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DISCLAIMER



This book is a reference book about the history of plants and fungi and their uses, the information in this book is for informational purposes only and any recipes within it are for reference purposes only. Many of the plants and fungi contained in this book are harmful and/or illegal and should not be used. You should not use any of the plants or fungi, follow or make any of the recipes in this book or encourage others to do so. This book is not intended as a replacement for professional medical treatment and should not be relied upon as recommending, encouraging or promoting any specific diet or practice. It is also not intended as a guide to which plants or fungi are edible or have nutritional or medicinal benefits or to replace the advice of a nutritionist, physician or medical practitioner.


We strongly advise you to consult a medical practitioner before using any herbal remedies, especially if you have an existing medical condition, are taking medication, are pregnant or are breast-feeding. You should not use the information in this book as a substitute for diagnosis, medication or other treatment prescribed by your medical practitioner.


There is the possibility of allergic or other adverse reactions from the use of any plants or fungi mentioned (and plants or fungi not mentioned) in this book. You should seek the advice of your doctor or other qualified health provider with any questions you may have, especially in relation to medical conditions or allergies. Some plants or fungi may interact with prescription drugs including, but not limited to, the Pill and anti-depressants; if you are using any medication you should always consult with a qualified medial practitioner before taking any herbal remedies.


The publishers and author do not accept any liability for any harm that results from your use, or misuse, of this book, or for your failure to seek appropriate medical advice.
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In 1957, while writing to his friend Aldous Huxley, the radical English psychiatrist Humphry Fortescue Osmond found himself stumped for a term to describe substances that produce hallucinogenic effects in the human brain. He eventually combined two Greek words: psyche (mind) and delos (manifest).


Osmond’s term, psychedelic, has been with us ever since, though the man himself was highly suspicious of the 1960s counterculture his word would later epitomize. He regarded such compounds as mysterious, maybe even dangerous, but was fascinated by their potential. Others have been equally inspired, including social reformers, political activists and, perhaps above all, artists.


In many cultures plants with psychoactive properties are considered sacred. They are sentient beings, divine teachers, certainly not “drugs”. It can be disconcerting to juxtapose the sincerity of an indigenous ceremony involving the likes of peyote, psilocybin or ayahuasca with the casual, recreational use the same substances often acquire in the Global North.


For some, the psychedelic world can be scary. Who knows what images our brains might conjure if we were to lose control? It becomes even more unnerving when we realize that Science (with a capital “S”) does not fully understand these plants either. We can isolate individual chemicals, but even within a single species there may be several compounds which may react according to outside influences, including geographical or meteorological conditions. A plant that has lived in the sunshine at the top of a mountain can develop different amounts of certain compounds to the same species living in dark, wet rainforest at the mountain’s base. Further complications arise when two or more plants are combined, and the effects of such brews vary yet again according to each individual. Indigenous peoples have known this for centuries, but for Western medicine, used to prescribing one drug for one ailment, it is nothing short of alchemy.


Not all mind-altering plants are psychedelic, of course. This book also explores everyday stimulants – tea, coffee and nicotine, for example – alongside depressants such as alcohol and cannabis, and addictive “hard drugs”, including opium and cocaine.


Plants are not the only source of psychotropic compounds. I have had to leave out psychedelic fish, toads, sea sponges, “mad honey” and lab-born synthetics. I have also omitted psychoactive photosynthetic eukaryotes, for the prosaic but practical reason that, inexplicably, there is little folklore about algae. I have, however, included fungi, using the feeble excuse that, until very recently, mushrooms were considered part of the plant kingdom.


Then there is the art, the music, the literature and popular culture, which, even more than other titles in this series, is crucial to the way we approach these plants. The stories we tell ourselves about drugs, whatever the medium, end up as tangled as the webs famously spun by spiders given various psychedelics by Swiss pharmacologist Peter Witt, but they may just be the best roadmap we have to understanding the complex world of substance-induced altered states.


