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            iFurther praise for Shroom

            ‘Andy Letcher’s Shroom explores a stranger terrain than any other here. His knowledgeable history of the magic mushroom explains both risks and effects, but Letcher’s main concern is with users.’ Christopher Hirst, Independent

            ‘Great to see a book finally acknowledge the UK eighties psych scene in its correct cultural context.’ Richard Allen, founder of Delerium Records

            ‘Letcher’s learned exergesis is not going to go down too well with conspiracy theorists, urban myth makers, or anyone else who has just munched a few shrooms and wishes to invest their experience with magic and meaning. But as a synthesis of everything that has been said about, written about or done with psychedelic fungi, from China’s Chin dynasty (when an author named Chang Hua recorded mushrooms ‘that made you laugh unceasingly’) through to the recent British law upgrading them to a Class A drug, this book does a fine job.’ James Delingpole, Literary Review

            ‘Altogether a superb piece of work … The first history of a phenomenon which has attracted a large authorship but no real scholarship.’ Professor Ronald Hutton

            ‘A healthy sized jaunt between the parallel histories of the pantheistic and psychedelic movements. Andy Letcher, a precise, mildly academic and unshowy writer, leads us from the ancient Greeks of Eleusis, the Iron Age Druids and the medieval witches, all the way to the modern iiday via (of course) Tristram Shandy, Lewis Carroll and the hippie movement.’ Paul Dale, The List

            ‘A lucid and stimulating overview.’ Robert Murphy, Metro 

            ‘Illuminating and erudite; magic meets science. It takes a lot to impress me – Letcher does just that.’ Folklore Frontiers
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            viiToadstool soup!

            Toadstool soup!

            Drink it singly or in a group.

            Boris and his Bolshy Balalaika, ‘Toadstool Soup’ viii
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            Prologue

         

         One evening in the late summer of 1916, an upright American surgeon from New England began to feel unwell.1 Dr Beaman Douglass and his wife were on their way to play bridge with their neighbours when they were both overcome with preternatural waves of giddiness. Earlier they had eaten a meal of what they thought were innocuous wild mushrooms, fried in butter and served on toast, which were, by all accounts, delicious: ‘We smack our lips even now over the savoury dish,’ wrote Douglass a year after the event. But what neither he, nor his wife, nor the unfortunate maid who shared their meal knew was that they had in fact eaten several cupfuls of hallucinogenic fungi. They were, in other words, tripping.

         By his own confession Douglass was ‘not a botanist’, but he was a careful amateur mycologist, competent at mushroom identification and possessed of a passion for edible wild fungi. ‘For me,’ he declared, ‘hunting mushrooms is a pastime, eating them an adventure.’ So it was with some considerable delight that he recognised a mass of mushrooms sprouting in a neighbour’s cucumber bed as Panaeolus retirugis.2 The definitive guidebook, Charles McIlvaine’s One Thousand American Fungi, assured him that these were both edible and good, and Douglass had not the slightest reason to suspect otherwise.

         Having cooked up the mushrooms, Douglass and his wife ‘ate about one half cupful of the caps and two pieces of toast saturated with the liquor’. But a little over an hour later, when the couple had just joined their neighbours, the first peculiar symptoms came on. Mrs Douglass was the most strongly affected. Her vision was distorted, she was unable to concentrate (Douglass noted, somewhat peevishly, that she played cards badly that night), and she became increasingly dizzy. ‘There was some cerebral stimulation too – a tendency to be jolly, hilarious – she laughed and talked inordinately and foolishly.’ Later, however, she became depressed, could not see properly, and found it hard to breathe. Her pupils, Douglass noted, were unnaturally dilated.xiv

         As a medical man, Douglass was obviously concerned for his wife’s safety, but he knew enough about mycology to be reassured that their lives were not in any immediate danger for they had not eaten any of the deadly species. Nevertheless, as he too started to be taken by the effects of the mushrooms, he began to doubt his judgement. ‘I … thought it was time to do something for her before things might become so bad that I could not help her … I literally staggered back to my cottage, two hundred yards away, secured my tablets and syringe and struggled back over the road to my wife.’ Eventually, with the help of his friends – who read the medicine labels, prepared the syringe, and steadied his hand as he gave the injection – Douglass was able to administer atropine, morphine and an arsenal of emetics to his now ailing wife.

         All the time he fought off his own equally lurid symptoms, for he was dizzy and light-headed and his thoughts reeled around with a volition quite of their own. ‘The mind was stimulated truly, but the grade and result were below normal. Thoughts flew through my brain, but they were of secondary quality. The attention was easily distracted and disturbed … Objects near seemed far away, sounds were diminished, muscular weakness supervened and an uncomfortable feeling of anxiety appeared.’ Then he had the strongest and most improper desire ‘to be noisy, to laugh and joke’, and worse, his own ‘trivial and foolish remarks met with warm personal appreciation’. It was a most unbecoming, embarrassing and disquieting experience.

         In the clear light of day, when the mushrooms’ effects had mercifully receded, a relieved Douglass concluded that the adventure had possessed absolutely no merits, was intellectually worthless, and was not in any sense worth repeating. He wrote it up and published it in the journal of the mycological society to which he belonged: a cautionary tale, designed to ‘restrain the hazardous’ and prevent others from making similar foolish mistakes. Never once did it occur to him that anyone might actually want to seek out the mushrooms deliberately. But just forty years later that is exactly what they started to do, and the consequences were nothing if not extraordinary. Dr Douglass would have been astonished.
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            part one: agaricus

         

         
            Know your mushrooms,

            Else they’ll rush you,

            Stomach pump, in hospital!

            Boris and his Bolshy Balalaika, ‘Toadstool Soup’

         

         
            [image: ]

2
         

      

   


   
      
         
3
            1

            The Mushroom People

         

         
            We shall by morning

            Inherit the earth.

            Our foot’s in the door.

            Sylvia Plath, ‘Mushrooms’

         

         Magic mushrooms are becoming hard to avoid. Once they were the preserve of the psychedelic underground – of hippies, freaks and travellers – the dedicated few who may still be seen in Britain and America every autumn searching diligently for the little goblin-capped mushroom, the Liberty Cap, Psilocybe semilanceata. Now, however, an underground army of net-head hobbyists grows more exotic species and strains away from the public eye, in jars and terrariums secreted in basement cupboards. Young Western travellers to Indonesia, Thailand and Bali, lured by the pull of the paradisiacal full-moon beach party, buy mushroom omelettes or cola-mushroom shakes from the surreptitious locals, illicit fuel for their all-night dancing. In Holland, where liberal attitudes to such matters prevail, magic mushrooms have become big business. ‘Paddos’, as they are called, can be sold quite openly from market stalls, in ‘head shops’ and in specialist ‘smart shops’, and inundations of tourists flock to Amsterdam to sample these unusual wares.

         For a few short years, until the legal loophole was forcibly slammed shut in July 2005, mushrooms could be bought in Britain too, provided they were fresh and unprepared. Almost overnight, it seems, they erupted onto the marketplace to become the fashionable illicit drug of choice for young and old alike. For example, at 2004’s Stonehenge summer solstice gathering – that great barometer of alternative tastes, lifestyles and ideas – the principal psychoactive being peddled was not cannabis, LSD or Ecstasy, as recent trends might lead us to expect, but cultivated Mexican mushrooms. That year’s Glastonbury festival – now an established mainstream cultural event, in spite of the countercultural hype – saw one wholesaler alone shifting an excessive 70 kg 4of fresh mushrooms, a turnover that factors out at somewhere in the region of 3,500 individual trips. You could buy DIY kits with which to grow your own or, if that was too demanding, you could find flyers advertising websites from which to order mushrooms direct, delivered to your doorstep by return of post.

         The surge in mushroom consumption has not been restricted to festival-goers, hippies, clubbers, artists, musicians and the other usual bohemian suspects. I have heard of businessmen, academics, geneticists, photographers, architects, doctors, farmers, council workers and journalists who all make regular mushroom excursions. To reflect this trend, the Oxford English Dictionary, that great bastion of language and meaning, has been forced to add ‘shroomer’ to its ever-expanding lexicon.1 From Scandinavia to Spain, from the Americas to Australia, from Ireland to Indonesia, shrooms are gathered and eaten with apparent relish, and with a total disregard for their prohibited status. Mushrooming is, well, mushrooming – and, it seems, pretty much everywhere.

         From a historical point of view, interesting questions remain over how this curious state of affairs came to be, questions that this book attempts to answer: have people always consumed mushrooms, but secretly and away from the public gaze, or is this a modern phenomenon, and if so, why? Ask these questions of mushroom enthusiasts and many – at least those who are aware that mushrooms have a history at all – will tell you that psychoactive fungi have been used since ancient times.2 With great certainty they will detail how mushrooms were used in prehistoric religious ceremonies, inspiring the building of the stone circles of Avebury and Stonehenge and the Aztec pyramids at Teotihuacán. They will tell you how Plato, amongst others, drank mushroom tea at the ancient Greek rites of Eleusis; how mushrooms were eaten by the shadowy Celts and their Druidic priests, by the Vikings to access their jingoistic rages, and then later by the medieval witches in their secretive moonlit sabbats. They will happily explain that folk memories of Siberian mushroom-shamanism gave us the figure of Father Christmas, who is, in fact, a magic mushroom in disguise. They will blame a blinkered, patriarchal and nature-hating Christianity, or perhaps the scientific machinations of the industrial revolution, for the severance of this unbroken tradition and the wilful oppression of this throwback to the stoned age. And they will claim that by reviving mushroom use they are reinstating an ancient shamanic heritage, a heritage that is their natural birthright.5

         This book differs from all others that have come before by breaking with this received orthodoxy, for the real and as yet untold history of the magic mushroom is at once less fanciful and far more interesting. The history of the magic mushroom is much more than a good old tripper’s tale. It is intertwined with and inseparable from the social, cultural, scientific and technological changes that have occurred since the industrial revolution, the forces that have wrought the modern Western world. Because of this entanglement, the story of the magic mushroom says something rather revealing about ourselves, about the ideas, hopes, fears, aspirations and desires that shape our time: not least about our yearning for enchantment in a barren scientific world stripped of magic and meaning. That we in the West have found value in those remarkable mushroom experiences, where almost all others before us have regarded them as worthless, means that in a very real sense we could claim to be living in the Mushroom Age. We are the Mushroom People. The story of the magic mushroom therefore provides us with a window, albeit from a quite unexpected viewpoint, upon the modern condition itself.

         
            *

         

         Mushrooms may not yet have inherited the earth, as Sylvia Plath ominously predicted, but what little fossil evidence there is suggests that fungi per se have inhabited it for at least 400 million years, since the Devonian period.3 It has been estimated that there may be as many as 1.5 million species of fungi currently in the world, of which only about 100,000 have been identified and formally described, with most of the new species being discovered in the tropics.4 Though people often label them as plants (from a writer’s point of view, it remains occasionally convenient to do so), the fungi actually constitute a distinct biological kingdom, for they contain no chlorophyll and do not reproduce with flowers. But of the four major fungal phyla, in which may be found the rusts, smuts, yeasts, moulds and mildews, only the so-called Basidiomycetes produce what we commonly think of as mushrooms and toadstools. There may be as many as 140,000 of these mushroom-producing species in the world, of which we may know only as few as 10 per cent.

