing a duty of 6s. 8d. a pound on 
tobacco, could scarcely avoid a moraliz-
ing preamble.14 This observed that 
whereas tobacco was first only taken by 
the better sort of people to preserve 
their health, all now used it for pleas-
ure. Immoderate usage had damaged 
people’s health, weakened their bodies, 
emptied their purses, and burdened the 
country. Horrible though tobacco might 
be, the government had no intention of 
losing any revenue that tobacco might 
supply. The duty was not sufficient to 
prevent usage or to bring about im-
portation only through illicit agencies, 
for although smuggling flourished, legit-
imate importation likewise increased.

After the effusion of Janies 1, several 
years elapsed before anyone had the 
temerity to defend tobacco, but in 161 o 
Edmund Gardiner, “Gent, and Practi-
tioner in Physicke,” undertook to act 
as counsel for the defense in the trial 
of tobacco.15 He admitted the existence 
of some poison in tobacco but justified 
usage on the ground that scarcely any 
remedy did good without a slight touch 
of harm, “unless by art it be refined.” 
He explained that “the leaves of to-
bacco at this day bee onely in use (al-
though for want of them, some . . . 
use the seeds).” Yet tobacco relieved 
rather than cured. The fumes emptied 
the body of evil humors for a time, but 
they did not remove the cause of grief. 
Gardiner condemned in principle the 
custom of “drinking” tobacco, but be-
cause it might do some good in practice 
he was willing to tolerate it. He advised 
great discretion in the use of tobacco, 
recommending that the nature of every 
patient be well considered and the 
proper cure fitted to him. Following 
his predecessors he praised tobacco in 
its various forms, smoking, syrup, and 



salve, respectively, as a cure for aches 
and rheums, worms, piles and dropsy, 
and abscesses and botches. Abuse, how-
ever, had ruined many a patrimony.

Four years later, Dr. William Bar-
clay extravagantly eulogized tobacco, 
of which every part was “medicin, the 
roote, the stalke, the leaves, the seeds, 
the smoake, the ashes.”16 Tobacco might 
serve either green or dry, as a medicine. 
“Of greene Tobacco may be made 
Syrups, waters, oyles, unguents, plasters, 
or the leaf of it selfe may bee used mor-
tified at the fire to cure the asthma, or 
shortnesse of breath, dissolve obstruc-
tions. heale the old-chronic cough, burn-
ing ulcers, wounds, migrain, Colickc, 
suffocation of the mother: and many 
other diseases, yea almost all diseases.” 
Barclay avowed tobacco to be one of the 
best and surest remedies in the world for 
toothache, epilepsy, apoplexy, and diz-
ziness in the head by wind. It was an 
excellent antidote for hypochondriac 
melancholy. He called spitting a “fixed 
manner of purging,” and tobacco was a 
sovereign way to accomplish this. Take 
a leaf of tobacco, he said, make a round 
ball of it big enough to fill the patient's 
mouth, incline his face toward the 
ground, keeping the mouth open and 
“there shall be such a flood of water 
from his brain and his stomach, and 
from all parts of his body that it shall 
be a wonder.” If done every day, this 
would cure epilepsy or “hydropsie.” 
Tobacco, going immediately to the 
brain, augmented and refreshed the ani-
mal spirits, dried the source of innumer-
able diseases, and fortified the brain. It 
prevented arthritis, gout, obesity, and 
gravel. Tobacco prepared the stomach 
for meat, cleared the voice, sweetened 
the breath, improved the sight, opened 
the ears, and comforted the nerves. 
Taken in syrup form, no obstruction 
could abide it. Verily, no advertising 

agent for cigarettes cotdd claim more 
for his product than did William Bar-
clay for “My Lady Nicotine."

