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Abstract-Evtdence IS presented for the probable ldenttty of strychmcme, a Strvchnor alkaloid Isolated by 
Boorsma m 1902 but no longer avallable, with vomlcme (4-hydroxy-N-methyl-rpc -pseudostrychnme) A 
product obtained m 1966 by Hlfny Saber et al and ldentlfied by them as strychnlclne IS different from 
Boorsma’s compound and Its nature remams uncertain 

BOORSMA’ Isolated an alkaloid strychnlclne from the leaves of Sfr~cl~no~ tgnatrt Berg 
(S treufe Lesch ) and S nux-romtcu L The alkaloid crystallized m ethanol a~ colourless, 
tasteless needles, decomposmg above 240”, Its salts, on the other hand, were very bitter and 
its tartrate was much less qoluble m cold water ,than were the tartrates of strychnine and 
brucme With cone H,SO,, H,S04-K,Cr,O,, and cone HNO, no strong colorations 
were observed Na,CO,, even m exceq preclpltated the alkalord almost completely 
Strychmcme had httle pharmacodynamlc actlvlty, 5 mg of the hydrochloride mlected mto 
a guinea-pig had no effect, but m a frog the same dose caused symptoms of lntoxlcatlon 

More importantly, however, Boorsma’ described the followmg specific colour test for 
strychmcme when NaOH 5olutlon was added to a weakly acid solution of the base a white 
preclpltate formed which redissolved, the solution gradually turned orange and addmon of 
HCI at this stage or earher gave rise to a violet-purple colour Ba(OH), could be used 
instead of NaOH, but the final colour did not develop when Na,CO, was employed 
Strychnine and brucme did not give this colour test, and 0 2 mg strychmcme in a mixture 
with 10 mg strychnine and 10 mg brucme was readily detected 

Nothing more was published on strychmcme until Hlfny Saber et al 2 reported the 
isolation from the seeds of S nux-z’omtca of a base crystalhzmg rn dilute ethanol as needles, 
m p 24O-242”, which afforded the specific colour test Just described 

We have subjected 9 of the alkaloids known to occur m S nux-oomtca and 6 closely re- 
lated alkaloids to Boorsma’ colour test for strychmcme and have found that only one 
alkaloid gave a posltlve result, namely vomlcme (4-hydroxy-N-methyl-set -pseudostrych- 
nine) (see Table 1) The other bases with a 4-hydroxy substltuent gave negative results 
Thece findmgs suggest that Boorsma’s strychmcme could well have been vomicme 
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The N-methyl-set -pseudo base vomlcme IS readrly obtatned from the leaves of S nux- 
vomrca, where bases of the N-methyl-set -pseudo and pseudo seller tend to occur rn large 
amounts,5 and this fits In well with Boorqma’s orlgmdl lcolatlon of strychmcme from the 
leaves Vomiclne crystallizes In ethanol as needles, it has m p 281-282’ (decomp ), but 
Boorsma’s much lower figure could simply mdlcate that his product was less pure and that 
the condltlons of taking the m p (decomposltlon point) were different Vomlclne IS tasteless. 
while Its salts arc bitter, Its tartrate IS poorly soluble In water,6 the free base gibes weak 
colours with H,SO,-K,Cr,O, and HNO, and has little phnrmJcodynamlc actlblty (LD,, 
for mice 74 2 mg/kg) ’ The slmllarlty of the?e propertie? M tth those reported for strychnlcrne 
IS evident 

Compound? 5 7, NaOH 

l_- -. 

After addmg After addmg 
HCI 3 76 Ba(OH), HCI 

4-Hydroxystrychnme3 Preclpltate Colourless soln Precipitate Colourless SoIn 
4-Hydroxy-3-methoxy- ReddIsh purple Colourless soln Reddt,h purple Pale straw- 

strychnme soln Sflln coloured soln 
Vomlcme Pale orange-pmk Violet soln ‘itraw-colnured Violet ~nln 

soln soln 
21,22-a-Epoxyvomlcme4 Ptnkrsh purple Very pale violet Pale orange-yellow Very pale violet 

soln t pptate soln: soln soIn: 
21,22+Epoxy- Pale orange soln Colourle~s soln Straw-coloured Colourlers soln 

14-hydroxyvomlcme4 soln 

* A small amount of the alkaloid was dissolved m 2-3 drops IO ‘Ti HCI, 4 drops 5 :g NaOH or 10 drops 
3 ;‘, Ba(OH): were then added finally, 3-4 drops cone HCI were added 

t All the other compounds tested gave, after adding the cone HCI a final colourless solution strychnine, 
@-colubrlne bruclne, pwudostrychnine, pseudobruclne, Ica]lne, nobacme 2 I Z.-a-epoxyno\ acine, 21 22-a- 
epoxy-14-hydroxyrca]lne.“ and strbchntne chloromcthobromltfe 

: According to the MC the 21 22-~I-epox~\omlclne contalncd about 10”: vomicrne-hence the weakly 
positive strychnlclne tejt 

While the grounds for Identtfylng Boorqma’s strychnlc[ne with vomlcme are reasonably 
convlncmg, the nature of the product Identified by Hlfny S‘tber cl al as strychnlcme IS not 
clear The product IS apparently not vomrcme, which these workers Isolated and Identified, 
and Its evidently highly polx nature (TLC) suggests that It 15 more llkcly to be either a 
N-oxide or a quaternary base artefact,’ I e either 4-hydroxystrychnlne N-oxide or 4- 
hydroxystrychnlne chloromethobromlde Neither of these two compound< 1s hnown, but It 
seems Improbable that either of them would give the specific colour reactlon smce 4- 
hydroxystrychmne itself does not 

Enqulrles indicate that samples of the two qtrychnlclnes are no longer a\allable, so that 
the conslderatlons put forward In the present note regarding the tdentlficatlon of Boorsma’s 
strychnlclne must stand on their own merits 
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