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Last night, as I was sleeping,

I dreamt — marvelous error! —

that I had a beehive

here inside my heart.

And the golden bees

were making white combs

and sweet honey

from my old failures.

—ANTONIO MACHADO

 

I can’t embark on this account without thanking at least a few people without whose insights and kindness the interpretation of these strange events would be impossible.

First there are my teachers — some living, some dead — whose explanations of shamanism, spirituality, ancient texts and psychedelic experience have been invaluable.

Among these the late lecturer on comparative religions Alan Watts ranks highly; his explanations of Eastern philosophy laid the groundwork for my understanding of what has befallen me. His talks and writings about the Hindu concept that we are all “God in disguise” was essential for me after the psychedelic plants pulled down the egoic structures of my mind.

The lectures and books of Ram Dass (Richard Alpert) have similarly informed, and also taught me the importance of taking life’s curriculum, tying me to the mast against the psychedelic sirens as ends in themselves, or the temptation to drop out of society completely after I learned, well… what I learned.

I’m perhaps most indebted to the late Terence McKenna, who died in 1999 at age 55 (my age when I began this book). McKenna, an American psychonaut, culture commentator and “scientist without portfolio” convinced me through books like True Hallucinations and his (literally) hundreds of recorded talks to embrace the psychedelic path with a fearlessness I likely otherwise would not have summoned.

I commend to everyone a few other souls whose works have helped immensely. In no particular order there’s Cambridge biologist Rupert Sheldrake, whose concept of “morphogenic fields” mightily informs my own ideas about consciousness (which may not be restricted to the inside of our skulls). There’s the punk rock bass player and ordained Soto Zen monk Brad Warner, whose books — though “anti-psychedelic” — gave me my deepest insights into Buddhism. I can’t say enough good things about his explanations of the writings of the 13th Century monk Dogen (the Sir Isaac Newton of Buddhism) and his elaborations that we’re all local manifestations of a universal, non-local consciousness. This idea is supported by the writings and talks of physicist Amit Goswami, whose book and documentary The Quantum Physicist has also influenced me. Extending that is Ervin Laszlo’s masterpiece Science and the Akashic Field: An Integral Theory of Everything — which substantiated my intuition that physics and spirituality are now supporting one another, if not quite merging. Former NASA physicist Tom Campbell’s book My Big TOE (Theory of Everything) is thought provoking and we independently arrived at the same video game metaphor to describe the very real possibility that we’re all living inside a simulation. Stem cell biologist Bruce Lipton’s bestselling book The Biology of Belief is also congruent with some of my intuitions, especially his insights about the way receptors on the membrane of cells glean information from the environment and may be the “brain” of cells as much as anything inside.

Perhaps no single book convinced me to actually ingest shamanic visionary plants more than Graham Hancock’s excellent Supernatural: Meetings with the Ancient Teachers of Mankind. Hancock combines lively accounts of his own experiments with a variety of plants with in-depth research of ancient artifacts and cave paintings, making a convincing case for shamans in our deep past having used psychotropic plants to access altered states of consciousness, ultimately triggering the development of civilization (which may be older than currently thought).

Local friends who’ve been supportive of my journey know who they are and I won’t attempt to list them all. But I must send a shoutout to Dan Cleland — former owner of Pulse Tours — whose company was doula to my shamanic rebirth in the jungles of Peru, and which generously sponsored this book’s initial crowdfunding campaign on Publishizer. And thanks to all the other travellers on that life-changing trip, with whom I’ve remained friends: Tatyana, Sid, Mike, Jun Jun (my roommate there), Carl and Mike (whose book about the trip, Ayahuasca: An Executive’s Enlightenment, I helped bring out under my Sage & Feather Press imprint, and the content of which allows me to recount that adventure in less granular detail here).

Thanks also to my yoga teacher friend Caroline Coyle for introducing me to Sufi whirling dance, and to musician and spiritual teacher Darren Austin Hall, and Tricia Sabo, both of whom led me to American shaman Bradford Keeney — the great teacher of the shaking medicine of the Kalahari bushmen, whose First Creation cosmology holds eerie parallels with the realms accessed via Amazon plant shamanism. Thanks also to “death doula” and friend Carole Trepanier for suggesting huachuma (San Pedro cactus) — the “ayahuasca of the day” that was sacred to the Inca — and for her guidance in interpreting journeys that increasingly became self-induced NDEs (near death experiences).