In 1615, there being upwards of 
7000 houses in and near London selling 
tobacco,17 a writer supplied advice on 
its culture in England.18 He argued that 
because Englishmen were paying out 
£200,000 every year for tobacco, they 
should raise their own instead of aiding 
Spain. After some comments on the 
tricks of the trade—the doping of to-
bacco with molasses, pepper, honey, and 
other such products, and the practice 
of covering rotten leaves with good ones 
—the author described the proper soil, 
cultivation, kind of plants, and curing. 
In listing the virtues of the herb, he 
recalled that the Spaniards and Indians 
praised it as opening the pores to let 
out the heat. It counteracted the lack 
of salt which caused eating fruits and 
drinking water; it stayed hunger and 
thirst and refreshed persons after hard 
labor; it was usefid against fevers, 
scurvy, sores and ulcers, and poisoned 
arrows. The author likewise referred to 
Monardes’s recommendations, to an-
other authority’s approval of tobacco 
for ulcers, gangrene, and scabs, and to 
Gerard, the herbalist, on tobacco as a 
cure for dropsy, wounds, dizziness, 
migraine, rheums, and asthma. Despite 
these virtues, Englishmen having wine, 
spices, and salt did not need tobacco 
like some poor people who lacked such 
blessings. Moreover, excessive use of to-
bacco brought toothache, made its users 
dull and sleepy, encouraged drinking, 
hastened old age, and was “no friend to 
generation.”

Quite of a piece with the “Counter-
blast” of King James were three out-
bursts, of 1615, 161C), and 1617. The 
first of these, “Tobacco Battered,” was 
written by Joshua Sylvester, translator 
of Du Bartas and a favorite of James I.19 



I he author, casting his denunciations 
in verse form, maintained that no plant, 
with the exception of hemp, was so 
pernicious to man’s life as tobacco. A 
tobacconist was a rank idolator. Tobacco 
caused a moist brain, dried the blood, 
dulled the intellect, marred the mem-
ory, made men heedless and quarrel-
some, and dried up the seed of genera-
tion. Some of his lines follow:
Needs must I band against the need-less Use 
Of Don Tobacco, and his foule Abuse: 
Which (though in Inde it be an Herbe in-

deed)
In Europe is no better than a Weed;

Two smoakie Engines, in this latter Age 
(Satans short Circuit; the more sharp his 

rage.)
Have been invented by too-wanted Wit, 
Or rather, vented from th’ Infernall Pit, 
Guns and Tobacco-pipes, with Fire and 

Smoak,
(At least) a Third part of Mankind to choak; 
Then, in Despite, who-ever dare say Nay, 
Tobacconists, keep-on your course: you may, 
If you continue in your Smoakie Ure, 
The better for Hell’s sulph’ry Smoak endure;

Similar in purpose and in tone if not 
in form was John Deacon’s “Tobacco 
Tortured.”20 Dedicated to James i and 
ornamented with conceits and far 
fetched analogies, this 198 page tract, 
which makes little or no contribution 
to medical history, is a continuous blast 
against tobacco fumes and fuming to-
bacconists. Tobacco like liquor was 
wasteful to the purse, a menace to the 
soul, and dangerous to bodily health. 
If, said Deacon, “sweete oyntments and 
perfumes do undoubtedly reioyce the 
heart of a man: then surely, all noy- 
some savours and poysonsome smels 
(such as is the filthie fume to Tobacco) 
inwardly taken must necessarily dis-
quiet, and drive the same into a dan-
gerous condition.”

The third of these invectives against 
“tobacco’s smoakie mist” came from the 

pen of Richard Braithwait, a minor poet 
of the time.21 His “Smoaking Age,” like 
Deacon’s tract, however, had little medi-
cal significance. Specifically, he warned 
that “it is not the swarthy-chopt To- 
bacco-drugge, that will yeeld you con-
tent in the expence of your time. . . . 
A whole ounce of Tobacco will hardly 
purchase one dram of wit.” Although 
admitting that tobacco taken internally 
if not to excess had some medicinal 
value, he thought that it diminished 
men’s valor. Moreover, he jeered at the 
notion of tobacco as “the onely sov- 
eraigne experimental! cure, not onely 
for the Neapolitan itch, but generally 
for all maladies incident to man’s bodie” 
such as asthma, canker, the King’s Evil, 
and consumption.

Less vigorous, but no less hostile, and 
more medical was William Vaughan 
whose “Directions for Health,” al-
though but incidentally concerned with 
tobacco, require some consideration.22 
While recommending tobacco against 
scurvy, the author warned lest the pierc-
ing power harm the spirits and by im-
moderate use harden men’s hearts. He 
also cautioned smokers concerning their 
company and pipe. “This Indian medic-
ament is mightily abused, and by 
the devils temptations turned to Bac-
chanalian beastly custom.” Tobacco 
should be avoided by lean, choleric, 
and melancholy persons, by young peo-
ple, women with child, husbands who 
desire to have children, and especially 
all such under fifty years of age whose 
brains were hot and dry. Tobacco of 
itself was as violent as quicksilver; it 
brought fear and dullness to the under-
standing, will, and memory. In sum-
mary:
Tobacco, that outlandish weedc,
It spends the braine, and spoiles the seede: 
It duls the sprite, it dints the sight,
It robs a woman of her right.



