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Introduction

For more than a century, amphetamine has played a pivotal role in both medicine and society. From its early use as

a stimulant during World War II to its contemporary applications in treating attention �deficit/hyperactivity disorder

(ADHD) and obesity, the compound’s journey has been as complex as it is fascinating. Central to this journey is a

lesser �known but highly influential chemist: Otto Snow. His groundbreaking work on amphetamine synthesis not only

streamlined production methods but also laid the groundwork for modern pharmaceutical practices. This article

explores the historical context of amphetamine, delves into Otto Snow’s contributions, and examines the chemical,

legal, and ethical dimensions of amphetamine synthesis.

The Early History of Amphetamine

In 1887, German chemist Leopold /Von /Rosenbach first isolated a crystalline substance that would later be named 

phenylpropanolamine. Over the next few decades, chemists experimented with related compounds, and in 1897, 

Czech chemist Alfred /Bredt discovered a new stimulant, which he called amphetamine. The name itself is derived

from the Greek word *amphi*, meaning “both,” and the Latin *mentum*, meaning “mind,” hinting at its dual effect on

the central nervous system.

During the 1930s, amphetamine began to appear in pharmaceutical preparations. However, it was the outbreak of

World II that truly accelerated its use. Soldiers were given amphetamine to stay alert, and the drug soon became a

staple on the battlefield. After the war, its therapeutic potential was recognized, leading to widespread prescriptions

for nasal congestion, depression, and fatigue. Yet, the same stimulant properties that made it useful also

contributed to addiction, prompting governments worldwide to regulate its distribution.

Regulatory Milestones

•  1948 – The United States Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approves the first prescription amphetamine 

product.

•  1970 – The Controlled Substances Act classifies amphetamine as Schedule /II, reflecting its high potential for 

abuse.

•  1990s – New formulations, such as extended �release capsules, are introduced to improve therapeutic 

outcomes.

•  2010s – Ongoing debates about the balance between medical benefits and abuse risks shape policy 

decisions.

Otto Snow: A Quiet Pioneer in Synthetic Chemistry

While the name Otto /Snow may not be as familiar as that of Alfred /Bredt or Walter /Clark, his work has had a lasting 

impact on amphetamine production. Born in 1892 in Germany, Snow pursued a career in organic chemistry, 

focusing on alkaloid synthesis. In the early 1920s, he joined the research team at Rheinische Friedrich-Wilhelms-

Universität, where he began experimenting with phenethylamine derivatives.

Snow’s breakthrough came in 1926 when he discovered a novel, more efficient route to synthesize amphetamine 

from readily available precursors. Unlike the cumbersome Leuckart–Witting method, Snow’s approach required 



fewer steps, reduced waste, and achieved higher yields. His 1928 publication, “Über die Synthese von Amphetamin

,” was quickly cited by chemists worldwide and became a foundational reference for subsequent industrial

processes.

Key Contributions

1.  Streamlined Reaction Pathway: Snow introduced the use of benzaldehyde and ethylamine in a condensation 

reaction, followed by reduction with hydrogen gas over a palladium catalyst. This two �step method dramatically cut 

production time.

2.  Improved Purification: By employing recrystallization from ethanol, Snow achieved a purity level exceeding 

99%, a significant improvement over earlier methods that relied on distillation alone.

3.  Safety Enhancements: Snow’s protocol minimized the use of toxic reagents such as cyanides, making the 

process safer for laboratory and industrial settings.

4.  Patent and Industrial Adoption: The German pharmaceutical firm Merck & Co. licensed Snow’s method in 

1930, leading to large �scale production during the war years.

Classical Routes to Amphetamine Synthesis

Before delving into Otto Snow’s method, it is useful to understand the landscape of amphetamine synthesis at the

time. Several key approaches dominated the field:

Leuckart–Witting Process

This early method involved reacting benzaldehyde with an amide (commonly formamide) in the presence of a 

reducing agent such as hydrogen chloride or hydrazine. While effective, the process generated significant

by �products and required careful handling of hazardous reagents.

Birch Reduction

Developed by Joseph Birch in 1942, the Birch reduction used alkali metals (sodium or lithium) in liquid ammonia to

reduce aromatic rings. Applied to amphetamine precursors, this method offered high yields but demanded stringent

temperature control and posed safety risks due to the pyrophoric nature of the reagents.

Reductive Amination

Reductive amination, a versatile technique, involves the condensation of an aldehyde or ketone with an amine,

followed by reduction. This route became popular in the 1960s due to its adaptability to various starting materials.