Other friends who deserve special mention include plant expert Timothy Martin, visionary art scholar Angela O’Hara, Celtic harpist and shaman Brendan Ring, musical and healing duo Bolormaa and Tiger, spiritual guides Natasha and Sherri Lupus, my healer friend Bobbi McWilliams and my special DMT neo-shaman friend who, in this book, is named Nefertiti.

To those whom I’ve thoughtlessly omitted from this list, I offer an apology and much gratitude.

And finally here I must offer a warning and a disclaimer. This book records my experiences working with the sacred plant medicine. Although certain archetypal themes reappear time and again among people who drink ayahuasca, each person’s experience is fundamentally unique. If you choose to drink the vine of souls, your journey may seem purely physical and include no visions at all. (And be cautioned that visions are not the be-all and end-all of this experience). You may or may not receive extraordinary healing, and you could, in fact, feel nothing at all. (I’ve seen it happen.) You may choose the medicine, but it might not choose you (at least, not at first).

Many factors contribute to or impinge upon the ayahuasca experience, as with other psychotropic plants. Your mood and psychology at the time are a factor, as well as the set and setting. Some might say that where your soul is in its journey, in this incarnation, is also a factor. And ayahuasca nights can vary wildly from one to another, even for just one person.

I caution readers to thoroughly research and vet curanderos or other facilitators with whom they may choose to sit. Word of mouth is invaluable. (And I profoundly advise against anyone drinking ayahuasca alone — at least until they’ve become very experienced.) You have choices in front of you, including whether to seek the medicine in your home country or travel to South America for the fuller experience. And even then, it’s a bit of a Wild West in places like Peru, where the quality and safety of what’s on offer varies widely. Price is not a reliable indicator of much other than perhaps the comfort level of the accommodations.

If a person seeks healing for a profound illness, I’d caution that the tourist style kind of trip I went on might not be suitable. Whether their healing takes place in a luxury retreat center or in some hovel is less important than the skill and experience of the curandero. Remember that traditionally ayahuasca was primarily a diagnostic tool used by Amazonian shamans in much the way doctors use x-rays in the industrialized world. The curandero would drink the medicine in order to see what’s wrong, then head into the forest with a machete to find the right plant or bark for a salve or curative potion. A genuine curandero will look after you as a whole person, spiritually and physically.

So, if you seek treatment for a serious illness, be prepared for a longer stay and to potentially consume other medicines. In the documentary film The Sacred Science, eight people spend a month in the jungle and attain a range of outcomes, some of them very positive. That feels about right to me. That being said, drinking ayahuasca yourself could help you understand your medical condition better, as long as you’re screened for being well enough to try it. In my experience, some people with issues like PTSD, depression, anxiety or addiction can achieve positive results in an accelerated time frame.

Again, your mileage may vary.

I also don’t claim that ayahuasca or any visionary plant is the only way to attain the kind of healing and spiritual awakening described in this book. I have no doubt that traditional shamanic drumming, African shaking medicine, seated meditation, yoga, Sufi whirling and other modalities can lead to extraordinary insights and enlightenment. It’s just that Amazonian plant shamanism called me, and is an important part of my path. As you’ll see in the Epilogue, I’m also interested in the other modalities, both to support my work with the plants and also as worthwhile pathways in themselves.

One last thing needs to be said before we turn to my story. An occurrence at a family gathering offered a sobering lesson.

I was sitting at a restaurant table with extended family who’d traveled from far and wide a couple of years ago to celebrate my mother’s 80th birthday. I remarked on some concept as being too New-Agey for my thinking, which launched a twitter of laughter at the table.

In that moment I realized I was a figure of ridicule, the point being that anything too “out there” even for me must truly be crazy. This spoke volumes about the attitude of these relatives — who are thoughtful and kind people — toward my critical thinking skills and gullibility. Clearly they believed my reports of working with shamanic plants and visionary experience were evidence of my having become a somewhat woo-woo Shirley MacLaine-style New Age spiritualist.

This is one part of what I call the shaman’s burden. When we enter into the kinds of experiences described in this book, we’re dealing not only with subjects with which most people are unfamiliar, but that fall into the category of real superstition, properly understood as those things about which people are unaware even that they’re unaware. Many intrepid psychonauts have mentioned this in the past, and it’s the reason many shamans are secretive about what they encounter.

