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Letters

Melatonin’s conflict, safety issues
“Drug of Darkness” (SN: 5/13/95, p.300)
failed to note Richard Wurtman’s significant
financial interest in Interneuron Pharmaceu-
ticals, a company aggressively seeking to
market melatonin, or chemical analogs, as a
prescription sleeping pill. With hundreds of
millions of dollars in “profits by patent” at
stake, Wurtman’s admonitions to avoid cur-
rently available “generic” melatonin should

be viewed with skepticism.

Edward Fry
Petaluma, Calif.

At least six institutions besides MIT have
applied for or now hold patents relating to
uses of “melatonin or chemical analogs,” and
six companies besides the one I cofounded
seek to develop and market products based on
these uses. What all of these companies will
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share is the obligation to prove to the FDA that
their products are pure, safe (for example, in
pregnant women or people taking other
drugs), and effective.

At present, all of the health-food-store “mela-
tonin” preparations I've seen contain amounts
of the drug that are far too high and that raise
melatonin concentrations in the blood far
above any that occur normally. Are such levels
safe? Perhaps the health-food-store marketers
have safety data; if so, they'd be well advised
to make those data available.

My deep concern about having the potent
hormone melatonin sold without any sort of
FDA oversight derives from terrible experi-
ences with another natural compound also
used as a hypnotic, L-tryptophan. My labora-
tory first showed, more than 2 decades ago,
that relatively tiny doses of L-tryptophan
could increase serotonin in the brain, thereby
inducing sleep. At that time, MIT wasn’t rou-
tinely patenting discoveries that might lead to
new drugs, so we simply published scientific
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papers on our findings and assumed that these
would somehow lead to a safe and effective
sleep-inducing product.

Instead—since we hadn'’t patented L-trypto-
phan and no one else could do so—no legiti-
mate U.S. drug company chose to develop it,
and it became a health-food-store product,
unregulated by the FDA. Because of this lack
of regulation, it was possible, a few years ago,
for an impure L-tryptophan preparation to be
introduced into this country by a company
seeking to gain market share.

This preparation generated a new syndrome,
the eosinophilia-myalgia syndrome, which
killed at least 45 otherwise normal people and
subjected thousands of others to a lifetime of
pain and disability. I devoutly hope that history
does not repeat itself with melatonin.

Richard J. Wurtman

Cecil H. Green Distinguished Professor
Brain & Cognitive Sciences
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Cambridge, Mass.
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