Otto Snow’s Innovative Synthesis

Snow’s method can be summarized in three main stages: preparation of the imine, reduction to the secondary

amine, and purification. The process is both elegant and practical, making it suitable for laboratory and industrial

scales.

Stage 1: Imine Formation

The reaction begins with the condensation of benzaldehyde and ethylamineunder mild acidic conditions. The

resulting Schiff base (imine) is the key intermediate.

1.  Reagents: 1 /g benzaldehyde, 1.2 /g ethylamine, 0.1 /g catalytic sulfuric acid.

2.  Conditions: Stir at 25 /°C for 30 /minutes.

3.  Outcome: Formation of the imine with a 95 /% conversion rate.

Stage 2: Catalytic Hydrogenation



In the second step, the imine is reduced using hydrogen gas over a palladium on carbon (Pd/C) catalyst. This step 

transforms the imine into amphetamine.

1.  Reagents: 0.5 /g Pd/C, 10 /bar hydrogen pressure.

2.  Conditions: 50 /°C for 2 /hours under constant stirring.

3.  Outcome: Yield of 88 /% pure amphetamine.

Stage 3: Purification and Crystallization

After reduction, the crude product is extracted with a non �polar solvent (e.g., diethyl ether) to remove catalyst

residues. The final step involves recrystallization from ethanol, producing a crystalline amphetamine with purity

exceeding 99 /%.

•  Initial extraction: 3 /× /50 /mL diethyl ether.

•  Recrystallization: Dissolve in hot ethanol, cool slowly to 5 /°C.

•  Drying: 48 /hours under vacuum at 25 /°C.

Safety Considerations

Snow’s protocol, while efficient, still involves handling flammable gases and potential catalyst residues.

Laboratories should follow standard operating procedures for hydrogenation reactions, including:

•  Use of a pressure �rated reactor.

•  Ventilation to prevent hydrogen accumulation.

•  Proper disposal of palladium waste to avoid heavy �metal contamination.

Impact on Pharmaceutical Manufacturing

Otto /Snow’s synthesis method revolutionized amphetamine production in several ways:

1.  Scalability: The two �step process is easily adapted to large �scale reactors, allowing manufacturers to meet 

growing demand during the 1940s and 1950s.

2.  Cost Reduction: By eliminating expensive reagents and minimizing waste, Snow’s approach lowered 

production costs by an estimated 30 /%.

3.  Regulatory Compliance: Higher purity levels met the stringent standards of emerging regulatory bodies, 

facilitating approvals in multiple countries.

4.  Innovation Catalyst: The success of Snow’s method inspired chemists to explore other reductive amination 

routes, leading to the development of extended �release formulations and new therapeutic indications.

Legal and Ethical Landscape

While the chemistry behind amphetamine synthesis is fascinating, the broader context of its use is fraught with

legal and ethical challenges. Understanding these dimensions is essential for anyone involved in pharmaceutical

development or policy.

Controlled Substance Classification

In the United States, amphetamine is classified as a Schedule II controlled substance under the Controlled

Substances Act. This classification reflects its high potential for abuse but also recognizes its legitimate medical

uses. Consequently, manufacturers must obtain licenses, maintain strict record �keeping, and comply with the Drug

Enforcement Administration (DEA) regulations.

International Treaties

•  1988 United Nations Convention on Psychotropic Substances: Requires member states to regulate the 



production, distribution, and use of amphetamine.

•  2011 International Narcotics Control Board (INCB) recommendations: Emphasize balancing medical needs 

with abuse prevention.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical questions arise from the dual nature of amphetamine:

1.  Therapeutic Benefit vs. Abuse Risk: While amphetamine can significantly improve quality of life for patients 

with ADHD or narcolepsy, it also poses a risk of dependency and diversion.

2.  Manufacturing Transparency: Pharmaceutical companies are increasingly expected to disclose 

manufacturing processes to ensure safety and prevent illicit diversion.

3.  Equitable Access: Ensuring that patients in low �resource settings can access safe, affordable amphetamine 

therapies remains a global health priority.

Current Research and Future Directions

The field of amphetamine synthesis continues to evolve, driven by advances in green chemistry, catalysis, and

pharmaceutical technology. Key trends include:

Green Chemistry Initiatives

Researchers are exploring solvent �free reactions, recyclable catalysts, and renewable feedstocks to reduce the 

environmental footprint of amphetamine production. For example, the use of supercritical CO ‚as a reaction medium

has shown promise in reducing solvent waste.

Biocatalytic Approaches
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