Sandra Lawrence
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The vast natural caves at Es Càrritx in Menorca contain the last resting places of more than 200 Bronze Age individuals dating from between 1400 BCE and 800 BCE. Analysis of hair strands found in tiny receptacles reveal the presence of psychotropic substances atropine, scopolamine and ephedrine found in local plants such as mandrake (Mandragora autumnalis), devil’s snare (Datura stramonium), henbane (Hyoscyamus albus) and joint pine (Ephedra fragilis). Were these people the world’s first psychonauts? Probably not…






Kaleidoscopic Lights in our Darkest Pasts


Archaeologists believe humans were using San Pedro cactus in Peru as far back as 8600 BCE. Traces of cannabis clinging to pottery discovered at Okinoshima, Japan date to around 8200 BCE. They, too, however, are by no means alone.


Whether coca in Peru, betel in Thailand, waterlilies in Egypt or psilocybin mushrooms in Guatemala, humans appear to have been entirely aware of – and actively using – mind-altering substances since our species began. Barely a month goes by without another excavation revealing new evidence: perhaps pollen samples, pictographs or a ceramic figurine clutching a sacred mushroom; perhaps microscopic remains of the plants themselves or even paraphernalia not dissimilar to that used today.


What we are less clear about is how such plants were used. We are quick to assume our ancestors had ritual, spiritual or medicinal purposes for them, but if a substance was enjoyable, might people have enjoyed it recreationally too?


We have no idea, for example, what went on at the annual Eleusinian Mysteries, celebratory festivals dedicated to the goddess Demeter between 1600 BCE and 392 CE. This is because, on pain of death, the first rule of the Eleusinian Mysteries was that no one talked about the Eleusinian Mysteries. Participants allegedly drank kykeon, usually a mixture of water, barley, goat cheese and herbs, but scholars hypothesize that at the Mysteries the beverage acquired another ingredient: the psychoactive fungus ergot. It’s not impossible. Recent excavations have revealed ergot remains in a ceremonial drinking vessel dedicated to Demeter, and in the dental calculus of a 25-year-old man from 300 BCE. Was the celebration spiritual, mystical, recreational or all three? We will likely never know.


We can be a little surer about substances that have a modern-day equivalent. A thousand-year-old leather bag found in the Cueva del Chileno rock shelter in the Bolivian Andes once held wood and bone equipment to crush the seeds of psychoactive plants, along with a snuffing tube, and a pouch made from the snouts of three Andean foxes. This contained traces of at least five psychoactive substances, all ingredients for the hallucinogenic drink ayahuasca, still very much revered today.


While the ritual and spiritual use of psychoactive plants has apparently enjoyed a relatively unbroken line among certain indigenous cultures, historical paths in Western history are less clear. Some intoxicants were constants. Alcohol, created when organic substances are fermented into beer and wine, or distilled as spirits, has always been with us. Caffeine arrived in early modern Europe in the form of coffee, tea and cocoa. Tobacco was brought from the New World, then distributed to the rest of the planet. Sugar, not always considered mind-altering, but which some have claimed to be the most addictive substance of all, moved from being a rare treat to a commodity as vast sugar cane plantations were established from the sixteenth century onwards.
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A drawing of Xochiquetzal, the Aztec goddess of beauty, fertility, love and flowers.
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A scene from a piece of pottery dated 460BC, showing Triptolemus, who is worshipped as the patron of agriculture, in a winged chariot next to Demeter.








But what of the classic drugs that will take up most of the pages in this book? The opiates, the narcotics, the hallucinogens? Some were cultivated for medicinal uses; for example, opium was grown in Mesopotamia in the third millennium BCE, spreading to ancient Egypt and Greece, arriving in the rest of Europe between the tenth and thirteenth century. Others were noted poisons, their mind-altering properties whispered about as the work of the Devil (see the Hexing Herbs, p. 162), used only by physicians and carefully warned against in herbals and religious treatises alike. In South and Central America, Jesuit missionaries wrote extensively of horrors they witnessed watching “natives” ingesting strange substances that conjured satanic visions and crazed behaviour.


Things began to change in the early nineteenth century as chemists worked to isolate compounds within plants and experiment with their possible uses. After millennia of pain, the human race finally found true relief as wonder drugs such as morphine and cocaine hit the market, albeit entirely uncontrolled, leading to a heady but extremely dangerous zenith. The only way was down. Even as people began to understand the dangers, they realized that some of these miracles were highly addictive.