         Contrary to popular belief, mushrooms – or carpophores, to give them their scientific name – do not only grow at night: we just tend to notice the ones that appeared while we were sleeping. Nor is there any scientific division between mushrooms and toadstools, though following 6the Greeks we commonly think of the former as being the edible species, the latter the poisonous. Nor, indeed, is the mushroom the entirety of the organism, for it is merely the reproductive structure, or fruiting body, concerned with the Darwinian task of propagating genes into the next generation. The main body actually consists of a network of microscopic threads, or hyphae, which grow and branch through the species’ preferred substrate, forming what is called a mycelium. Mycelia can grow to a vast size. One of the largest has been found in America, a single root fungus, Armillaria bulbosa. This specimen occupies an area of about fifteen hectares, weighs in the region of 10,000 kg, and is probably about fifteen hundred years old.5

         Mushrooms and toadstools exist solely to produce spores, which they do by the million. Released and sometimes fired forcibly into the air, these microscopic ‘seeds’ are blown away by the slightest breeze until, if lucky, they land on a suitable substrate where, when conditions are right, they will germinate. A single hyphal thread hatches out of the spore and expands outwards, rather like the long modelling balloons used by stage conjurors, but inflated by water pressure, not air. The hypha grows, splits and branches this way and that, sensing its way to where pockets of nutriment can be found and absorbed through its semipermeable wall. At this stage the fungus is monokaryotic, that is, it contains only one nucleus and one complete set of chromosomes, and though viable for a short time, will die if it does not ‘mate’. Unlike the dioecious higher organisms, fungi have many hundreds of different mating types – sexes if you will, though the analogy is not precise – to choose from. When two compatible types meet, they fuse together in such a way that each hyphal cell then contains two distinct nuclei, two complete sets of chromosomes, which coexist together harmoniously until environmental cues trigger true sexual reproduction.

         In the temperate zones fungal reproduction is usually spurred by the onset of winter – frost being the greatest enemy of an organism consisting mostly of water – but elsewhere shortage of nutrients may be the trigger. When environmental cues indicate a period of stress, the ever-expanding hyphae suddenly grow together into tight balls, called pinheads. Then, from these, and occasionally rising with such force that they can dislodge stones and paving slabs, mushrooms grow up and out, an architectural triumph to rival the finest humans can offer. Indeed, the structure of the mushroom works on exactly the same principles as the fan-vaulting of our Gothic cathedrals, though unlike 7the fungi we lack this remarkable ability to expand our bodies to an equivalently majestic size.

         It is only here, within the cells of the mushroom itself, that true sexual reproduction occurs. The two nuclei fuse, meiosis takes place, and spores are formed, which then drop away from the mushroom’s gills or pores rather like confetti from a Manhattan skyscraper, caught by the breeze and blown far and wide. There the analogy ends, for confetti quickly rots (decomposed by fungi, of course), but with their tough coats spores can lie dormant for years, weathering the harshest of conditions. For such a fragile organism, spores are an eminently sensible way of ensuring that those selfish fungal genes are passed on.

         The majority of fungi, whether mushroom-producing or not, are saprophytic, that is they are nature’s recyclers, feeding off dead plant and animal cells. However, some are symbiotic, bonding with algae to form lichens, or together with plant roots to form complex underground networks called mycorrhizae, a ‘wood-wide web’6 without which both plant and fungus would struggle to survive. Others are parasitic (think of ringworm and athlete’s foot) or pathogenic, while some are even carnivorous: remarkably, certain species twist their hyphae into spring-loaded snares, which snap shut when an unfortunate, and equally microscopic, nematode worm wriggles through. Like something out of a horror movie, the unfortunate entrapped creature is then slowly digested as the hyphae penetrate and suck out the contents of its nutrient-rich body.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Until very recently, with the advent of microscopy, all this sex and bloodshed was concealed from the human eye. Only the superficial, macroscopic mushrooms caught our attention; indeed, they are hard to miss for they come in all sizes, all shapes, all colours, all tastes and all smells. Some glow in the dark, while others are cast up in beguiling and enchanted-looking fairy rings. Some stain purple or yellow or blue when cut or bruised; others drip with a milky lactation, or dissolve away rapidly into a black slime that can double as ink. Some contain chemicals that can be used to dye cloth a vivid purple or red, while others emit hydrogen cyanide gas in quantities sufficient to be smelled.7 One, the accurately named stinkhorn or Phallus impudicus, is preternaturally priapic. It springs up from the earth with 8its bell-end covered in a green, fetid, spore-ridden slime that reeks of rotting meat, and is carried hungrily away by flies. (It is said that Charles Darwin’s prudish granddaughter would collect and secretly burn these rude protuberances lest they corrupt passing children.8)

         Unsurprisingly, then, mushrooms of all kinds have proved an enduring source of inspiration for writers, poets, artists and musicians alike throughout Western history. Whether it is their sudden appearance, their ephemerality, their association with rot and decay, gastronomic pleasure and indigestive pain, their grotesque shapes, or just their sheer otherness, mushrooms and toadstools have always stirred and troubled our imaginations. Strange and uncertain, dark and disquieting, ruled by apparently supernatural forces, mushrooms seem to us living repositories of all that is weird, enchanted, other-worldly and uncanny. They have produced in us desire and loathing in equal measure.

         For Shelley, in The Sensitive Plant (1820), the mushroom’s stalk was like

         
            
               a murderer’s stake

               Where rags of loose flesh yet tremble on high,

               Infecting the winds that wander by.

            

         

         Both Charles Dickens in Dombey and Son (1847–8) and Edgar Allan Poe in The Fall of the House of Usher (1840) employed mushrooms figuratively as the obvious outward symbols of human decline and decay. It is common to find wild mushroom patches brutally trampled and kicked, as if their offensive presence will somehow drag us into ruin. Their cold, bloated fleshiness is, if not a genuine danger, then still an unwelcome reminder of mortality and death. Plath’s ‘foot in the door’ is troubling indeed.

         Different artists and writers have responded more to the mushroom’s otherworldly qualities. In music, the contemporary Czech composer Vaclav Halek quite literally takes his inspiration from mushrooms, for he apparently hears eldritch orchestral music playing whenever he gazes upon one.9 Every species produces its own unique melody, which he dutifully transcribes and incorporates into his own compositions. Though this is almost certainly caused by a bizarre medical condition called synaesthesia (more commonly a symptom of eating magic mushrooms), in which colours are sensed as sounds, numbers as shapes, sounds as smells and so on, mushrooms seem so 9strange to us that it is easy to believe Halek’s claim that they really do sing out in otherworldly tones.

         The Belgian sculptor Carsten Höller specialises in making accurate models of mushrooms. In one installation (Upside Down Mushroom Room, 2000) giant, human-sized fly-agarics appear to be growing downwards from the ceiling: a dizzying inversion guaranteed to make the hardest of heads spin. The British artist Alison Gill placed human-sized papier-mâché Liberty Caps into London’s Jerwood Gallery (Amplifier, 1997), an installation that afforded the mushrooms a ghost-like presence. Her series of magic mushroom photos, Fungal Kingdom Emanations (1997) – created using a special technique known as Kirlian photography – seem to capture the very nature of these peculiar mushrooms, for they appear surrounded by a coruscating, electric-blue aura.

         
            
[image: ]Fungi Kingdom Emanations by Alison Gill (1997)

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Amplifier, Alison Gill’s installation of human-sized papier-macé Liberty Caps. The Jerwood Gallery, London, 1999. (Photo by Stephen White)

            

         

         10Both Jules Verne and H. G. Wells imagined forests of giant mushrooms growing at the centre of the earth and on the moon respectively, as if no other plant could capture the strangeness of these imagined places. Kipling’s Puck of Pook’s Hill (1906) was accidentally summoned in a fairy ring. Shakespeare took a similarly enchanted view of mushroom-kind, placing ‘demy-puppets … whose pastime is to make midnight mushrumps’ into the magical universe of The Tempest. In fact, as he did so often, he was breaking with tradition here, for it was more usual in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to hurl the word ‘mushroom’ as an insult.10 The actual mushroom’s impudent and unexpected arrival, its equally rapid decay, its lack of a substantial root and its inherent love of ordure made it the perfect derogatory metaphor for lambasting the emerging mercantile middle classes. Thus, John Taylor (1580–1653) wrote the following in his Most Horrible Satyre of 1639:

         
            
               Consider this thou new made Mushroom man,

               Thy Life’s a Blast, a Bubble, and a Span;

               And thou with all thy Gorgeous trappings gay,

               Art but a Mouldring lumpe of guilded Clay.

            

         

         More recently, with all things scatological forming the cornerstone of British humour, the children’s author Raymond Briggs saw fit to name his perennially favourite flatulent bogeyman Fungus. Rather like his namesakes, this Fungus lives in a shadowy, dank underworld, thriving on the things that fill us with disgust – mould, slugs, slime and pus – and only appearing in our world, somewhat grudgingly, to give substance to our nightmares. But for Briggs’s comical antihero, being a bogeyman is a profession, his job to tap on windows, wake babies with a prod and leap out from behind gravestones to terrorise human passers-by. Quite why this is his lot remains for him a source of existential angst. That he turns out to be a surprisingly sensitive creature is just one of the many clever inversions that have ensured his continued popularity amongst children and adults alike.11

         Mushrooms, then, seem to us imbued either with an intrinsic earthy, grotesque and gnomic humour, or with all the beauty, glamour, danger and charm of a faerie enchantment. How apposite it is, therefore, to find that certain species are hallucinogenic, and that when eaten they produce in us both hilarity and the most profound and otherworldly 11alterations of consciousness. The fact of the magic mushroom simply accords with all our expectations.
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            2

            Science and Magic

         

         
            Every drug has its own character, its unique claims to fame.

            Sadie Plant1

         

         There are, according to current estimates, 209 species of hallucinogenic mushroom, of which most fall into two broad groups.2 The first contains the fly-agaric, Amanita muscaria, and its close relative the panther cap, Amanita pantherina. The former is the red-and-white-spotted mushroom so familiar to us from childhood, where it appears ubiquitously in storybook illustrations as the preferred seating of gnomes; the latter is its less well-known brown-and-white-spotted cousin. Both fungi are closely related to the deadliest of species, the Destroying Angel, Amanita virosa, and the Death Cap, Amanita phalloides (which, as their names suggest, are responsible for the majority of fatalities worldwide).

         
            
[image: ]The fly-agaric, Amanita muscaria, from James Sowerby’s Coloured Plates of English Fungi (1797–1815). Courtesy R. Gordon Wasson Archive, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts.

            

         

         The fly-agaric is not deadly, however, but contains a fuzzy cocktail of different chemical alkaloids, including ibotenic acid (α-amino-3-hydroxy-5-isoxazoleacetic acid) and muscimol (5- (aminomethyl)-3-hydroxyisoxazole), which produce an unsteady set of symptoms: nausea, dizziness, a flushed countenance, twitchiness, increased stamina, euphoria, deep coma-like sleep, hallucinatory dreams and, occasionally, nothing but a headache the next day.

         Not surprisingly given this litany, both species have been largely shunned 13apart from, that is, in two areas of Siberia where there is a long tradition of using fly-agaric as an intoxicant. Nevertheless, this mushroom has generated a spectacular array of myths and legends about its supposed role in the origins of shamanism and religion – so many myths, in fact, that three chapters in the middle section of this book are devoted to exploring and unpicking them. Curiously, the fly-agaric seems to be the one mushroom that most people assiduously avoid, and yet it is the one concerning which people will happily countenance all manner of moonshine. Something about its colourful and memorable form makes the mere thought of it a potent catalyst for the human imagination, but just like its genuine, capricious, psychoactive effects, these tall tales need to be approached with a good deal of caution.