In 1619 the government issued an-
other proclamation resembling that of 
1604.23 This declared that tobacco 
tended to a general corruption of men’s 
bodies and manners. If it were going to 
be used in spite of its corrupting influ-
ence, however, better that it should be 
imported than that it be suffered to 
overrun the country—this “noysome” 
weed which nourished vice “(and noth-
ing else)." If permitted to grow in Eng-
land “the basest people" would use it 
promiscuously. I11 any case English to-
bacco, being poor, would only endanger 
the bodies of Englishmen “so that the 
medicinall use of tobacco (which is that 
that is only good in it, and to be ap-
proved) is in this kind also corrupted 
and infected.” The proclamation also 
observed that tobacco would occupy 
land which ought to be used for food-
stuffs; moreover, the customs would be 
diminished. In 1619 and 1625, other 
proclamations, primarily economic in 
character, referred to “the drugge called 
tobacco.”24

Even more critical of tobacco as a 
medicine than Vaughan was John 
Cotta, “Doctor of Physicke,” who in 
1619 recorded the high fame and great 
renown that attended tobacco’s first ar-
rival in England when it was enter-
tained as “an incomparable jewel of 
health, and an universall antidote and 
supersedeas” against all diseases.25 But, 
he inquired, had not “time and many a 
mans woefull experience given testi-
mony to right reason . . . from the 
first suspecting, and until this proving 
time suspending the too great name 
thereof? Is not now this high biased 
remedy discovered ... to be a mon-
ster of many diseases?” Cotta certainly 
disagreed with the statement in a “dia-
logue” of 1630, “Tobacco . . . wee 
acknowledge you a gentle drink,”26 
since he found in “this nicotine fume" 

the source of many common complaints.
Almost completely in agreement with 

Cotta was James Hart, another “Doctor 
in Physicke,” who believed tobacco a 
poison as strong as the strongest purging 
medicine, having a violent purging 
quality itself.27 While tobacco helped 
obstructions of the liver and other or-
gans, and by its narcotic quality stupe-
fied and benumbed the senses and so 
allayed pain, it was “indifferently used 
of all sorts of persons without respect 
of any circumstance whatsoever.” Mod-
erate exercise and good diet were better 
than tobacco. On the other hand, Hart 
admitted the use of tobacco to be justi-
fied in certain cases—time, place, age, 
constitution of body, the disease, quan-
tity, quality and manner of preparation 
all considered. He advised all melan-
choly persons, choleric, hot-brained per-
sons, women with child, and those with 
acute diseases to abstain, and warned 
that excessive usage caused many dan-
gerous diseases.

In 1621 Tobias Venner published a 
full length piece on tobacco.28 He ex-
plained that the juice of tobacco had 
an “excellent digesting, mundifying, 
and consolidating faculty,” efficacious 
for curing wounds or cuts, sores, ulcers, 
and scabs. While he too deplored im-
moderation, on the ground that smok-
ing increased insensibility, he approved 
tobacco as necessary and profitable for 
the rheumatic, those of cold and moist 
constitutions, and sufferers from tooth-
ache and swelling of the gums. In foggy 
and rainy weather, it prevented catarrhs, 
rheums, and the like. This led him to 
lay down ten precepts for the use of 
tobacco. It should be taken after meals 
and sometimes in the mornings fasting 
and at bedtime, never at meals between 
courses. One or two pipefuls at a time 
was sufficient. Smokers should not drink 
between the taking of fumes or, if they 



smoked before meals, eat or drink for 
fifteen minutes. They should keep the 
smoke from their eyes and draw the 
fume warily, not sucking it into the 
wind-pipe suddenly. Finally, they 
should not go out into the air directly 
after “taking the fume” because, the 
pores of the body being opened by the 
“strong working of the fume,” sud-
den access of the air might produce 
“ineffable hurts.” In general, Venner, 
well endowed with common sense, 
recommended that each smoker con-
sider whether or not tobacco would be 
“convenient for the stomach, lungs, and 
liver” and should determine his own 
practices.