Western botanists had begun travelling in earnest to areas of the world previously unexplored (by Europeans), searching for “undiscovered” plants, both ornamental and useful. Richard Spruce was one of several “plant hunters” sent to the Amazon rainforest by the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew in the 1850s. Collecting as many samples as he could, Spruce did not partake of the indigenous ayahuasca ceremonies he also witnessed among the people he encountered there, but he would inspire others such as Richard Evans Schultes (see p. 138), who realized that the only way to understand such plants was to learn from the people already familiar with them.


Things were moving fast. In the early twentieth century, the Western world was in new pain, both physical and psychological, from a combination of war, pandemic and economic depression. The narcotics cat was well and truly out of the bag – used, as ever, for medicinal and emotional purposes but also, increasingly, for reasons creative, recreational or philosophical or, more darkly, because the user could not stop.


As psychoactive, and especially entheogenic substances became ever more varied, even synthesized, the stories we told ourselves about them changed, too. Drugs were “evil”, screamed the headlines but, like all bad things, they were alluring, too. They were everywhere: in novels, films, music, art, and even our own personal rituals, and they’ve stayed there. Whether indulging in that innocent pick-me-up cup of tea, first cigarette of the day, occasional psychedelic mushroom trip or pipe full of freshly cooked crack, for better or worse, mind-altering substances are now part of our world.
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A Mayan carving of a chieftan, eagle and snake from Chichen Itza, Yucatan, Mexico.
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Diviner’s sage


Salvia divinorum


In 2007 a spate of videos featuring teenagers smoking “something”, then laughing like maniacs and crashing into things, unable to coordinate the simplest movements, caused a worldwide panic, particularly in the United States.


H orrified news anchors, senators and legislators were quick to denounce the “diviner’s sage” and when a suicide of an American teenager was linked to the drug, new countries joined the list of nations already controlling the substance. The videos shocked the plant’s original users too, but for different reasons. The Mazatec people of Oaxaca, Mexico have a profound respect for the plant and were mortified to see it being used for trivial purposes.


Despite its name, diviner’s or seer’s sage has nothing to do with oracles or soothsayers of ancient Greece. S. divinorum is a member of the mint family (and is sometimes called magic mint), and unlike the sun-loving common sage (S. officinalis), it loves the shady, subtropical cloud forests of Central America. It contains salvinorin A, a potent psychotropic molecule.


The plant, also known as yerba de la pastora (shepherd’s herb), had been used for centuries but was unknown to science until 1939, when anthropologist Jean Bassett Johnson visited the Mazatec to study shamanism. The Global North had to wait until 1962 to see a live plant, collected by R. Gordon Wasson and Albert Hofmann. Excited, Wasson suggested it could be the mythical Aztec plant pipiltzintzintli (Pure Prince). Hofmann was less happy with its scientific name, complaining that Salvia divinorum meant “sage of the ghosts” and that it should be Salvia divinatorum, “sage of the priests”.


The Mazatec ceremony is serene, trance-like, slow, usually held at night. Male and female shamans work with questors – the sick, the victims of witchcraft or robbery, or those who just need guidance. They brew a tea, or twist fresh leaves (thirteen pairs is ideal) into a “quid” (lump) and chew slowly while the psychoactive substances are absorbed in the mouth. Chewing fresh leaves can produce quite strong visions but if swallowed, the stomach’s gastric juices can “deactivate” the salvinorin A, to influence the plant’s hallucinogenic properties.


Salvinorin A is classed as a dissociative hallucinogen, distorting perception and bringing an otherworldly, movie-like sense of detachment, especially when the leaves are dried for smoking.


Diviner’s sage is not considered an addictive drug (for many, once is more than enough), but high doses can induce psychosis or depression, and for this reason it is banned in many countries, states, and in all U.S. Army bases.






Betel


Areca catechu; Piper betle


A Vietnamese legend tells of twin brothers, the oldest of whose wife mistook the younger brother for her husband and welcomed him into her bed.