         The second group comprises those fungi, most commonly within the genus Psilocybe, that contain the active alkaloid ingredients psilocybin (4-phosphoryloxy-N, N-dimethyltryptamine) and psilocin (4-hydroxy-N, N-dimethyltryptamine): these are the ones that we typically mean by the term ‘magic mushrooms’ and that constitute the main subject of this book.3 There are currently 186 known psilocybin species – the figure is rising all the time – of which 76 occur in Mexico alone.4 To pick a mushroom at random in Mexico is to stand a very good chance of picking a hallucinogenic one, which is probably why it is the one part of the world where there is a genuinely old tradition of psilocybin mushroom usage. There are far too many psilocybin mushrooms to describe them all here, but of the plethora growing worldwide two deserve special mention.

         The first is the Liberty Cap, or Psilocybe semilanceata (naked head, half-lance shaped). In Britain this delicate little mushroom appears in the autumn months, growing in great abundance in ‘troops’. It is found in pastures across the British Isles, but especially in acid upland pastures, the wet, chilly sheep fields of Wales, the Pennines, Devon and Cornwall, and Scotland. Somewhat parochially, we think of it as ‘our’ magic mushroom, but in fact it grows in many temperate regions across the world. It is found across western Europe, from Scandinavia in the north to the Spanish Picos mountains in the south; from Ireland in the west to the Czech Republic and Russia in the east. Moreover, it grows across great swathes of the American Pacific Northwest, and also in New Zealand and Tasmania. Contrary to popular wisdom, it is not coprophilic, that is it is not a dung-lover, but actually grows saprophytically upon the dead root cells of certain grasses.5 Despite its small 14size – the cap is only about a centimetre across – it is home not to gnomes but to species of mycophagous sciarid flies, the grubs of which are familiar to anyone who has ever picked and dried the mushrooms.
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         Though originally lumped together with other small, nondescript fungi as Agaricus glutinosus (in the eighteenth century Agaricus was a catch-all generic name for mushrooms), the species was finally identified, and acquired its Latin epithet, when it was described by the great pioneer of fungal taxonomy, the Swedish mycologist Elias Magnus Fries (1794–1878). Since then it has acquired many common names, especially since it revealed itself to be a hallucinogenic species during the 1970s: mushrooms, shrooms, mushies, psillys, pixie caps, Welsh friends, Welsh tea. It is most commonly known as the Liberty Cap because of the distinctive shape of its cap, which resembles the Phrygian bonnets worn by the French revolutionaries when they stormed the Bastille. It seems to have acquired this name in Britain during the late eighteenth or early nineteenth century, perhaps in response to palpable anxieties surrounding the very real possibility of a Napoleonic invasion: the sudden overnight appearance of troops of Liberty Caps might very well have been taken as an unwelcome portent of a similar incursion by the French. These days, and somewhat tellingly, it is the mushroom’s resemblance to the archetypal goblin’s cap that particularly arrests attention. This iconic shape made it a potent countercultural badge during the 1980s and 1990s, when it appeared on T-shirts, postcards and album covers.15

         As luck would have it, this one species that grows so abundantly in the world happens also to contain a high and predictable concentration of psilocybin: about 1 per cent. It contains trivial amounts of psilocin, but significant amounts (0.36 per cent) of another psychoactive alkaloid, baeocystin (4-phosphoryloxy-N-methyltryptamine).6 Were these concentrations not so stable, dosage would be impossible to gauge (as is the case with certain other psychoactive species) and the mushroom would probably not have been adopted as a psychoactive drug. As it is, any twenty mushrooms picked in different parts of the world will have, on average, the same concentration of active ingredients, and therefore the same pharmacological effect.
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         The second notable psilocybin mushroom is Psilocybe cubensis. It was first collected by the American mycologist Franklin Sumner Earle (1856–1929) in 1904 in Cuba, hence its species epithet (although he originally placed it in the genus Stropharia). It is much larger than its diminutive cousin, its distinctive golden-brown flying-saucer-shaped cap reaching sizes of up to eight centimetres across. It most definitely is coprophilic, and sprouts from the dung of bovines, or from well-manured ground, throughout the semi-tropical regions of the world. It is found in the south-east United States especially Florida, Louisiana and Mississippi; in Mexico, Cuba and the northernmost countries of South America; in Australia, notably Queensland; and in India and South East Asia, especially Vietnam and Thailand. The introduction of cattle-farming (usually through Western imperialist expansion) has undoubtedly done much to increase the frequency of occurrence of cubensis around the world. Whether cattle-farming actually spread the mushroom to new countries, or simply provided the already occurring species with a brand-new ecological habitat to colonise, is unknown. But what makes this species so important is that it has proved the easiest to 16cultivate: most of the magic mushrooms bought and sold, or grown in home terrariums, are cubensis.

         Though different strains of cubensis exist, and cultivated mushrooms are marketed as such – for example ‘Thai’, ‘Colombian’, ‘Ecuadorian’ and so on – the commercial varieties are more often than not identical. Every mycelium produces several ‘flushes’ of mushrooms, which can be made to look different by varying the watering regime, or the time when they are harvested: selling these as different strains is simply a marketing trick to meet consumer expectations – shaped by the cannabis trade – of variety and choice.

         Psilocybe cubensis is known by a variety of names. In Mexico, where it is sometimes viewed suspiciously because of its coprophilic habit, it is known as San Isidro Labrador after the patron saint of ploughing. In Mazatec it is ‘di-xi-tjo-le-rra-ja’, the ‘divine mushroom of manure’. In Thailand it is imaginatively titled ‘hed keequai’, ‘the mushroom that appears after the water buffalo defecates’. In Holland it is the gigglehead; in America and Australia it is the Golden Top or Golden Cap, or simply cubensis.7

         On a per weight basis, cubensis is less potent than the Liberty Cap, with an average psilocybin content of around 0.63 per cent, psilocin 0.6 per cent and baeocystin 0.025 per cent.8 These percentages can vary quite substantially, however, and in cultivated specimens psilocybin content has been found to be highest in mushrooms picked during the fourth flush.9 A street dose of cubensis is typically in the region of fifteen to thirty grams of fresh mushrooms, though experienced users may double this. With Liberty Caps, psychoactive effects begin to be felt with ten to fifteen mushrooms, but an average dose is in the region of twenty to forty mushrooms. One hears stories of much higher, possibly heroic, doses being taken – in the hundreds – but this happens more rarely. Mushrooms of all kinds may be eaten fresh, cooked into omelettes, made into a tea (along with warming spices such as ginger to offset the typical stomach aches and gripes that accompany consumption), or dried or preserved in honey for later use. Fresh cubensis mushrooms have a pleasant peppery taste, whereas Liberty Caps have a greasy, rancid aftertaste (and, if dried, the texture of boot leather), which makes stomaching them a difficult task indeed.

         Though the exact biosynthetic pathways have been identified, no one knows exactly why these species produce the psychoactive alkaloids psilocybin, psilocin and baeocystin. Some of the more lurid theories 17suggest that the mushrooms altruistically synthesise them for human benefit, to kick-start a human–mushroom symbiosis, or perhaps to open our eyes to the planet’s ecological needs;10 others, that they are a gift from God. More prosaically, they may simply be by-products from some other essential metabolic process, or have some yet-to-be-determined ecological function, perhaps in deterring mycophagous flies.

         Psilocybin, its chemical relatives and the mushrooms within which they are found are formally classed as psychoactives (‘activating the psyche’), psychedelics (literally ‘mind-manifesting’) or hallucinogens (‘producing hallucinations’).11 The psychophysical effects of these mushrooms come on anywhere from fifteen minutes to an hour after consumption, depending on how empty the stomach is, and last between four and five hours; unlike, say, LSD which lasts in the region of ten to twelve hours. Psilocybin is about a hundred times less potent than LSD, but about ten times more so than mescaline, the active ingredient of the peyote cactus.

         This much we know. When mushrooms are eaten most of the psilocybin is chemically converted (dephosphorylated) into the more potent psilocin by the action of stomach enzymes (though the fate of baeocystin is less well understood).12 From there, both enter the blood, are distributed very rapidly through the body and are able to cross the blood–brain barrier, the obstacle that ordinarily prevents toxic substances from entering and damaging the precarious biochemistry of the brain. Psilocybin and psilocin belong to a class of chemicals called indole alkaloids, or tryptamines, which are structurally similar to the endogenous neurotransmitter serotonin. Alterations in the normal supply and uptake of serotonin are implicated in a range of physiological and psychological disorders, such as depression and migraine, and in the action of a variety of psychoactive drugs. For example, Ecstasy, or MDMA, works by flooding the brain with serotonin, producing intense feelings of pleasure, whereas the anti-depressant Prozac causes an even production of serotonin and a more controlled elevation of mood. The close similarity of psilocybin and psilocin to serotonin means that they latch onto the brain’s so-called 5-HT2a serotonin receptor sites (but, unlike LSD, psilocybin does not directly affect dopamine, the neurotransmitter implicated in schizophrenia). It is rather as if a new, alien but curiously compatible piece of software is thrown into the brain’s computer, disrupting its normal operations in novel and unexpected ways. 18

         One measurable symptom of all this chemical jiggery-pokery is that alpha-wave activity in the neocortex is completely replaced by betawave activity, but quite why this should produce such profound alterations of consciousness, science has yet to explain: the best it can offer is that various feedback loops between different parts of the brain, perhaps the cortex and the thalamus, are disrupted by the replacement of serotonin with psilocybin, causing an opening of the ‘thalamic sensory filter’.13 Even so, it seems quite possible that the perturbations caused by psilocybin will turn out to be extremely useful in revealing what is ordinarily going on in the complex biochemistry of the brain: they are the neurophysiological equivalent of turning over stones.

         As for the subjective effects of eating magic mushrooms, these depend on a number of variables: upon the species consumed; whether the mushrooms are eaten fresh or dried, or with food; the person’s body weight, psychological make-up and expectations; and the environment in which the mushrooms are taken. In addition to desirable transformations of mood and perception, mushrooms can cause ominous disturbances to the digestive system – stomach aches and nausea – and make physical movement difficult: walking can take the most intense act of will. (One British mushroom seller cautioned users not to operate any equipment more technically demanding than a spoon.) The old 1960s adage of correct set (mental preparation) and setting (a safe and supportive environment) still holds true.

         At low to moderate doses, the most immediate effect is that colours seem brighter, more saturated and better defined. By contrast, at very high doses all sense of reality and one’s connection to it may be severed, as the universe and one’s identity dissolve into a maelstrom of colour and form. Needless to say, this can be a terrifying experience; the effects of the moderate doses that people typically take, however, are usually more pleasant. Normal vision is disrupted by juddering fractal textures and patterns that emerge out of, and are superimposed upon, the apparent world. Everything is suddenly tattooed with light, while unbidden faces may peer out from the woodwork. The bemushroomed are famously prone to hysterical fits of the giggles, for ordinary and mundane aspects of life are seen in a new, childlike and very often comic light. One habitué told me how she was once overcome with gales of laughter when the moles and freckles on her arm got up and danced away. 19

         The epithet ‘magic’ appears apposite and well earned, for mushrooms create an overall ambience of earthy, Tolkienesque enchantment. The world, and especially the natural world, appears in a new light, as if some ordinarily obscured and secret aspect of it has been suddenly revealed. The smallest details – leaves, bark, cobwebs, grains of sand – appear exquisitely beautiful and heavy with meaning. Consciousness appears less bounded than it is ordinarily, for trees, plants and even rocks seem to be, in some peculiar sense, aware. However strange and unsettling this transformation, the bemushroomed may report a feeling of familiarity, of déjà vu, of having always known about this particular nook in the architecture of experience. Some say it is as if they have stepped into an archetypal space where they are actors in some ancient drama played out by fools, lovers, kings and queens. This is more than an enchanted escapade: enthusiasts report that great noetic insights and philosophical connections flash unexpectedly into the mind, so that the experience is intellectually and ontologically rewarding.