It’s worth stating here, then, that (for the record) I’m actually a deeply skeptical person. I’m science- and evidence-oriented, and am not at all the kind of person drawn intuitively to the world of crystals, oracle cards, magic wands and unicorns. I came to my interest in spirituality via the unlikely route of readings in quantum physics, and such strange phenomena as quantum entanglement, quantum tunneling, and the results of the famous double-slit experiment (and the more recent delayed-choice quantum eraser).

In truth, I bristle when people ask me my sign and fish around for astrological explanations of me or anything else (though I recognize that Carl Jung respected that science or art form for its archetypal potency; it is, after all, an internally consistent self-referential system like chess or mathematics). I’m not one who easily feels shifts in “the energy” (whatever that is) or imagines that some anointed few who’ve read The Celestine Prophecy are about to ascend to a crystalline fifth dimension. For most of my life I was quite a hardcore atheist and took pride (and still do) in being an existentialist in the Albert Camus mold.

But I am a possibilist and rule out nothing until disproven. It was only when I experientially endured and enjoyed the opening up of different dimensions of consciousness via shamanic plants that I began reporting on the paranormal-seeming events that even I concede can sound mightily like the spiritual babble my relatives chuckled over at the dinner table.

And so I declare at the outset that I make no claims whatsoever about the ultimate reality and provenance of the experiences herein described. I simply do my best to faithfully record and share what I saw, felt and thought, moment by moment, as I went through each ayahuasca ceremony, like an honest journalist reporting any other eye-witness account. I do speculate from time to time about what the experiences mean, and whether they’re of an objective reality or merely drug-induced hallucinations all inside my head. But my opinions are lightly held; they’re simply my working theory at the present time.

And with that caveat, we turn to our story…
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So many people live within unhappy circumstances and yet will not take the initiative to change their situation because they are conditioned to a life of security, conformity, and conservatism, all of which may appear to give one peace of mind, but in reality nothing is more dangerous to the adventurous spirit within a man than a secure future. The very basic core of a man’s living spirit is his passion for adventure. The joy of life comes from our encounters with new experiences, and hence there is no greater joy than to have an endlessly changing horizon, for each day to have a new and different sun.

— JON KRAKAUER, Into the Wild

 

…All the psychedelic stuff faded and in a large square area in the center of my visual plane I saw a vignette that looked like a shaky old Super 8 home movie.

It was my mother, Yvonne, playing golf. She was wearing a golf visor and her eyes beamed. She was clearly enjoying herself, and I was able to look closely at her eyes. They were directing love and attention toward some person “off camera.”

It was startlingly realistic.

Sometimes it’s difficult to conjure up a detailed recollection of a person’s face. We think we can do it, but if you stop and try, randomly, it’s actually difficult to reconstruct a person’s features in great detail, even those of close relatives. (Sometimes people get upset after a loved-one dies, castigating themselves that they can’t remember what they looked like.) But in this instance I saw my mother as if she were right in front of me. It was a sunny day and she was happy.

After this vision disappeared I lay back and contemplated what it meant.

It was very strange. To start with, my mother doesn’t play golf. In the vision she appeared younger than her age at the time of the vision — perhaps in her late forties, I’d guess.

Then I figured it out, and the realization hit me hard.

The universal consciousness was showing me my mother enjoying another life — a different life than the one she chose.

In this other life, she’d married someone other than my father. I was seeing her enjoying herself with other people in a world into which I’d never been born, a world in which she was not my mother.

There are few things more painful than seeing your own mother enjoying a life in which she never became your mom.

All at once I felt the poignancy of our bond as it (thankfully) exists, and the “near miss” of my never having been born.

Why I was being shown this was self-evident: It was all about appreciation, and I felt gratitude. Immense gratitude.

We focus so much on the various ways our parents fail or disappoint us, without appreciating enough our good fortune in ever having landed a place in the realm of the embodied in the first place.

I was then taken on a whirlwind tour of her marriages to her first and second husbands. I got to see how the universe conspired to create me. Even the toughest experiences I endured growing up — the emotional abandonment or abuse I felt at times — was all part of a program to prepare me for my destiny.