Immediately after the liaison, the brother was consumed with shame. He left the village and killed himself and was instantly turned to limestone. The older brother went in search of his twin. Finding the rock, he died of grief and was transformed into a slender Areca catechu palm tree. The wife followed the brothers and on finding the stone and tree, became a creeping betel vine, clinging to her husband’s trunk for eternity.


The story explains the way Piper betle leaves are used to wrap seeds from the areca palm (confusingly called betel nuts) with lime and other ingredients, including cardamom, cloves and, occasionally, tobacco, to make a preparation called betel or paan. The resulting quid has a bitter, peppery taste and works as a mild stimulant, bringing a slightly heightened awareness and generally warm sensation to the chewer. The main alkaloid in betel nut (Areca catechu) is arecoline, which has some similar psychoactive and addictive effects to nicotine.


Chewing betel stimulates large quantities of saliva, which turns red. The resulting stains around the mouth, and especially the teeth, have enabled archaeologists to date the practice to at least 2680 BCE and a group of pink-jawed skeletons in Duyong Cave on Palawan Island in the Philippines. The habit spread across Asia, where an estimated 400 million people still indulge today. The mixture is unpleasant to swallow and is usually spat out – whether this is into a receptacle or onto the floor depends on individual cultures. Even less pleasant side effects may be seen in betel’s growing links with oral and oesophageal cancers (which increase when combined with tobacco), heart disease, asthma, stroke, stillbirth and premature babies with low birth weights.


Despite these drawbacks, it is hard to understate the social, spiritual and medical importance of betel. In Ayurvedic medicine, which seeks to balance the body, betel is considered a “cool” plant; areca is “hot”. Betel is believed by many to aid digestion, clear phlegm, sweeten breath and remove tapeworms. The Malaysian city Penang even takes its name from pinang, Malay for “betel”, and incorporates an areca palm into its flag.


For Hindus, areca belongs to Brahma the creator; the betel leaf is associated with Vishnu, the preserver. Women offer each other a combination of the two in colourful baskets during pujas (ritual prayers) to invite Vishnu’s consort Lakshmi into their homes. Such gifts are very auspicious, and brides are sometimes offered a single areca nut to add to the ten heart-shaped betel leaves they carry to their wedding. Betel is also associated with the ape deity Hanuman who, in the Ramayana, visited Rama’s abducted wife. Sita was delighted but had only betel to offer him. Devotees still hang garlands of the leaves around his statue.
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Royalty stored betel in highly decorated boxes of gold, silver, tortoiseshell and ivory, expectorating into equally ornate spittoons, but more often, betel represents equality in hospitality.


In Meghalaya the Khasi people tell of two childhood friends, one rich, one poor. The rich man entertained his friend lavishly, and the poor man felt he should reciprocate. On the day of the visit, however, there was no food in the house. Feeling ashamed, the poor man and his wife took their own lives. Arriving, the rich man killed himself too, for failing to notice his friend’s pain. A robber broke in and, finding three corpses, also died by suicide in case he was implicated in their deaths. In memory of all four, the custom of sharing kwai (betel) became egalitarian. The areca seed represents the rich man; the lime paste and leaf, the poor husband. The secret place between the lip and gum is where Khasi women hide the quid from the thief. Even poor households offer kwai to guests on arrival and after meals. When someone in Meghalaya dies, they are said to have gone to take kwai with God.


By contrast, if you are talking about “matters of betel and areca” in Vietnam, you are referring to marriage. The nut (male) and leaf (female) symbolize love, and the first “business” meeting between the parents of a prospective bride and groom begins with their chewing betel together.


Taiwanese construction workers, long-distance lorry drivers and fishermen often chew betel to stave off hunger pangs and stay awake across long hours, purchasing supplies from “Betel Nut Beauties”. Many consider the practice of scantily clad young female vendors waiting in neon-lit, glass-walled roadside booths exploitative; others argue it empowers otherwise poor women to stay self-sufficient.


Betel has a much darker side: black magic. For some years baseball players of the Amis people in Taiwan accused their Puyuma rivals of casting evil spells on matches by burying cursed areca nuts to skew the results. Bead-strung seeds were found under the pitch, but their purpose is fiercely debated, and some suggest the controversy was based in negative tribal stereotyping, deliberately misunderstanding the magical importance conferred by Puyuma people on the areca. One thing is clear: betel is one of the most socially complex psychoactive plant combinations in the world.