         It is with eyes closed, however, that the most dramatic alterations of consciousness become apparent. Here the phantasmagoria of psychedelic patterns and visuals are most powerfully encountered, arching unbidden across the inner screen of the mind’s eye; the phantasmagoria that, whether triggered by opium, LSD, hashish or mescaline, writers and poets have struggled to describe from the time of the Romantics onwards.

         Aficionados say it is as if one is gazing upon the surface of an ever-changing sea, brightly coloured and turbulent, that throws up ever more dazzling combinations of pattern and colour, texture and form, with its constant boiling and seething; or perhaps upon an infinitely elastic rubber sheet, that stretches and oozes like some play-putty rolled between the fingers, luminously and languidly bulging and rippling in three dimensions, folding itself into endlessly delightful new arrangements. Here, a tessellating pattern of mushrooms glides across the inner screen like a fan of cards. There, ladders of colour and light, encrusted with millions of bejewelled eyes, spring up and away. Some users report hearing a soundtrack to complete the inner son et lumière, a mysterious timbre of undulating squelches and whoops like those created by the Radiophonic Workshop, or the early Acid House pioneers, on their creaking analogue synthesisers. While the action of the mushrooms lasts there is no end to it, and users are adamant that the 20lightshow feels as if it is originating from somewhere else, as if somehow this is the mushroom revealing itself.

         Nevertheless, serious mushroom users – ‘myconauts’, if you will, travellers in the realm of the mushroom – distinguish between these sorts of ‘visuals’, which they regard as pretty but trivial, and a secondary class of ‘visions’ obtained at much higher doses. With these heroic quantities, the tempest of inner visuals condenses into coherent scenarios: visions of ancient civilisations or future space colonies; of elves or angels, spirits or demons. One gets the sense of being pulled deeper into trance by the mushrooms (though with great effort one can open one’s eyes and momentarily escape), to a place where things of great importance will be revealed. These are the shamanic realms, myconauts claim, where autonomous, discarnate beings, the spirits of shamanism, impart information and reveal gnostic truths. Some report hearing the ‘mushroom’ talking to them, as clear as day. Clearly, from a scientific point of view there is much more to be discovered than is currently understood about the action of mushrooms and about how they induce such peculiar sensations: reducing all this to an increase in beta-wave activity or to a broken cortical feedback loop does not quite cut the ontological mustard.

         Interestingly, users report that different psilocybin species produce quite distinctive subjective effects. For example, some say that with Liberty Caps visuals are more organic and earthy, whereas with cubensis they are more alien and architectural. The parsimonious explanation is that every hallucinogenic species contains its own unique composition of alkaloids which, though they may be only weakly active, synergise with the heavyweight ingredients, psilocybin and psilocin, and influence the way in which they work. Monocular science, having settled upon these two as the responsible agents, has yet to set about investigating the unique pharmacological dynamics of each and every species.

         
            *

         

         From a physiological point of view, the health risks from magic mushrooms are minimal (though no drug can be said to be entirely risk free). In mice the LD50, that is the dose at which 50 per cent of the experimental subjects die, is 280 mg/kg of body weight,14 but a high dose in humans is only 0.5 mg/kg.15 With such a low toxicity it has been estimated that you would have to eat your own body weight in mushrooms to take a lethal dose,16 and indeed there are no reported 21cases of fatalities from psilocybin mushrooms, though children may be more at risk of physical harm.17 One foolhardy individual made himself dangerously ill by taking his mushrooms intravenously.18

         From clinical trials we know that taking psilocybin is a literally hair-raising experience (it causes piloerection), which leaves subjects wide-eyed (it famously triggers mydriasis, a marked dilation of the pupils). Psilocybin’s tendency to increase heart rate and lower blood pressure at high doses suggests that people with heart or blood pressure problems might be at risk.19 Mushrooms are not addictive in any way, and indeed a tolerance to the active ingredients quickly builds up so that they have diminishing effects the more often they are taken. As a sign of its low toxicity, psilocybin is very quickly excreted from the body, with two-thirds of any dose removed after three hours.20

         It is in the psychological domain that magic mushrooms become more problematic. Even experienced users know that mushroom trips can turn nasty: the visions can become hellish, the gnostic insights can be too much to take in, the fear of dying or going mad or of permanently losing one’s identity can become overbearing. Quiet reassurance is usually enough to turn the trip around, for its peak is over relatively quickly, but in extreme cases sedation may be necessary. It has fortunately been appreciated by the medical community that the old-fashioned rush for the stomach pump (gastric lavage) merely makes a bad situation worse.

         In only a small minority of cases do any of these symptoms persist beyond the immediate course of the trip, and there may be other aggravating circumstances: in one published British example, the man in question had taken mushrooms every day for a week while fasting and avoiding sleep, so had clearly been overdoing things.21 There is no evidence that mushrooms can make a healthy subject psychotic,22 but any latent psychosis could be triggered, for even alcohol can bring latent mental illness to the fore. PET scans of the brain have shown that most psilocin activity occurs in the areas of the brain known as the prefrontal cortex, the anterior cingulate and the temporomedial cortex.23 Interestingly, these same areas are implicated in certain types of schizophrenia, especially the type of psychosis known as hallucinatory ego disintegration, though an exact equivalence between tripping on mushrooms and schizophrenia is far from proven. Nevertheless, it stands to reason that anyone with a personal or family history of mental illness, or who is depressed or feeling psychologically 22unstable in any way, should assiduously avoid mushrooms, or any other psychoactive drugs for that matter.

         Although there has been an absolute moratorium on research into psychedelics since the moral panic about LSD in the 1960s, a recent softening of attitudes has opened the door to clinical trials with psilocybin. The days are long gone, however, when white-coated scientists would, say, spike individual monkeys with psilocybin to see how the other, straight members of the experimental colony would react to having a tripper in their midst (the answer was, usually, badly).24 The political and social overtones of such experiments should be obvious: scientists wanted to ‘prove’ that psychoactive drugs derailed society by turning good middle-class kids into zombie-like dropouts. The fact that ‘dropping out’, as certain alternative lifestyle choices were labelled in the 1960s, might have been determined by cultural or sociological factors and not by deterministic psychological ones seems to have passed these scientists by.

         These days most research is psychological, in the broadest sense of being to do with the mind. For example, one study showed how subjects under the influence of psilocybin were more likely to make indirect semantic associations; that is in tests they were more likely to make ‘poetic’ or ‘creative’ connections between unrelated words.25 Anecdotal reports suggest that psilocybin may be effective in treating cluster headaches,26 while a preliminary study has found hints that, when taken in conjunction with a course of therapy, it might be successful in curing certain obsessive–compulsive disorders.27 If magic mushrooms do indeed make you temporarily mad, then it may be that a bit of madness is good for you.28

         Perhaps the biggest danger surrounding magic mushrooms is the danger of picking the wrong sort. A death in Australia from renal failure was almost certainly caused by the poor unfortunate picking the wrong mushroom.29 This danger is most acute with that other class of psychoactive fungi, the amanitas, which are closely related to the two aforementioned deadly species, Amanita virosa and Amanita phalloides. In Britain, once one is familiar with the Liberty Cap, it is difficult to confuse it with anything else (though inexperienced pickers may do so). In America, however, one psychoactive species, Psilocybe stuntzii, is easily confused with the deadly poisonous Galerina autumnalis, with which it can happily grow side by side. Wherever they are picked, accuracy of identification is essential and the slightest doubt 23should lead any would-be experimenter to err on the side of caution.30 If harm reduction is the principal concern, then there is surely a persuasive argument for the legal sale of cultivated mushrooms to prevent people from making potentially lethal mistakes.

         In the general scheme of things, then, the greatest risk to health, liberty and well-being comes from magic mushrooms’ proscribed status and the fact that using them carries the stiffest legal penalties: in law, psilocybin is typically listed alongside heroin as the most dangerous of illicit drugs. In 1971, the United Nations, under considerable American pressure, introduced its Convention on Psychotropic Substances as an adjunct to its earlier Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs (1961). Though at the time illicit use of magic mushrooms in Europe and America was minimal, had not gone overground and was probably little known to the policy makers, psilocybin and psilocin were included in the Convention because of their structural similarity to the great drugs menace of the time, LSD. Signatories agreed to prohibit these synthetics but, following appeals by the Mexican government, not the plants that contained them: the Mexicans were understandably worried by the prospect of having to prevent indigenous mushroom use. As we shall see, it was this distinction that opened the legal loophole that exists in Holland, and that existed in Britain until 2005, allowing the sale of fresh mushrooms.

         This legal situation is the predominant cultural force about which contemporary mushroom enthusiasts must orientate themselves, rather like iron filings in a magnetic field. One of the reasons that invented histories, supposed lineages of mushroom use stretching back to the dawn of time, are so readily believed and so trenchantly defended by aficionados is that they serve to legitimate this illicit hobby. For if great cultures, religions and philosophies were founded on bemushroomed gnosticism, then contemporary use is very far from the self-abusive, criminal, infantile or escapist act that mainstream society still deems it to be. This climate means that taking mushrooms remains a distinctly countercultural act which, for many, forms the kernel of an identity founded on a sense of alterity, or opposition to the mainstream. Clearly the contention of this book that Western mushroom use dates only to the 1950s will meet with considerable resistance from some quarters.

         Aficionados claim that magic mushrooms are not just another drug but are psycho-spiritual tools that bring a greater understanding of 24the self, of our place in the world and of some essential ‘truth’. Mainstream society, they maintain, is blinkered by the ‘war on drugs’ and is unfairly prejudiced against this most benign and illuminating of naturally occurring hallucinogens. In my scrutiny and revision of the story of the magic mushroom, it is fair to say that I have a certain amount of sympathy with these claims. Nevertheless, I would suggest that enthusiasts’ time would be better spent arguing the case for mushrooms in terms of the culturally sanctioned criteria of our time, that is on health and medical grounds, than on the grounds of some fantastical history, dreamed up on a basis of wishful thinking and overworked evidence. In other words, enthusiasts must convincingly persuade the law makers that any risks to mental and physical health are ones that society can reasonably tolerate (as has indeed happened in Holland).

         If mushrooms really are safe, if they really do deliver meaningful insights, then the fact that the practice is a modern one is neither here nor there. Indeed, I would argue that placing the history of the mushroom on a sound footing, and excising the more excessive claims made on its behalf, can only strengthen the enthusiasts’ case, for it will afford them a little more credibility. As it is, the recent popularity of the magic mushroom rather suggests that popular culture has already ruled in its favour, a situation that official policy now lags breathlessly behind.