It’s impossible to fully convey the nuance of this lesson. In the end, the lesson was for me, and for me only. It wasn’t some kind of intellectualization either, but more of a felt experience. I found myself longing… longing for what actually happened…

This description, from my eleventh ayahuasca ceremony, speaks to the soul of this book, which reports my own direct experiences without too much speculation on their implications about the fundamental nature of reality, though I do contemplate that in places. Ayahuasca is a dualistic teacher plant, offering lessons in light and dark, heaven and hell, male and female… always yin and yang (or more accurately, inseparable yin-yang). She has always appeared to me as a female spirit, and many of her lessons have concerned the feminine: women, lovers, my mother, mothers in general, the universal mother and, ultimately, Gaia herself.

* * *

This book is a message in a bottle to the next generation, placed gently by the midwife of dreams in the lamplit tide of a dying world. I yearn for a regenerated planet and a human civilization reinvented with new forms of consciousness…

…yet my heart tamps with doubt.

Earth herself won’t disappear — the spinning rock that incubated us will endure for billions more years before she’s swallowed by the sun. By then we’ll have left on starships or will have evolved into something else. Maybe we’ll traverse space inter-dimensionally.

That is, if we make it through the current ecological crisis. We’re living in the Anthropocene: the Earth’s latest mass extinction event. The full impact of climate change has yet to be felt, yet as I write this, already 50 per cent of all life that existed on this planet when I was born in 1960 has vanished.

Desperate times call for desperate measures. The situation spurred me to seek out the ancient wisdom of mankind — even of the Earth herself — in shamanic ceremony with teacher plants.

I’d spent 25 years as an environmental journalist, editing magazines on pollution control and municipal and commercial recycling. I knew all about the technocratic solutions to the consumer society’s impacts on natural systems. And it’s true that industrial ecology can thereby stem many of the problems that threaten ecosystems and human wellbeing.

But none of it will be enough.

The destruction of nature is baked into our predatory style of capitalism and the neocon/neoliberal economics that has dismantled the welfare state in industrialized countries over the past 35 years. Each month it expropriates the funds needed for sustainable development and green energy to finance perpetual wars instead — illegal wars against sovereign states that are (unsurprisingly) always rich in oil, or against terrorist groups that usually have strange ties to Western intelligence agencies.

And so I felt called to drink ayahuasca — the vine of souls — and learn whether or not its lessons could help unlock the secrets I needed to understand both in terms of personal healing or spiritual insight, and in terms of solutions to our current global predicament.

But that isn’t the whole truth.

If I’m to be honest, my own aging and fear of and wonderment about death was central in my decision to drink ayahuasca — the vine of the dead.

My stepfather had died the year before, and I was fed up with the shallow explanations of death in my own culture, which were really explaining away…

I wanted to know if ayahuasca might reveal, or at least offer clues, about what happens to us when we shuffle off this mortal coil.

Do we have souls? Are we immortal? Is reincarnation real? What is the afterlife like?

My experience with the vine was profound, vastly exceeding anything for which I could have hoped or been prepared.

Soon after my first-ever participation in an ayahuasca ceremony, I thought, “I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to understand what happened in just the first ten minutes of this experience.”

And this appears to be true.

I’ve consumed the shamanic brew many times since drinking it the first time on New Year’s Eve at the end of 2013 in the main maloka (ceremonial building) at the Nihue Rao Spiritual Center outside Iquitos, Peru. Though the visions and themes of the tryptamine space are more familiar to me now, ayahuasca’s revelations continue to challenge and overturn my assumptions about what consciousness is and about the nature of reality.

I now refer to the visionary plants as necroptics because, in the way they affect me, they trigger a near-death experience or NDE. Ayahuasca has become quite literally the vine of my soul. The vine of my death. And other shamanic plants now affect me this way, too.

Shortly before I departed on that fateful journey in 2013, my friend Aaron said, “There will be a Guy Crittenden who gets on the plane to Peru, and another Guy Crittenden who returns.” That statement was more prescient than either of us realized at the time.

The medicine healed and transformed me to an amazing extent, offering teachings I hadn’t thought possible from a plant. Most importantly it also opened up my “Third Eye” and I can now journey in the shamanic realms to varying degrees with or without medicine. The healing and transformation was so profound that I now refer to myself sometimes (jokingly) as Guy Crittenden 2.0.