Shamanism


Fewer than 70,000 people speak the Manchu-Tungus languages, stretched across vast regions between China and Russia, including Mongolia and Siberia, yet they have given the world one of its most evocative nouns.


The word ša means “to know”, so a šaman is literally “one who knows”. Probably introduced to Europe by the seventeenth-century Dutch traveller Nicolaas Witsen, the term has been stretched by anthropologists to embrace “ones who know” within many indigenous communities centred around animism: the belief that that the human world is surrounded by invisible spirits. These include Arctic, Native American, South and Central American, Australian Aboriginal and some African cultures. Shamans – extraordinary people of any gender, some still using an old, feminized form, shamanka – have one thing in common: they work via the medium of ecstatic trance, often using hallucinogenic substances gathered from the natural world.


Their roles vary, even between villages, but include functions roughly equating to healer, priest, counsellor, communicator and interceptor between regular people and the spirits. Few apply for the job. They are chosen, generally from birth or a very young age as having the potential to communicate with these spirits – puberty is a popular time to discover abilities. Initiation and training can be long, painful, even ordeal-like. This is interpreted as the spirits testing an individual’s mettle, especially if they are resistant to their calling, though they may also discover guardian spirits in the form of animals. The shaman will eventually become skilled in magic, medicine and botany, and the specific ways their community combines the three.


Shamans employ various techniques to enter an altered state of consciousness, including chant, dance, music and psychoactives derived from plants, animals or fungi. They may commune with the spirit world to diagnose ailments resistant to regular herbal medicines. A psychoactive plant rarely heals by itself; rather, it reveals the cause of the complaint. The shaman may also use visions to help someone find something lost or stolen, detect the presence of witchcraft or the evil eye, or pass through a milestone in life – from birth and adolescence and into the next world. In communities where people undertake their own vision quests, a shaman is usually present to guide them through the process.


It is easy to fall under the spell of the shaman stereotype, usually originating from the prejudices of Western organized religion and more recent forms of militant atheism. The “Hollywood shaman” is a terrifying individual, usually either an “exotic” gatekeeper for the hero, or a downright charlatan, and there are quacks who trap gullible people into buying snake oil. Genuine practitioners today, however, perform a vital role in keeping a community’s spiritual knowledge and, with it, a profound history that may go back hundreds of years.
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A sweat lodge is a ceremonial sauna and an important event in some Native American cultures where medicine men work on patients.
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Mescal bean


Dermatophyllum secundiflorum


Native American legend tells how the trickster Coyote once made humans drunk with mescal bean so he could cut off their hair and rob them. The poor Texas mountain laurel has enjoyed a chequered reputation ever since.


A single scarlet bean from this fragrant, purple-flowered evergreen is enough to hospitalize an adult, but this did not stop several nations using it in hallucinogenic rituals and dances.


The word mescal is confusing. Despite being native to Texas, New Mexico and Mexico, the plant is from the pea family and does not contain mescaline like the peyote cactus also found there (see p. 180). Its alkaloid, cytisine, more closely resembles nicotine. Mescal bean is also entirely unrelated to the agave used in the alcoholic drink mezcal.


When dried, mescal bean’s pods make excellent rattles, while individual beans may be threaded like beads. Beans found in rock shelters may date as far back as 6,500 years and archaeologists have found mescal-decorated buckskin loincloths, cradleboards and even a small “healer’s kit” containing the beans alongside tools, sinew and jackrabbit jaws. The Comanche used mescal bean for earaches, the Cheyenne as an eyewash.


The nineteenth century was a difficult time for the indigenous people of America. As colonists raided their lands and destroyed their communities, at least a dozen nations created secret mescal bean cults dedicated to keeping their traditions alive. The plant’s blood-red seeds were sewn onto warriors’ clothing: shirts, leggings, necklaces, headdresses and bandoliers.