         I shall return to the thorny issue of prohibition in Chapter Fourteen, but for now, our introductions over, it is time to begin telling the story of the magic mushroom and how it came to have its foot wedged firmly in the door of Western culture. We need to go back to the beginning, to look at the archaeological remains from the earliest of human cultures, to see whether civilisation really began, as so many say, in the psychedelic swirl of a bemushroomed age.
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            The Archaeology of Ecstasy

         

         
            And did those feet in ancient times

            Dance upon England’s mountains green?

            And were the holy Spores of God

            On England’s pleasant pastures seen?

            Stephen Hancock, ‘Jerusalem (Glade remix)’1

         

         Imagine the scene. A Palaeolithic hunter-gatherer bends down and picks a variety of mushroom she has never encountered before. She is struck at once by its delicate pointy cap, its distinctive and memorable shape; and yet, there is something else about it that draws her attention, for it seems almost as if the mushroom is calling to her. Nevertheless, mindful of the risks, she nibbles it gingerly; but then, finding its taste not altogether unpleasant, she swallows it and eats more. Thirty minutes later, when the colours begin and the world starts to ripple around her, she finds herself propelled into the numinous world of the ancestors and spirits who tumble towards her out of the sky and whisper songs of love and longing in her ear. ‘We have been waiting for you,’ they sing. Overwhelmed, she falls to the ground in ecstasy. Hours later, when it is all over, the colours and spirits long gone, she returns to her camp with a glint in her eye, and a bundle of the sacred mushrooms cupped in her hand. ‘Look what I’ve found,’ she says …

         
             

         

         Speak to any serious-minded mushroom aficionado, and this is the kind of picture of the distant past that he or she will conjure up, telling you that it would have been ‘natural’ or ‘obvious’ for prehistoric cultures to have used magic mushrooms. Our ancestors, living in much closer contact with the natural world, would have had their senses more keenly honed to the powers of plants than we do. Shamanistically inclined, they would have unquestionably welcomed and celebrated the discovery of this key to the door of the otherworld. This belief resurfaces time and again in different guises, and we will meet it many times.26

         Of course, this kind of argument should immediately alert the critical enquirer, for whenever anything is deemed ‘natural’ and ‘obvious’ it almost always turns out, on closer inspection, to be culturally specific, localised and historically contingent – in other words, not at all natural or obvious. The belief actually rests upon an implicit philosophical assumption: that there is some universal or essential psychedelic experience that transcends history and culture, so that anyone eating a magic mushroom will have a similar, usual spiritually inflected, experience irrespective of who, when and where they are. It will be ecstatic, boundless, oceanic, noetic, cosmic, ‘far out’, or any of the other superlatives that are usually applied in such circumstances. It will be wholly benign, pleasurable and desirable. Thus, goes the argument, any culture that stumbles upon a new hallucinogenic plant will embrace it with open arms.

         Historians and archaeologists are now all too aware of how our views of the past are tempered by the attitudes and dispositions of the present, and how these views may say more about us than ever they can about the people who came before us. The belief in the ancientness of psychedelia is no exception for it turns out, somewhat paradoxically, to have rather recent origins: to be a product of the utopian sentiments that accompanied the psychedelic revolution of the 1950s and 1960s. In the early days of the cultural movement that would eventually bequeath us the magic mushroom, academics and intellectuals happily and legitimately took drugs such as LSD and mescaline, and then marvelled that they had discovered an ancient and secret path to the kingdom of heaven.

         One of the first to do so was Aldous Huxley, who famously took mescaline in the spring of 1953, and wrote up his experiences in The Doors of Perception. There, alongside poetic descriptions of his spiritual ecstasies, he suggested that all ‘the vegetable sedatives and narcotics, all the euphorics that grow on trees, the hallucinogens that ripen in berries or can be squeezed from roots – all, without exception, have been known and systematically used by human beings since time immemorial’. The reason, he said, was simple: the longing to transcend the drudgeries and privations of life ‘is and always has been one of the principal appetites of the soul’.2 Other intellectuals and academics, caught up in the excitement of those early days, concurred but placed that ancient appetite not in the soul but in some essentialised ‘human nature’, or in the genes, and argued that it is a drive that, like 27its better known sexual counterpart, we repress at our peril.3

         When psychedelia went mainstream during the mid 1960s, and the drugs were hurriedly made illegal, these arguments were eagerly reiterated by hippies determined to make the case against prohibition. Even today the popular writer Paul Devereux argues that human history is one ‘long trip’ from which modern Western culture with its ‘war on drugs’ represents an anomalous aberration.4 In the case of magic mushrooms, therefore, enthusiasts imagine an unbroken tradition of use stretching back to the Palaeolithic, which includes the hunter-gatherer shamans, the Neolithic builders of Stonehenge and Avebury, the ancient Greeks at Eleusis, the Iron Age Druids and medieval witches, and which was only severed by Christianity and the machinations of the industrial revolution.5

         While it is true that archaeologists are coming to terms with the fact that psychoactive drugs have played a part in human culture perhaps for millennia, one of the major themes running through this book is that this essentialist view of the psychedelic experience is problematic. I argue instead that drug experiences, whatever essential elements they may or may not contain, are always culturally bound, culturally mediated.6 Different people, let alone different cultures, have quite clearly approached the same drug differently, and the common thread linking disparate cultures in their relationship with drugs is more correctly an attitude of ambivalence. A rigorous history of the magic mushroom must therefore be built upon the evidence, and not upon a philosophical assumption, however ardently we may wish it to be true. In later chapters I shall look at the evidence for mushrooming traditions in Mexico and Siberia, but for now let us start by sifting through the material remains left by earlier, prehistoric European cultures to see whether any of them really had acquired the taste for magic mushrooms.

         
            *

         

         For any particular culture to have centralised the use of a psychoactive plant, three conditions must obtain: the plant must be available in sufficient quantities to meet demand, either growing in a plentiful enough supply or obtainable by trade; the culture must know that the plant in question, when ingested, is responsible for causing the subsequent alterations of consciousness; and finally, most importantly of all, there must exist a cultural context in which those alterations can be meaningfully apprehended, and psychologically and socially integrated. 28The experience, in other words, has to be one worth repeating, its desirable effects outweighing any negative consequences. Not one of these prerequisites is ever guaranteed.

         To illustrate the first point, let us consider the ecology of the Liberty Cap, Psilocybe semilanceata. You will recall that this mushroom favours acid upland pastures and grows in the kinds of conditions where the only viable form of agriculture is sheep- or cattle-farming. However, for much of its prehistory Britain was covered not in pasture but in dense primary forest,7 so the mushroom here would have been uncommon or rare. It could only have been with the introduction of agriculture and the gradual clearance of the forests from the Neolithic onwards, from around 5000 bce, that pastures of sufficient size would have been established to make psilocybin mushroom use in Britain plausible. It would be quite wrong of us to assume that just because a magic mushroom is abundant now it has been so throughout all of human history and prehistory.

         The second point, that cultures must spot the causal connection between eating a plant and the unusual effects this produces, seems so obvious as hardly to need stating. In our scientific age it is easy to forget that pre-modern cultures have attributed all manner of phenomena to various agencies, not all of which proved to have substance. Take the example of ergot poisoning. At various points during the Middle Ages, and even as late as 1953 in France and Belgium, European society was periodically afflicted by a terrible plague that struck down whole regions at a time. The affected would be beset by trembling of the limbs, formication – the feeling that they were covered in crawling ants – sweats and fevers, together with terrifying visions and hallucinations. In extreme cases, victims would go permanently insane, or would develop a fatal gangrene in their extremities. This scourge was seen as a God-given punishment and named St Anthony’s fire, after the saint who was said to be able to appease the Almighty and cure this terrible affliction.8

         We now know that it was caused, if not directly by the hand of God, then by the ergot fungus, Claviceps purpurea, which grows parasitically upon grasses, especially species of rye. This fungus forms a hard, lumpy, rind-covered structure called a sclerotium (another fungal strategy for riding out adverse conditions), which sticks out from the grass head like a blackened ear of corn. Ergot sclerotia contain a potent array of psychoactive and toxic alkaloids, from which the 29infamous drug of the 1960s, LSD, may be derived and which, when accidentally milled into flour, cause gangrene and hallucinations. Remarkably, though ergot’s vasoconstricting effects have long been known and employed in folk medicine as an abortifacient or to bring pregnancies to term, its role in causing St Anthony’s fire went undiscovered until the modern period. It seems that medieval herbalists were quite unable to spot the causal connection.

         The opposite is in fact true, in that pre-modern cultures often wrongly attribute a range of virtues to plants and potions that we now know to be inert – most aphrodisiacs providing the obvious disappointing example. But during the 1960s it was reported that the Kuma people from the Wahgi Valley of the West Highland region of New Guinea used a hallucinogenic mushroom to go into collective states of trance. The news caused a substantial amount of excitation in the West, for it was hoped that this would prove to be the first example of indigenous mushroom use outside Mexico and Siberia.9 Under the influence of this mushroom, called nonda by the tribespeople, the men would dress up in ritual gear, grow tense and excitable, and run amok through their village. The women, meanwhile, would become relaxed and giggly, boast about their sexual exploits, dance provocatively and flirt indecorously with men. Both sexes acquired double vision, became shivery, and occasionally lost the power to speak. Some of the afflicted claimed to be able to see spirits and bush demons.

         However, in spite of several mycological expeditions to the region in which nonda specimens were successfully collected and identified (it turns out that nonda actually comprises several different species belonging to the genus Boletus), no trace of any hallucinogenic compound has ever been found within them.10 This curious omission rather explains why the mushrooms only became ‘active’ at certain times of the year and could otherwise be eaten with impunity, and why lying in running water apparently ‘cured’ the afflicted. Though it has been suggested that tobacco, which is hallucinogenic in strong doses, might have been responsible,11 it seems more likely that the nonda trance was an example of an event known in anthropology as a ‘rite of rebellion’.12 Like the carnivalesque antics of Mardi Gras, or the medieval ‘feast of fools’, these effervescent social dramas – which invert, parody and ridicule the norms and rules of the status quo – act as safety valves and release pent-up societal tensions. None of them require the intercession of a drug, but merely an excuse – though of 30course intoxicants may be consumed. In this instance the symptoms of intoxication were quite spuriously attributed to a mushroom by the Kuma, illustrating that knowledge of the causality between a drug and its action can never be assumed, however obvious that connection may appear to us.

         Finally, and most importantly, for a psychoactive plant to become legitimated or even institutionalised there must also exist a culturally agreed context into which the strange experiences it elicits can easily be slotted, and thus made meaningful and comprehended. But in many cultures, both current and historical, that context has been wholly lacking, and locally occurring psychoactive drugs have been known but shunned as either worthless or poisonous.

         For example, it is commonly recognised that indigenous cultures in the Americas, most notably Central and South America, have long employed a whole range of psychoactive plants for ritual and recreation. The proportion of available psychoactive plants actually used in the Old World is substantially lower.13 The reason for this discrepancy seems not to be a paucity of botanical knowledge but a cultural aversion towards the plants and their pharmacological effects.