Yes, that person is dead, at least partially. He feels more like a role I play in a costume drama. Sometimes it pains me to perform him overly much, especially when pressed to do so by old friends and relatives, who remain somewhat oblivious to my transformation. Can I blame them, really, for offering a piece of leaf to the old caterpillar, when the butterfly’s wings are hidden?

I perform the old role as needed and try to offer a glad heart, but in secret, I dance, I whirl like a skeleton above a grave. They have no idea how many times I’ve died.

In Peru I drank ayahuasca three times. A couple of months after I returned, I started experiencing a series of uncanny phenomena that further investigation revealed were shamanic in nature. These ranged from the appearance late at night of colors and complex geometric patterns, to shimmering white light reminiscent of the Aurora Borealis moving over my whole body, to the sudden appearance in my field of vision of fully-realized detailed landscapes.

The phenomena also included auditory hallucinations, such as my being awoken in the wee hours by the sound of a wildcat tearing apart its prey in the bedroom hallway, and phrases offered to me from some apparent spirit realm in a language I don’t speak, which subsequent investigation revealed had specific and profound meaning.

I have also experienced the so-called “11:11 phenomenon” in a particularly intense way. Synchronicities show up in my life with uncanny frequency. At times the incidents have had a haunting quality, as though I’m shifting between quantum realities.

For strangeness, perhaps no phenomenon rivals the regular appearance, at any time of the night or day, of a spirit animal that begins as a tiny point of brilliant light in the distance, then gets bigger and bigger until it fills almost my whole visual field — making it difficult or impossible to drive or read text in a book or on a computer screen — before it enters the top of my head, the crown chakra.

These strange phenomena spurred me to investigate spiritual and paranormal literature and seek out people experienced in shamanism and disciplines like yoga, African shaking medicine and Sufi whirling.

Investigation revealed that what I initially feared was some kind of brain damage was instead symptomatic of spiritual breakthroughs, shamanic journeys.

Simply put, I was undergoing an awakening.

But to what?

Ayahuasca opened a kind of portal into otherly dimensions of consciousness — the same realms experienced by shamans when they enter trance states through drumming or ecstatic dance, and akin to what yogis call kundalini. Exotic developments took place inside me that are normally attained only via years of demanding physical and meditative practice.

Within a year of returning from Peru, I left my 25-year career editing environmental business magazines in order to devote myself full-time to my newfound mystical pursuits, as well as to activism in support

of environmental and humanitarian issues.

Every area of my life has been touched and transformed.

I’m now vegan. I’ve swapped out my conventional buttoned-up clothing for more relaxed yoga wear. I avoid the fluoride in tap water, rumored to calcify the pineal gland — presumed home of the Third Eye.

My body now bears a large tribal-style tattoo inspired by the Q’ero anaconda deity Pachamama, also known in her aspects of sky (Wayramama), earth (Sachamama) and water (Yukamama). She spirals down my left arm from shoulder to hand. She is the spirit animal that visits me. She is the goddess I serve.

* * *

I resisted writing this book.

It seems like everyone is writing a book about ayahuasca these days, and the medicine has been reported in mainstream media such as CNN and the New York Times. In truth, I was also afraid that the spirit of ayahuasca herself would be angry — about my hubris. (She has ways of punishing egotism, trust me!)

But as late as my 2013 trip, detailed accounts of ayahuasca journeys were still sparse. Most (even now) read like typical “trip reports” of people’s LSD experiences in the 1970s, with very few offering any kind of shamanic interpretation. Indeed, even though many storytellers have drunk the medicine in the presence of a curandero (the Peruvian term for “healer” or shaman), many appear to know little about shamanism.

This is ironic, since ayahuasca is a powerful gateway to shamanic experience.

I feel called to share my experiences with others, via this book, as the paranormal or psychedelic experiences continue to thrust themselves upon me. In fact, the medicine itself has compelled me to do so.

People in the technocratic societies of North America, Europe and elsewhere need to know about the other dimension (or dimensions) of reality that runs parallel to the one we normally inhabit.

Whether those dimensions are “out there” somewhere or whether it’s “all in one’s head” is a longstanding issue hotly debated in the psychedelic community. My own view is that it doesn’t really matter, and I suspect anyway that both are true, that there is no “outer” world and “inner” world; intuition tells me they’re spectrums of one reality.