Several years later a glowing eulogy 
of tobacco29 appeared, incorporating 
much material from “ Tobacologia” 
(1622) by Johann Neander, a capable 
physician and a native of Bremen.30 The 
dedicatory epistle recalled that many 
people were dependent for their liveli-
hood on the trade in tobacco which 
therefore was not only the physic but 
also the meat and drink of many people. 
It was a plant of God’s own making, 
though the devil was likewise involved. 
The very smoke was a great antidote 
against “wind-cholick.” It cleared the 
head and purged the brain, and was 
good for every condition. The tract 
itself began with a fairly elaborate 
description of tobacco, its faculties, cul-
tivation, and curing, after which its vir-
tues received attention.

An antidote to poison, it took away 
weariness, cured rheums, deafness, ul-
cers in the nostrils, redness in the face, 
toothache, swelling of the throat, dis-
eases of the thorax, cough, wind, and 
surfeit. It strengthened the memory 
by purging the brain. It cured the liver, 
spleen, dropsy, “emrods,” sciatica, fe-
male trouble, burns, old wounds, bloody 
flux, pox, falling hair, warts, corns, car-

buncles, mad dog bite, and cancer of 
the breast. (In this final instance the 
female plant should be used.) It healed 
the wounds of animals. Application of 
tobacco should come through mixture 
with other herbs. With all the virtues, 
however, the author advised young 
men against over-indulgence because 
this weakened the body and caused 
vomiting.

Quite in contrast to these prosaic 
though often excessive claims stands a 
frivolous tract published in 1675.31 
This seemed to be based—how seriously 
one can only guess—on the conviction 
that tobacco diminished masculine viril-
ity. At a session of women in “Gossips 
Hall” one confessed that though mar-
ried fourteen years, she had been with 
child only once and that was “not half 
gotten.” Insisting upon her aptness for 
generation, she maintained that smok-
ing had made her husband deficient. 
Her neighbor, whose husband did not 
smoke, had nine children for nine years 
of marriage. Tobacco indeed robbed 
women of their “sweet natural delight.” 
After this outburst, “a handsome, 
comely, buxome woman,” married to a 
“pritty young man” who appeared to 
be “a good woman’s man,” confided 
that she found him quite the contrary. 
Either her husband must leave off to-
bacco or she would betake herself to 
another man who would wine her and 
dine her and when the night came 
would wait upon her “briskly to sup-
ply the wants of a longing woman.” 
Away with a stinking brute who 
thought to satisfy a woman with a kiss 
because he could do nothing else, his 
oil having been sponged up by this 
noxious weed.

Thereupon a doctor’s wife recorded 
how her husband’s books proved to-
bacco’s evil effect upon “the seminal 
and luxurious parts” of men. She had 



had no children by her first husband 
“nor half that satisfaction from him, 
which a young woman (as 1 was) might 
expect.” Her present husband, to whom 
she had given six children, attributed 
the deficiencies of her first husband to 
the excessive use of tobacco which being 
hot and dry destroyed “the seed in man 
which propagates and begets children 
in women.” This statement encouraged 
further denunciation of tobacco, and, 
after an older (and unfortunate) vic-
tim of a tobacco-smoking husband had 
exhorted the assembly, a young woman 
took the floor. “Being as yet a virgin 
(though it may be contrary to my own 
will)” she feared lest she marry a 
smoker. Virgins might well refuse to 
marry; such refusal would perhaps 
bring men to their senses. The group 
then resolved that no man under fifty 
should smoke (one woman sought to 
set the age at sixty); if he did, it would 
be lawful for the wife to find a “gal-
lant.”

In striking contrast, a tract on coffee, 
tea, chocolate and tobacco recalled the 
terrible stories of sooty brains and black 
lungs found in the dissections of the 
dead bodies of smokers.32 Nevertheless, 
the author regarded tobacco as a cure for 
mangy and ulcerous diseases, colic pains, 
agues, toothache, and other woes. “As 
for daily smoking of it, the state and 
circumstances of your body must be the 
best guide; if your complexion be lean, 
hot, and dry, it is an argument against 
it, but if cold, moist, and humoral,” one 
may venture to use it. Several years 
later, another discourse on the same 
herbs, from the pen of a prolific Dr. 
James who quoted extensively from 
Monardes, recommended tobacco for 
stiff neck, tetanus, toothache, respiratory 
diseases, stomach ache and rumbles, and 
arthritis.33 Although the herb had value, 
abuse of it damaged the eye and nose, 

and, while stimulating venery, increased 
sterility.