         In the Amazon rainforest there is one psychoactive brew, known as ayahuasca or yagé, that is used almost ubiquitously by tribes across the region and forms a potent cornerstone of indigenous spirituality. Nevertheless, and in spite of peer pressure, some tribes in ayahuasca regions regard it as so tainted with negative associations, with sorcery, warfare and strife, that they will have nothing to do with it.14

         Similarly, it has been known since the 1920s that throughout the southern Pacific Ocean there are, rather bizarrely, several species of hallucinogenic fish, two of which are the Hawaiian manini fish, Acanthurus triostegus sandvicensis, and the South African brass bream, Kyphosus vaigiensis.15 The unknown active ingredients seem most concentrated in the fishes’ heads and brains. In Honolulu in 1927 about thirty Japanese workers from the mayor’s office were struck down with strange hallucinations and a feeling of pressure upon the chest after eating a meal of one such species. But we have yet to see the emergence of a psychedelic fish craze.

         Closer to home, there are several naturally occurring plant psychoactives in Britain’s flora, such as henbane (Hyoscyamus niger) and mugwort (Artemesia vulgaris), but they have been largely ignored, or actively shunned, by modern psychedelic enthusiasts. Admittedly, the 31threshold between an active dose and a toxic dose of henbane (which contains the deliriant drug scopolamine and was used by Dr Crippen to murder his wife) is worryingly narrow. Nor are its effects supposed to be altogether pleasant: I have heard it described by more than one brave experimenter as ‘the Hieronymus Bosch trip’. On the other hand, mugwort, which contains a drug called thujone, might be regarded as a little tame in comparison to modern synthetics, but this simply reinforces the point. Some drugs are seen as simply not worth the bother.

         With regard to magic mushrooms, the fly-agaric is found growing across great swathes of the temperate forest regions of the world but, barring the occasional outbreak, has only been consistently used as an intoxicant in two relatively small regions of Siberia. The fly-agaric was consumed in Japan, but only as a food, with an elaborate set of cooking techniques employed to rid the mushroom of its psychoactive ingredients.16 Magic, presumably psilocybin, mushrooms have been known about in China since at least the Chin Dynasty (265–420 ce), when they were written about by Chang Hua in his Po-wu chih, or Record of the Investigation of Things.17 But for Chang Hua, and the later compilers of herbals that came after him, the mushrooms that ‘made you laugh unceasingly’ were poisons, to be avoided or, if accidentally eaten, to be treated with herbal remedies.

         In Europe, as we shall see, psilocybin mushrooms have been known about since at least as long ago as the fifteenth century, with some writers even likening their effects to those of opium, but no one seems to have eaten them intentionally until the twentieth. And, at the risk of getting a little ahead of ourselves, contemporary statistics from Holland show that although the numbers of people who have ever taken magic mushrooms is steadily increasing, most only take them once or twice in their lifetime. If the desire to alter consciousness through drugs is a primal urge, as insistent as the drive to have sex, then we seem to have it very much under control.

         
            *

         

         With these points in mind, we can now turn to the archaeological record to see what evidence there is for prehistoric mushroom use. Immediately, we stumble upon two problems. The first is that mushrooms differ from almost all other naturally occurring psychoactives in that they do not have to be prepared in any way before they are consumed. They do not have to be roasted, fermented, pounded, boiled or 32infused (though they may be cooked or made into tea for palatability’s sake). They do not have to be chewed in quids for hours at a time, injected, smoked, snuffed, rubbed on the skin in salves, taken by enema, or consumed by any of the other pleasant, and not so pleasant, methods by which we have learnt to introduce drugs into the body. They can simply be picked and eaten, and consequently there is nothing in the way of paraphernalia that might have been left in the archaeological record to indicate their use.

         The second is that mushrooms themselves, perhaps even more so than plants, do not preserve well. Archaeological ages are defined on the basis of the skeletal remains of prehistoric cultures, upon their hard-wearing and long-lasting artefacts of bone, ceramics, metal and stone. We talk of the Stone Age, the Bronze Age, the Iron Age, but quite what wonders might have belonged to any ‘Wood Age’ we shall never know, for they will have long rotted away. Even more than wood – which does occasionally get preserved if dropped in acid bogs – mushrooms are delicate, evanescent and highly putrescible, often rotting away within a few hours of appearance. Nor is drying a guarantee of protection from the ravages of their hungry, saprophytic, fungal brethren. It should come as no surprise, therefore, to learn that fungi of all kinds appear extremely rarely in the archaeological record.

         There are a handful of examples, however. The ‘Iceman’ – the Neolithic man whose wounded body was preserved where it fell five thousand years ago in the snow-capped Tyrolean Alps along the present day Italian–Austrian border – was found to have been carrying pieces of fungus strung upon a leather strap.18 These were of Fomes fomentarius, a type of bracket fungus that grows out of trees in hard scallop-like shelves and has been used as tinder since prehistoric times (pieces of this fungus have been found by the hearths of Mesolithic settlements at Starr Carr in Yorkshire and Maglemose in Denmark);19 and Piptoporus betulinus, the Birch polypore or razor-strop fungus, so called because it is excellent for honing the edge of a razor. For what purpose the Iceman had them is unclear (metal razors having yet to be invented in the Stone Age): they could have been used for tinder, medicine or magic, or have had some other symbolic significance that is unknown to us.

         A variety of puffball, Bovista nigrescens, has been discovered at various British sites: from an Iron Age midden at Skara Brae in Orkney, from a Roman fortification at Stanwick in Yorkshire, and from a 33Roman well in Scole in Norfolk. Like many puffballs, this species is edible when young but not by the time it has produced spores, as all these examples had. The presence of the fungus at these sites is therefore mysterious: it may have been used for magic, for medicine or even for loft insulation!20 Further afield in North America, nineteenth-century grave ‘guardians’, that is carved figures of faces and animals placed in indigenous graves, appear to be made from the dried remains of the mushroom Fomitopsis officinalis, and not from wood as was originally thought.21

         And that, along with just one or two more examples, is pretty much the extent of it. Needless to say, there is not a single instance of a magic mushroom being preserved in the archaeological record anywhere. Supporters of the ancient mushrooming thesis have therefore invoked several other related lines of evidence to support their case but, as we shall see, none of these inferences is unequivocal, and each is open to a range of alternative explanations.

         The first comes from the fact that our European prehistoric ancestors were certainly knowledgeable about a range of other psychoactive plants. Preserved poppy heads uncovered in Britain, Switzerland, and Spain – some of which were sterile, domesticated varieties – suggest that the dreamy but addictive analgesic drug opium (Papaver somniferum) was being deliberately produced and consumed from the Neolithic onwards.22 Cannabis (Cannabis sativa) seems also to have been cultivated in Britain and Eastern Europe from perhaps the late Neolithic, and more commonly in the Iron Age.23 The more menacing henbane (Hyoscyamus niger) may have been imported into Britain during the Neolithic, for seeds and pollen have been found in residues adhering to so-called Grooved Ware pottery sherds at Balfarg in Scotland.24 Henbane seeds were found buried in a leather pouch, together with the body of a woman, in a Dark Age grave near Fyrkat in Denmark.25 And even a quantity of ergot sclerotia were found in the stomach of one of the exquisitely preserved Iron Age ‘bog-bodies’, dredged up from the peat in another part of Denmark near the town of Grauballe.26 Surely, the argument goes, psychedelic know-how was transferable, and thus if a culture employed these psychoactive plants, it would certainly have known about, and used, hallucinogenic fungi.

         Unfortunately, there are two objections to this line of reasoning. The first is that the presence of these plants in the archaeological record is no guarantee that they were used for their psychoactive properties. 34Poppy seeds are a nutritious food source, while opium is a powerful painkiller and an effective treatment for respiratory and digestive complaints. Cannabis likewise has a range of medical uses, and has long been grown for its fibres, from which strong and durable cloth, canvas and rope can all be made.27 Henbane seeds might have been purely for show, a proclamation that the owner had mastery over a poisonous plant (shamanism, particularly in Siberia, has often been accompanied by conjuring tricks – plunging hands into boiling water, swords through the body, and so on – to demonstrate superhuman powers28). As for Grauballe Man, his last meal might have been eaten in full knowledge of ergot’s disturbingly mind-altering effects. But then again, this poor unfortunate seems to have been rather unpleasantly executed (whether as a criminal or as a willing religious sacrifice we do not know), for he had his leg broken and suffered a traumatic blow to the head, and he might have died before any effects of the ergot became apparent. The administering of a plant that was known, say, to terminate pregnancies might simply have held a terrifying symbolic force for him.

         The second problem is the one of cultural specificity that I have already outlined. Cultures that use one psychoactive plant may have a socially constructed aversion towards, or be wholly ignorant of, another. Thus, when the late advocate for the magic mushroom, Terence McKenna, travelled to a region of the Amazon to investigate the use of an indigenous psychedelic plant preparation, oo-koo-hé, he found that the locals were quite ignorant about the magic cubensis mushrooms sprouting abundantly from their cattle dung.29 Psychoactive know-how is evidently not always horizontally transferable. Mushrooms do have a distinctive form, however, and so a second, more promising line of inference has come from studying ancient and prehistoric art for obvious images of mushrooms.

         
            *

         

         Perhaps more than any other archaeological discipline, the study of ancient art is as tantalising as it is rewarding. Tracing the various ways in which ancient peoples used marks and lines, pigments and paints – often daubed straight onto smooth rock faces or cave walls – to express themselves necessarily narrows the gap between our world and theirs; yet all too often the exact meaning of their artwork eludes us. Commonly, archaeologists have to live with the uncertainty of entertaining a range of possible interpretations.30 Of course, it is reasonable 35to assume that if ancient cultures did centralise the use of magic mushrooms they would have depicted this fact in their artwork. The trouble is that it is not always easy to tell whether something that looks to us like a mushroom really was intended to be one, and a magic one at that. The context in which the art appears is often the only thing that can help us decide, as the following example, taken not from prehistory but from the Middle Ages, demonstrates.

         In Hildesheim in Germany there is a magnificent Gothic cathedral, which is renowned for its pair of cast bronze doors. Each contains eight panels depicting biblical images, but one in particular has caught the attention of mushroom enthusiasts, for there, on the right-hand door, is a panel that seems to show human figures dwarfed by what looks extremely like a giant Liberty Cap. Various writers have suggested that this is evidence for a medieval magic mushroom cult persisting secretly in spite of Christian oppression. Some mushroom-loving craftsman must have slipped the mushroom into the image as a hidden but demonstrative gesture of defiance for the benefit of other members of his secret cult.31

         
            
[image: ]Medieval bronze door panel from the cathedral at Hildesheim, Germany. Does this reveal the mushroom’s influence at the root of Christianity? In fact, in spite of its resemblance to a Liberty Cap, the plant dwarfing the human figures is a stylised fig-tree. Photo by Paul Stamets, reprinted with permission.

            

         

         36Sadly, careful consideration of the context in which the doors were made shows only a slight chance that this interpretation is true. The doors were commissioned by Bishop Bernward in 1015 as the finishing touch to his already magnificent cathedral. The images were extremely carefully chosen, for the eight descending panels on the left show the fall of Man, and the eight ascending panels on the right his redemption through Christ. Moreover, every image on one door appears next to, and is paired with, its matched antithetical opposite on the other. Apart from being a brilliant piece of metalworking, the doors are a coherent structural masterpiece.32 Given that every detail of every image held significance, and that the message on the doors was so carefully constructed, it seems improbable that a magic mushroom could have been surreptitiously slipped in without anyone noticing. Nor could a secret mushroom cult have persisted and left such an emphatic mark upon such a high-profile expression of religious power and piety without there being some other evidence for its existence. But of course there is none to be found anywhere, for there was no cult. The image on the door is simply a stylised representation of that most biblical of plants, the fig-tree.33

         Clearly it is not enough to identify an image as a representation of a magic mushroom on the basis of homology alone. The problem with prehistoric art is that very often we have only the image, and none of the contextual evidence that would tip the interpretation one way or another. For example, amateur archaeologist Reid Kaplan published an oft-cited paper in 1975 in which he argued that a recurring mushroom-shaped motif found on various Scandinavian Bronze Age razors and petroglyphs depicts the fly-agaric, which he imagined formed a part of a solar-based religion. Others have suggested, however, that the motif is the sail of a ship, a tree, or a hatchet.34 There is no easy way of telling which, if any, is the correct interpretation.