I think of our experience of ordinary three-dimensional reality as being like a television set to channel seven. We live most of our lives experiencing only that channel, and assume that’s all there is. Psychotropic plants allow mysterious signals from, say, channel six or channel eight to filter in, making us aware there’s more information available than the programming with which we’re familiar.

This was common knowledge among the indigenous people whose societies have been largely genocided by the imperial cultures of the colonial era over the past 500 years. Our technocratic societies continue to view the superstitions of indigenous cultures with disdain. Their beliefs must be based on ignorance, we assume, and their health treatments cannot, surely, compare with those of modern medicine. Any positive effects must only be from the placebo effect…

The Wachowski siblings’ Matrix film trilogy provides an apt metaphor for our mode of civilization, which traps us in what author Graham Hancock calls the “alert, problem-solving state of mind.” Our separation from nature is widely appreciated; less understood is our separation from a profound alternate state of consciousness to which our ancestors turned regularly for information and guidance.

Our being cut off from this altered state benefits corporations, which need obedient workers toiling inside what Timothy Leary called air-conditioned anthills. They prefer their staff and customers to not access subversive truths. There’s a whole library of Alexandria waiting for us to browse, but we fail to access it because of our cultural conditioning.

The price for this disassociation from Source has been tragic, not only for self-alienated people riding the ghost-train of late-stage capitalism, but for all the Earth’s animals and ecosystems. Our avarice, our narcissism — what indigenous people call wetiko — is killing the planet in an orgy of resource depletion, climate change, pollution and ocean acidification.

And for what? So a small oligarchy can earn more billions of dollars than they could ever spend? So we can drive our climate-controlled SUVs to the climate-controlled shopping mall?

It’s absurd! And the fossil fuels will be gone in a few decades anyway.

Most of us know this, but we’re not sure what to do. Some are working on technical solutions to environmental problems. Others are workshopping new economic and political systems to get us past the fruitless “left versus right” debate, and whether the solution is more government control (socialism) or less (libertarianism).

Yet something crucial is missing, without which our culture, economy and ecosystems will collapse. We’ll be like passengers rearranging the deck chairs on the Titanic, hitting the iceberg of ecological collapse even as we fret about which plastic containers go in the recycling bin.

What is that missing something?

It’s the heart-felt recognition that nature is sacred. And that we, as part of nature, are also sacred.

And that’s where the teacher plants come in. For they are the red pill in Matrix terms that awakens us to the other dimensions and nature’s secret teachings.

That nature is sacred is something the teacher plants communicate, over and over. And they convey this teaching not as an arid intellectual idea, but as a truth that hits you so hard in the solar plexus you may be left gasping for air, bent over crying, or even vomiting.

So here I am, several years into this long strange journey, a sort of Morpheus ready to share with others the details of my first twelve ayahuasca ceremonies in what I’ve come to think of as the Year of Drinking Magic.

I know that not everyone will consume ayahuasca or other entheogenic plants. But according to the hundredth monkey syndrome, not everyone needs to. And there are other modalities of awakening that don’t require visionary plants. I don’t know if the number is one in a hundred or one in a thousand, but there is some threshold, some tipping point, beyond which if enough people shift their consciousness, the consciousness of the whole human species will move.

And hopefully in time. What we do in the next ten or twenty years will arguably be more important than anything we do in the next ten thousand.

We need to turn the juggernaut around that quickly.
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Why do you go away? So that you can come back. So that you can see the place you came from with new eyes and extra colors. And the people there see you differently, too. Coming back to where you started is not the same as never leaving.

— TERRY PRATCHETT, A Hat Full of Sky

 

In December 2013 I travelled to Iquitos, Peru to trek in the Amazon rainforest and participate in shamanic ceremonies at a nearby retreat center. At the time of this 10-day trip, ayahuasca — the visionary tea used as a diagnostic tool by local curanderos (healers) — was entering the consciousness of the cultural mainstream in a big way.

Nowadays there’s no end of writing about ayahuasca, and websites like Reset.me (for which I’ve written) offer many accounts of people’s experiences and healing. But before 2013 less was written about it, at least in books, magazines or popular websites.