Meanwhile, in 1724, Dr. George 
Cheyne, personal physician to the 
Countess of Huntingdon and devoted 
adherent of a strict and moderate dietary 
regimen, praised the extensive use of to-
bacco in England. Victims of coughs, 
catarrhs, and asthmatic indispositions, 
violent toothaches, and cold and water- 
ish stomachs would find that both smok-
ing and chewing supplied a beneficial 
evacuation, drawing off superfluous 
humors, crudities, and cold phlegm, 
provided the users carefully avoided 
swallowing the smoke or the juice.34 
Moreover, in a letter to Lady Hunting-
don, he advised her to encourage spit-
ting by chewing tobacco.35

I11 these same years, a writer in the 
Gentleman s Magazine commented 
upon the increased vogue of tobacco. 
After referring to Indian usage and the 
introduction into England, he ex-
plained that the “best way to distin-
guish whether Smoaking be for the 
Health, is to consider the Constitution, 
whether Phlegmatick, and subject to 
raw waterish Humours, then it may be 
beneficial; but in lean and hectick Con-
stitutions it is pernicious. The same Ob-
servations will hold with respect to 
Snuff, which may be useful to some Con-
stitutions, but hurtful to those who are 
subject to Apoplectick Fits, and to all 
if taken immoderately.” Europeans 
laughed at East Indians for chewing 
betel but their own folly of chewing to-
bacco spoiled their breath and made 
them appear loathsome.30

Approximately a century after Beau-
mont’s “Metamorphosis of Tobacco,” 
Lawrence Spooner published a lengthy 
poem on tobacco.37 In the epistle to the 
reader he deplored the cost of smoking. 
In the poem proper he dissented from 
the common attribution of medicinal 



or social virtues to tobacco and com-
pared it to Dalilah, maintaining that ex-
cessive use could not be avoided. Some 
years later, the Gentlemans Maga-
zine contained a series of verses, “The 
Convert to Tobacco. A Tale,” which, 
while lacking medical importance, re-
flects a viewpoint opposite to that of 

• Spooner.38
Hail Raleigh! Venerable Shade, 
Accept this Tribute humbly paid, 
Great Patron of the Sailing Crew, 
Who gav’st us Weed to smoke and chew,

Immortal Weed! all-healing Plant! 
Possessing Thee we nothing want.

With Thee, dear Partner of his Ale, 
The Justice grave prolongs his Tale; 
And fast asleep does wisely prate us, 
Whilst sober Whiff fills each Hiatus.

The final tract to be mentioned here 
as dealing with the subject under atten-
tion appeared from the pen of John 
Wesley in 1764.39 While dealing mainly 
with other items, the author recom-
mended blowing tobacco smoke into the 
ear to cure the earache and cleaning the 
teeth with tobacco ashes. Such tracts as 
these discussed here seem to belong to 
a bygone age, yet a few years ago, “To- 
bacconalia, containing medical, moral 
and social reasons for the moderate use 
of tobacco,” by James Irving Crabbe, 
reflected something of the older view in 
praising tobacco as a prophylactic, ano-
dyne, and conserver of vitality.40

Little need be said in concluding this 

sketch on the medical history of tobacco. 
As can readily be seen, the bulk of what 
has here been summarized dates from 
the early period of English colonization, 
a period marked also by a lively scien-
tific curiosity which itself was largely 
engendered by recent discoveries and 
exploration. With dozens of new drugs 
and herbs coming within the purview 
of Englishmen, tobacco inevitably at-
tracted attention. In the eyes of many, 
its potential therapeutic value equalled 
that of “Jesuit’s Bark,” for its obvious 
strength fitted contemporaneous precon-
ceptions concerning purgation and puri-
fication. Whether based on substantial 
proof or not, its quality as a “defensa- 
tive” against the ubiquitous and recur-
rent plague was so highly regarded that 
all ages and classes smoked and chewed 
furiously during the great epidemics. 
As already noticed, its popularity ex-
tended to other ails. It must needs be 
remembered, then, in this connection 
that the history of tobacco in England 
was once no longer than that of insulin 
in the United States. Subsequent moral 
propaganda on the one hand and social 
custom on the other should not entirely 
blot out what at one time appears to 
have been the primary interest in to-
bacco, namely, its medicinal value. In 
that capacity, men seized upon it with 
avidity and recommended it highly as 
a contribution to the improvement of 
public health in England.
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