ERGOT ALKALOIDS
	 
	Ergot alkaloids: Ergot alkaloids occur naturally in a fungus (Claviceps purpurea) that infests cereal crops. The ergots of this fungus contain a number of biologically active alkaloids including those responsible for the disease of humans and animals called ergotism. 
Ergotism, a condition sometimes called St. Anthony s Fire, is caused by toxic doses of alkaloids produced by purple masses of spores called sclerotia. The condition is characterized by two sets of symptoms -- gangrene with burning pain in the extremities and convulsions, hallucinations, severe psychosis, and death. It can also cause miscarriages in both humans and animals.
Although ergot derivatives can be toxic in high doses, they do have medicinal uses. Midwives were the first to discover their medicinal properties hundreds of years ago, using small doses of ergot extract to hasten labor or prevent postpartum bleeding. Ergometrine is the compound responsible for those effects, and is still being used to treat women in childbirth.
Ergotamine, another ergot derivative is valuable as a vasoconstrictor (restricting blood flow to the extremities) and is being used in medicines for the treatment of migraine headaches.
Adding to its notoriety, ergot is the source of lysergic acid, which is used to