I’d researched ayahuasca casually for several years and recall there being a dearth of good information. With the odd exception, most easily obtained online accounts of ayahuasca were short and sketchy, and often amateurishly written. I found myself anxious to know everything possible about how the medicine felt. And what did people see?

In the late 2000s I met a woman who’d drunk it and had an interesting story to tell, but it was short. She’d encountered herself in what felt like a recent past life, and she said something about seeing “colors” and “geometry.”

It was unsatisfying.

I eventually found my way to some useful books.

One was Jeremy Narby’s excellent The Cosmic Serpent: DNA and the Origins of Knowledge that explained ayahuasca at the crux of science and speculation. And there was Terence McKenna’s spellbinding book True Hallucinations: Being an Account of the Author’s Extraordinary Adventures in the Devil’s Paradise, which — while it starts out as an account of a trip in search of the ayahuasca vine — ends up being more a tale about his and his brother Dennis’s transformative experiences with psychedelic mushrooms. (It remains a favorite of mine, especially in the audio-recording format that McKenna taped himself, replete with sound effects.)

Another useful book I encountered was Charles Hayes’ Tripping: An Anthology of True-Life Psychedelic Adventures, which offers first-hand accounts from dozens of people of their experiences in a variety of altered states from a range of psychedelics.

While most of the accounts are positive and often deeply spiritual, the book also contains cautionary tales of “bad trips” that usually resulted from a poor “set and setting” or over-consumption of a particular psychedelic (often by an inexperienced user). Useful as those accounts are, the book mostly records people’s “trips” on LSD and other drugs that were popular in the 1970s. (The author’s introduction is a wonderful treatise on psychedelics that’s worth the price of the book in itself.)

Poet William S. Burroughs had found ayahuasca in the 1960s, but it hadn’t entered the popular imagination in those heady counterculture times. So I was pleased to discover Steven Beyer’s Singing to the Plants: A Guide to Mestizo Shamanism in the Upper Amazon, which is an excellent anthropological account of the shamanic practices and the role of ayahuasca in local culture in that part of the world.

If Beyer’s book placed me like a football on the kickstand of curiosity, it was Graham Hancock’s aforementioned Supernatural: Meetings with the Ancient Teachers of Mankind that punted me through the goal posts of psychedelic commitment.

I concluded that, whatever truth or illusion lay ahead of me, I simply couldn’t go through this life without at least once consuming one of these sacred plants that had been so influential throughout human history.

There were other reasons, but this was reason enough.

* * *

In 2013 I worked as editor of a couple of trade magazines concerned with pollution prevention and municipal recycling. The 25th anniversary of my career in that business was approaching and I felt inspired to do something special to commemorate the occasion.

I hadn’t traveled anywhere unusual for years — typically taking my kids on ski trips and other family holidays. Once in a while I’d escape the chilly Canadian winters with a last-minute deal to a Caribbean resort. The idea grew on me that I should step outside my comfort zone and visit the Amazon rainforest — the Mecca of environmentalists. I’d been writing about the environment for decades, but hadn’t spent much time in it!

I browsed travel websites in search of a suitable tour. I wanted a Lonely Planet kind of trip. I also wanted to drink ayahuasca and, while there were websites for retreat centers, I wasn’t sure which one to choose.

One day I stumbled upon a short internet video from a company called Pulse Tours, based in Canada. It showed people trekking in the jungle and visiting an island to feed different kinds of monkeys that clambered aboard a motorized canoe. As I explored the site further, I learned the tours also included ayahuasca ceremonies. After a few emails (the owner was guiding a group in the jungle) I signed on.

Once I committed to the trip, some interesting things happened.

I’d listened to a talk from the late Terence McKenna on YouTube in which McKenna outlined his ideas of time flowing both forward and backward, with events not simply pushed forward by the past, but pulled into the future by an unseen attractor. This attractor is the eschaton, or the transcendental object at the end of time.

Time, McKenna said, doesn’t flow linearly, but more like a spiral that speeds up into a concrescence.

After booking my trip to Peru, I felt as though somehow the experience I was yet to have drinking ayahuasca was flowing back through time, like an echo from the future. My priorities shifted; I felt some sort of healing underway; I noticed that things that used to make me anxious, and certain compulsions, began to fade. I drank less alcohol, for example, to the extent that a month before the trip I drank nothing at all. I thought of sex from time to time, but not obsessively. (I had no girlfriend at the time, which helped.)