         More recently, laser scans have revealed some hitherto undiscovered Bronze Age carvings on the sarsen stones of Britain’s most famous ancient monument, Stonehenge.35 Some of them look remarkably like mushrooms in cross section, a fact that has led some archaeologists to speculate that not only do these depict magic mushrooms, notched up like marks on the bedpost, but that the entire monument was built to resemble a magical mushroom fairy ring.36 The more widely accepted and prosaic theory is that the carvings are of Bronze Age axes, though their significance is unknown. Perhaps the most eye-catching artefact 37from the later Iron Age is the Gundestrup cauldron, a magnificent silver cauldron intricately decorated with pictures of animals, plants and even a horned figure, perhaps a deity. The archaeologist Robert Wallis has tentatively suggested that the vegetation might be a representation of a psychoactive plant, or even, because of the pointy leaves, the Liberty Cap.37 Then again, he accepts that it could be entirely decorative.

         But perhaps the most famous example comes from the abundance of rock art found upon the Tassili plateau of southern Algeria, which dates, incredibly, from the Neolithic to the start of the Common Era. Though not discovered by him, one particular Neolithic image was popularised by the aforementioned mushroom advocate Terence McKenna, who reproduced it in two of his widely read books.38 Subsequently, it has become an icon for the psychedelic mushroom community, appearing on posters, T-shirts, postcards and, of course, liberally across the Internet. The image depicts a squat, male, human figure, standing braced against the earth as if shouldering a heavy load. He wears feathers or plumes upon his head, and a bee-shaped mask. His form is covered in a psychedelic pattern of lozenges and dots, which swirl out between his legs. But most strikingly of all, he appears to be clutching handfuls of mushrooms, which also sprout alarmingly from his legs, arms and torso. Surely here is incontrovertible evidence: a bemushroomed shaman depicted in the full force of a psilocybin-induced ecstasy?

         Well, possibly. The popular image that has been so widely circulated is not a photo of the original, but a copy, a drawing made during the 1990s by McKenna’s then wife and mushroom enthusiast in her own right, Kat Harrison. Neither went to see the original rock painting in Algeria, but derived their interpretation from photos in a book, The Rock Paintings of Tassili by Jean-Dominique Lajoux.39 While Harrison strove accurately to copy the original, and to enhance only those aspects of it that had been damaged and obscured,40 her representation, informed by her own mushroom experiences, subtly reinforced this shamanistic interpretation. So in her drawing the protuberances definitely look like mushrooms, whereas in the original the semblance is not quite so emphatic: they could be mushrooms or they could be, say, arrows. Similarly, in the original the plumes from the figure’s headdress are not distinguishable as feathers; neither are the swirling psychedelic patterns quite so obviously swirling and psychedelic. Without any shadow of a doubt, Kat Harrison’s striking 38facsimile depicts a bemushroomed shaman, and has rightly been adopted as such, but whether that was the intention of the original artist(s) is far from settled.

         
            
[image: ]Kat  Harrison’s famous rendition of a piece of prehistoric rock art from Tassili, Algeria. Harrison’s iconic drawing clearly depicts a bemushroomed shaman, but whether that was the intention of the original Neolithic artist(s) remains moot. Image © Kat Harrison, reprinted with permission.

            

         

         39For instance, there is the contextual presence of other closely related pieces of art from the same region that depict the same ‘beemasked’ figure but without any ‘mushrooms’. If the mushrooms were the most important aspect of the figure, why are they absent from these other pictures? Curiously, mushroom enthusiasts have little to say about a further image of a woman bent over with ‘mushrooms’ apparently sprouting from her derrière.41 Could it be that for these ancient artists mushrooms had a more scatological or sexual significance? Or that the mushroom’s more typical association with decay meant that the bee-masked ‘shaman’ was actually some apocalyptic figure reminding the viewer of mortality and death? Then again, if the mask was really meant to look like a bee, as McKenna thought, could it not be that those ‘mushrooms’ were actually arrows or stings, symbols of some superhuman power? Lajoux thought the ‘mushroom’ protuberances incomprehensible and saw the figure as an anthropomorphised moufflon, or sheep.

         McKenna also drew attention to another image from Tassili, which seems to show some anthropomorphised flat-capped mushroom figures, with faces, arms and legs, running while clutching ‘mushrooms’ in their hands. Admittedly, these figures are more convincing as mushrooms, but then again one is reminded of the cloth-capped jesters that appear in medieval art and have nothing to do with either mushrooms or psychedelia.42 The point remains that all the so-called incontrovertible visual evidence produced by enthusiasts to argue for prehistoric mushroom use turns out to be open to many and varied alternative interpretations. In each case, the mushroom interpretation may be correct, but it may equally very well not be.

         
            *

         

         This is clearly an unsatisfactory state of affairs for both academics and partisan enthusiasts alike, but recently the discipline of rock-art studies was shaken up by two academics, David Lewis-Williams and Thomas Dowson, determined to set it on a more scientific and unequivocal basis. In the process they argued that some Palaeolithic rock art was an attempt to represent hallucinations obtained in trances and other altered states of consciousness, a move that has split the archaeological community ever since. Their ‘three stages of trance’ model is one of the most hotly contested issues in current archaeology, and has triggered more than one good old-fashioned academic spat between the various parties.4340

         They began their study by examining data from earlier neurophysiological investigations into the kinds of hallucination produced by the psychoactive drug mescaline, and by certain types of migraine.44 From these they developed their three-stage model of trance. The first stage, a light trance, is marked by the appearance of so-called phosphenes or entoptic hallucinations: that is, hallucinations that are generated within the physical apparatus of the vision system (these can be seen, for example, when we rub our eyes a little too vigorously45). As they are produced by the vagaries of our shared human physiology, they are uniformly experienced across cultures. But as the trance deepens into the second level, these entoptic hallucinations become consciously or unconsciously interpreted as more culturally specific ‘iconic’ forms. Thus, a person in this second stage seeing a zigzag might regard it as, say, a snake or a lightning strike depending on the relative significance of each of these to his or her culture. At the third and deepest level of trance, subjects are unable to make any distinction between entoptic and iconic forms, for they are plunged into an overwhelmingly iconic experience. Thus, they might feel themselves in the presence of the deities and mythological beings specific to their world view.

         According to Lewis-Williams and Dowson, each stage of trance produces its own characteristic hallucinations, but from a cross-cultural point of view, universally experienced entoptic hallucinations are easiest to recognise. Thus, they abstracted what they regarded as the six typical entoptics: grids, parallel lines, dots, zigzags, filigrees and nested curves. Their aim then was to see whether any of these ‘trance signatures’ appeared in examples of rock art.

         Originally they tested their model on the petroglyphs of the San people of southern Africa, which were known to have been created immediately following participation in communal trance rituals. The archaeologists were excited to find both entoptic and iconic images that corresponded well with the shapes predicted by their three-stage model. Gathering momentum, they then applied the model to prehistoric art from Europe, from the Upper Palaeolithic, and again thought they found the presence of entoptic, entoptic/iconic and iconic forms. In short, it looked as if this European rock art had been produced by people who were wholly familiar with altered states of consciousness.

         Prior to the three stages of trance model, a few anthropologists had wondered whether indigenous art might not have had its origins in hallucinogenically inspired visions.46 During the 1960s, a few intrepid 41Western investigators found that under the influence of Mexican magic mushrooms they saw Aztec-style patterns woven throughout their hallucinations.47 The problem was that it might have been their cultural expectations, rather than some essential property of the mushrooms, that determined the form of these mutable inner tapestries. Subjectivity could never be entirely ruled out. Lewis-Williams and Dowson’s model appeared to put the matter on a much more scientific, objective basis and it was eagerly followed by a range of academic studies purporting to have found additional evidence for trance experiences expressed through American and European prehistoric art.48 Some of these studies argued that psilocybin mushrooms lay behind the visions.

         Eye-catching headlines in the press about ‘Stone Age Psychedelia’ and ‘Raves in the Caves’49 did much to propel this appealing idea into popular consciousness,50 but the equally compelling counterarguments, and the often impassioned and vitriolic manner in which the debate has been played out, are pretty much unknown beyond academia.51 It would take far too much space to summarise them all here but, once again, most rest on the problem of cultural specificity and the method’s failure to escape subjectivity.

         For example, writers and artists have struggled since the time of the Romantics to represent their natural or drug-induced hallucinations, and so the idea that anyone could reduce these to six abstracted forms seems arbitrary, subjective and unduly optimistic. And while altered states of consciousness may generate entoptic forms, not every entoptic form unambiguously indicates an altered state. There are all manner of reasons why people could have been moved to leave patterns and marks upon rocks and stones. Inspired by nature, they might have wanted to draw ripples or waves. Primitive tools might have limited artistic expression to curves and zigzags. Like doodlers everywhere, prehistoric artists might simply have found the patterns pleasing. Or they might have been bored. And even if our ancestors did make use of mushrooms or other psychoactives, there is no reason why they should have wanted to record their entoptic hallucinations. After all, the more intrepid mushroom enthusiasts today regard their ‘entoptic’ visuals as trivial compared to the deeper ‘iconic’ visions obtained on high doses. Academic opinion is at best divided over the model, at worst against it, so once again this particular line of inference reaches a dead end.42

         There is one final approach that we need to discuss, for if magic mushrooms were used in ancient times, they would have to have been used religiously (they are inherently spiritual, remember). It stands to reason, therefore, that the place to look for traces is in the relics of any ancient shamanic-inflected European religions. And the three that spring most obviously to mind, to mushroom enthusiasts at least, are Druidry, witchcraft and the ancient Greek rites of Eleusis.

         
            *

         

         For nearly two thousand years spanning ancient Greek and Roman rule, mystery rites in honour of the goddesses Demeter and Persephone were performed annually at Eleusis, near Athens, at the temple marking the place where Hades was supposed to have abducted Persephone into the underworld.52 The September celebrations were open to all Greek speakers, excepting murderers, for the price of about a month’s wages, and were attended by many thousands of people, from the lowly to the great and the good. Plato, the thinker with whom Western philosophy begins (and some say ends), is thought to have been an initiate. Celebrants walked a processional route from Athens, performing ritual ablutions along the way. They spent a night dancing in preparation and then they imbibed a potion from a sacred cup, the kykeon, before entering the secret telesterion initiation hall where a great mystery was revealed. Contemporary writers speak about the experience in hushed tones of reverential awe but, because disclosure of exactly what happened inside the temple at Eleusis was punishable by death, the climax of the ceremony has remained largely mysterious to this day. As classical writers seem, without exception, to have had a profoundly moving, ecstatic or mystical experience at Eleusis, modern enthusiasts have argued that the potion must have been psychoactive. And that, of course, means it could have contained magic mushrooms.