This was a useful development, as the info Pulse Tours sent me about preparation for the trip included observation of a dieta. The dieta required no alcohol, no sex, no pork, no salt, no spicy food, and a few other restrictions. It’s a South American protocol before drinking ayahuasca. While some of it may simply be traditional, scientists note that the restrictions prepare the brain’s neurotransmitters to accept the dimethyltryptamine (DMT) in the psychedelic brew.

Tourists may observe the dieta for as little as a week before ceremony, or even just a couple of days. I drifted into observing it for a full month.

Strangest of all was the feeling whenever I strolled in nature, even just when walking the dog, that the plants and trees were quietly communicating with me. It sounds crazy, but if I’m to faithfully record my experience, I must confess that I truly sensed communion with the plants and bushes and trees around me, as if the denizens of the vegetative kingdom somehow knew of my impending trip and were telepathically reaching out, engaging. I wondered whether if somehow — through the mycelia and spores or even some morphogenic plant consciousness — the vegetative kingdom could communicate from where I lived in Ontario all the way down to the Amazon basin.

With the backwash of time, I wondered if my about-to-be-increased sensitivity to plant intelligence was elevating. In any case, plants and trees no long felt like inanimate objects as I passed them on foot; they were intelligent life forms that interact with and influence us.

* * *

My flight to Iquitos was uneventful.

I departed Toronto in the afternoon and switched planes near New York. The contrast was striking between the security and searches I endured in my four-hour stay in the Newark airport compared to the far more relaxed protocols in Lima, Peru, where I again changed planes — this time from an intercontinental aircraft to a small regional jet. I realized that Peru simply isn’t part of the whole “War on Terror” narrative and supposed threats from the Muslim world. Airport security there was like a trip back to the United States of the 1960s, with only cursory inspection of bags and identification (most of the time).

During the flight I reflected back on my only previous experience with psychedelic substances, which occurred in the mid-1980s on a camping trip in the Adirondack Mountains with an American cousin. It involved LSD.

I hiked with him and a childhood friend of his for a couple of days deep into the mountain range, combating rain storms and traversing fields of slippery boulders. Being from Ontario, I was more used to paddling a canoe with the occasional portage breaking up the trip. This adventure was nothing but a long portage!

Late one afternoon we arrived at the shores of a mountain lake in the middle of a tremendous rain and set up a makeshift camp. When the rain subsided we cooked up some ramen noodles over a campfire, and my cousin announced he’d brought along some LSD. He produced a small amount of blotter acid folded neatly inside a piece of aluminum foil.

Trepidatiously I agreed to try the hallucinogen the following afternoon. After swallowing the LSD tab I sat on a flat rock overlooking the lake, which was about a kilometer or two across, maybe further. I eventually saw the fractal geometry of the ripples. There was a complex, repeating pattern in nature, and I could comprehend the geometry of the wind on the waves, as though I was watching how something is done.

Initially I didn’t think I was feeling the drug’s effects, but it occurred to me I wouldn’t normally sit and stare at the surface of a lake for hours and hours.

“So this is what LSD feels like,” I thought to myself.

Then my attention shifted to my sense of hearing. I developed superhearing and could hear every single insect and bird in the forest for miles, not as a cacophony but each one — thousands and thousands — isolated by super-attenuation. It was amazing! My sense of reality shifted; I’d never considered that my ordinary state of mind filtered out so much information, presumably to make it easy to navigate ordinary reality.

Perhaps, I speculated, hunter-gatherers hear more like this, not having been trained to shut out so much of the natural world.

The next morning my cousin and his friend asked about my LSD trip as we huddled over the stove and made a light breakfast of instant oatmeal. I told them about it and about my super-hearing. They appeared to believe me, but challenged me to prove it. I mentioned I’d heard a very distinct sound emanating from the far side of the lake. It sounded like water coming out of a pipe, falling about half a meter and splashing on smooth stone.

“Let’s go find it!” I said.

After we broke camp and shouldered our heavy packs, we set off to look for the spot I’d described. After an hour or more of hiking I led them to it. Beyond some jungly overgrowth there, coming out of the mountain at about waist height, was a small green copper pipe that seemed almost ancient. It produced a steady stream of cold mountain water that spilled onto a smooth rock below, making exactly the sound I’d heard the day before.
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