         The poet and author Robert Graves who, as we shall see, was no stranger to mushrooms himself, was the first to suggest that plant hallucinogens might have induced the reported mystical raptures.53 He proposed, on the basis of his idiosyncratic interpretation of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter and other Greek myths, that the potion given to all celebrants had originally contained the fly-agaric, replaced at a later stage by a more efficacious psilocybin mushroom. His American friend Robert Gordon Wasson – who played the lead role in the modern discovery of the magic mushroom – favoured ergot as the 43likely psychoactive agent, for its psychoactive alkaloids could have been separated from the toxic ones by soaking the sclerotia in water.54 Others have suggested a mixture of ergot and mushrooms, or just plain old cubensis, as the responsible agents.55

         Sadly, in the absence of any material residues or documentary evidence that would tell us exactly what was in the cup, all these theories must remain speculative. And while Plato could certainly have entered the realm of eternal forms after drinking mushroom tea from the kykeon, the history of religion is also replete with examples of mass epiphanies induced by nothing more exotic than enthusiastic fervour (contemporary charismatic Christianity being a case in point, vehemently opposed as it is to drugs of all kinds). The Eleusinian potion may have been alcoholic or, acting as placebo, may have contained nothing inebriating or psychoactive at all: the lengthy preparations and the great sense of anticipation and expectation could have been sufficient to have generated the feelings of religious awe that were so widely reported. The tendency to imagine drugs at the centre of a variety of ancient religions says rather more about us, and our inability to countenance religious ecstasy without the use of psychoactives, than it does about the religions concerned.56 With so little to go on, the belief that mushrooms were consumed at Eleusis is highly tendentious, and even if it were truly the case, the Greek participants, ignorant of what was in the potion, would surely have had no idea that it was mushrooms they were taking.

         The same is not supposed to be true of the shadowy Druids who, it is widely believed, knowingly consumed mushrooms as part of their pagan rites at Stonehenge. Again, it was Robert Graves who started the ball rolling. He argued, in one of his lengthy ruminations about the Greek myths, that the Druids formed part of a pan-European mushroom cult, and that they had remained on good terms with the ancient Greeks by supplying them with bundles of fly-agarics wrapped in straw, presumably for consumption at Eleusis.57 Graves’s intellectual status ensured that the idea gained a certain currency. Others followed by examining not the Greek myths but the early Irish and Welsh vernacular literature (including the Welsh Mabinogion and the Irish Tain), which are replete with references to Druids and their magical doings. Academics and enthusiasts alike have wondered whether these tales contain thinly veiled references to psychoactive potions and preparations and their consciousness-altering effects.58 After all, isn’t it 44natural and obvious that Celtic Europe’s very own shaman-priests would have supped on the local hallucinogenic fungi?

         Well, once again, alarm bells should ring, for what we actually know about the original Iron Age Druids could almost be written on the back of a postcard. They, being illiterate, left us no records of their own beliefs and practices, while the archaeological record presents us with a tantalisingly incomplete picture of Iron Age religious life.59 We can be certain that the link with Stonehenge is spurious, an antiquarian conceit from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for Stonehenge was already two thousand years old by the time of the Druids. That we know of the existence of Druids at all is because Greek and Roman classical authors chose to write about them, and it is from these second-hand accounts that the stereotypical picture of the Druids comes: the white-robed bearded philosophers, meeting in groves, harvesting mistletoe with golden sickles, and performing both animal and human sacrifices. But the extent to which the descriptive and fantastical or rhetorical elements of these accounts can be distinguished remains debatable: most of these authors had never been to Britain or Gaul, let alone encountered a Druid.60 In any case, none mention the use of psychoactive mushrooms. Nor do any of the stories from the Celtic vernacular literature, which were written so long after the formal end of paganism, and by people so far removed from it, that they can tell us nothing meaningful about the Druids they purport to describe.61

         If the figure of the Druid has been made to work hard by Western commentators, then that of the witch has been doubly made to do so. In particular, the episode of the medieval and early modern witch-hunts has particularly exercised, if it has not been exorcised from, the Western scholarly and popular imaginations. As the remonstrations of surly Goth teenagers everywhere will surely attest, the witches were not malevolent devil worshippers but pagans, herbalists, healers and midwives who almost certainly knew about the properties of magic mushrooms that they slipped into their ‘flying ointments’.62 A threat to patriarchy, nine million of them, mainly women, were persecuted by a vindictive Christianity and burnt at the stake.

         This is the myth as it is popularly believed, but the real story, as ever, is a little more complicated. For one thing, the figure of nine million deaths is vastly overstated, and was more realistically in the region of forty thousand (though still a far from trivial number).63 For another, 45those accused as witches were most emphatically Christian, not pagan, and were, in the main, outsiders, loners and scapegoats who upset the communities in which they lived, or who took the blame for the petty hardships, travails and mishaps of ordinary life. The potent idea of witches as pagans seems to have been invented in the years between the two world wars, but was brought to widespread attention in 1921 by the British anthropologist Margaret Murray (1862–1963) in her influential book The Witch Cult in Western Europe. Here, and in subsequent volumes, she argued that the witches had not been devil-worshippers, as accused, but were actually members of an ancient pagan religion, existing secretly in rural backwaters since prehistory, that worshipped a a horned god and practised magic.

         
            
[image: ]The archetypal Druid as imagined in the eighteenth century. Title page from Antiquities of England and Wales, 1773–87, Volume IV, by Francis Grove.

            

         

         Although her thesis has now been demolished (the way she interpreted witch-confessions and her habit of gathering data partially and selectively are rightly regarded as unsound64), her ideas gripped the popular imagination. In particular, she inspired a retired colonial civil servant, Gerald Gardner (1884–1964), to set about ‘reviving’ (that is, creating) her witchcraft religion: currently, Wicca is the largest and most popular of the modern Pagan religions in Britain and America, 46followed only by revived Druidry. Wiccans are gradually accepting the scholarly revisions to their historical identity – that theirs is actually a recent, invented spirituality and none the worse for that – but one belief about early modern witchcraft remains firmly in place, particularly amongst psychedelic enthusiasts: that of the witches’ flying ointment.65

         According to contemporary accounts and recorded confessions, those accused of witchcraft would often admit to using devilish ointments with which they would smear themselves before attending their sabbats. These greasy pastes enabled them to fly or even to turn themselves into animals. The idea that these ointments were not magical but mind-altering was mooted at the time of the trials. Rationalist sceptics, refusing to countenance the idea of magic and witchcraft, advanced the hypothesis that the ointments were deliriants that merely induced the impression of flying, of turning into animals, of consorting with the devil and so on.66 The idea made little impact but remained in circulation, so that ointments were depicted in eighteenth-century engravings67 and were discussed in this light by nineteenth-century anthropologists.68 Margaret Murray gave the idea serious consideration, and in an appendix to The Witch Cult her colleague A. J. Clark concluded that some of the reported ingredients, hemlock, aconite and belladonna, might have induced a feeling of vertigo or flying when introduced via the skin.69 The idea was picked up by twentieth-century psychiatrists keen to disprove the ascendant Freudian theory that the persecutions were triggered by mass hysteria caused by repressed material surfacing from the collective psyche.70

         It was during the 1970s, however, that the idea received its most fertile reception, when it was restated by the anthropologist Michael Harner in his widely read book Hallucinogens and Shamanism.71 The idea of witches as adept users of hallucinogens appealed not only to the burgeoning sixties and seventies psychedelic counterculture, impatient to find historical antecedents that would legitimate their own practices, but also to feminists looking for empowering historical role models.72 Harner’s unfounded suggestion (apparently borrowed from the writer Michael Harrison73) that the witches had absorbed the poisonous ingredients of the ointment through the sensitive lining of the vagina, applied using broom-handles as dildos, allowed the witches to be reinvented as ecstatic proto-feminist separatists, sexually empowered yet independent of men. Later suggestions that the witch-hunts 47were an ergotism-induced mania74 did little to dent the now popular belief that witches were adept users of psychoactive unguents, employing the poisonous tropane-containing plants belladonna (Atropa belladonna), henbane (Hyoscyamus niger) and mandrake (Mandragora officinarum) as their three principal agents. From there, it was not so great a leap to add magic mushrooms into this potent mixture of sex and drugs.75

         It must be remembered that Michael Harner was an anthropologist, not a historian, but as such he argued passionately that we could only truly understand indigenous cultures and their world views if we actually partook of their psychoactive plants and brews, rather than watching from the sidelines. He took his own advice to heart, famously ‘going native’ while studying the Shuar Indians of Ecuador, and abandoning anthropology to undergo a gruelling shamanic training involving the repeated use of the psychoactive ayahuasca brew and of juice extracted from the datura plant.76 Now datura belongs to the same family as belladonna, henbane and mandrake, the Solanaceae or potato family, and contains the same active ingredients as its three European cousins, namely the tropane alkaloids hyoscyamine, atropine and scopolamine. Its use in the New World is typically associated with witchcraft and sorcery, and it produces bizarre and often troubling hallucinations.77 Harner, then, reached his conclusion about the European witches less upon the historical evidence than upon the basis of his own experiences with datura. He knew, first hand, that the tropanes were more than powerful enough to convince users that they had flown or, say, had intercourse with the devil, for his own experiences had been sufficiently terrifying and outlandish.

         The fact that there was no pagan witch-cult would rather seem to pour cold water on the whole notion of the ointments, no matter how powerfully psychoactive datura and its European cousins are. Even so, scholars have accepted that occasional and localised use of tropane-containing preparations amongst the accused cannot be entirely ruled out.78 On the other hand, the fact that the ‘ointments’ conveniently explained how it was that tens, sometimes hundreds, of accused witches were able to gather for their sabbats without anyone noticing, makes the story just a little too convenient. It seems most likely that it was a ‘plot device’ inserted to make the accusations seem more credible.79 The idea of the ointments was already in circulation at the time of the trials, for in Apuleius’ second-century ribald fable and proto-novel 48The Golden Ass, the sorceress Pamphilë smears herself with a paste before turning into an owl. The hero of the story, Lucius, attempts to copy her but finds himself turned into an ass, with all the comical results you might expect. The book was read by Boccaccio, Shakespeare and Milton amongst others, and the fact that even today Pamphilë’s transformation is often taken as a literal description of a hallucinogenic experience80 suggests that it could easily have been read as such by the witch-hunters. The origins of the ointments seem almost certainly to have been literary.

         
            *

         

         It seems that everywhere we look in the dim and distant past, those slippery and evanescent magic mushrooms simply evade our grasp. There are none to be found in the archaeological record, nor are inferences from other psychoactive plant remains easy to make. Supposed images of mushrooms are, in the absence of contextual information, quite possibly something else entirely, while purported hallucinogenically inspired rock art may be nothing of the sort. Not one single line of evidence unequivocally points to their having been used by Druids, herbalists, Stone Age architects or prehistoric shamans. Of course, absence of evidence cannot be taken as evidence of absence, and it does seem inconceivable, given the huge amounts of time in question, that someone, somewhere, in European prehistory did not intentionally reach out to pluck a psilocybin mushroom from the soil. The problem is that, if they did, they left not a single piece of evidence of having done so. The best we can do is to say that we really do not know, one way or the other, whether the ancients worshipped the holy spores of God. Though anyone is free to make that assertion, they should remember that they are doing so on the basis of wishful thinking and not established fact. But the time has come to leave behind the thorny question of archaeology and prehistoric ecstasy to ask what traces of magic mushrooms there are in the historical record. The answer is nothing if not surprising.
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