In ritual, the beans were usually roasted, then chewed or swallowed. This would induce staggering, intoxication, convulsions, the evacuation of both stomach and bowels, paralysis, “seeing red”, increased heart rate and, presumably, not a few accidental deaths. Its use may also encourage imaginary visions.


Perhaps understandably, accounts are vague. One Lenape who attended an Apache ceremony described participants jumping out of the tipi’s smoke hole, before coming back in through the entrance and walking barefoot across live coals. One particularly hardcore Pawnee Deer Dance required initiates to consume the mixture until they fell unconscious. This was tested by scraping the spiked teeth of garfish up the new member’s spine. One flinch and he was out.


Although mescal bean still has resonance among several nations, especially Comanche, it has largely given way to peyote in ritual use, probably because it is so very dangerous.






Egyptian lotus



Nymphaea caerulea var. caerulea



One of the most beautiful sculptures of the ancient world depicts the young Pharaoh Tutankhamun in the guise of Nefertem, Waterlily of the Sun, his painted wooden head emerging from a lotus flower.


Nefertem rose from the primal waters as a blue lotus, but by Tutankhamun’s time he was usually represented as a beautiful youth surrounded by waterlily flowers. Nymphaea caerulea var. caerulea opens with the dawn, follows the daylight and then closes at dusk, making it an important symbol of Ra, the Sun god. It also represents life, blossoming at birth and fading on entering the darkness of the underworld, presided over by Osiris, who also claims the plant. Both the ancient Egyptian and Mayan cultures used it for purification rituals.


Some Nymphaea contain the alkaloid nuciferine, rendering them at best inedible, though the rhizomes of some species, with careful preparation, have been eaten. The blue lotus is one of these; its starchy “roots” are boiled or roasted, but rarely relished. Other alkaloids in N. caerulea var. caerulea are still being investigated, with some studies suggesting it may contain apomorphine. Scientists are currently examining the possibilities of apomorphine’s dopamine receptor binding qualities to alleviate Parkinson’s disease symptoms. Blue lotus’s mild sedative effect may be responsible for its reputation as a dream-enhancer, the apomorphine and nuciferine considered partly responsible for various reports of lucid dreaming. Limited data is available on the safety of the blue lotus for human consumption.


Lotus has enjoyed another intriguing reputation since antiquity: as an aphrodisiac. One notorious document, the Turin Papyrus, even features it in erotic cartoons. Recent research revealed that apomorphine could be of interest to treat erectile dysfunction. Perhaps the ancients knew this all along, though Pliny the Elder, always the contrarian, pronounced lotus as an antidote to love potions. He even claimed that drinking crushed waterlily in vinegar for 10 days will turn a boy into a eunuch.


The waterlily has always presented a powerful image. An ancient Syrian plaque shows the mysterious goddess Asherah holding a lotus blossom, while several Mayan archaeological sites have revealed lotus-themed artefacts. A Native American legend tells how a star fell to earth, and on landing in a lake, turned into a flower. For Buddhists, lotus is one of the eight auspicious symbols, representing the victory over self. Both the Buddha and the Hindu god Shiva are often shown in the Padmasana or lotus position, a cross-legged meditation pose also used in Tantric and Jain contemplation.
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Iboga


Tabernanthe iboga


Mebege the Creator god was alone in the universe with only Dibobia the spider for company, so he made an egg from strands of his hair, a piece of his brain and a smooth stone. Dibobia threw the egg into the ocean.


Three deities were born, the greatest of which was Zame ye Mebege, god of the Sun. Zame ye Mebege spotted a human called Bitam, picking the fruit of the Atanga tree, and caused Bitam to fall and die, then cut off his fingers and toes and planted them. Wherever the digits fell, an iboga bush sprouted.


Many of the rainforest-dwelling people of West Africa, and in particular Gabon, practise Bwiti, a spiritual discipline based around the hallucinogenic properties of iboga. An evergreen shrub from the dogbane family, Tabernanthe iboga produces delicate pink and white flowers and curious orange fruit, but these are generally overlooked for the yellowy-brown bark of the plant’s roots. Usually ground into a powder, this tough outer casing becomes a powerful psychoactive substance that Bwiti followers, usually from Fang, Mitsogo and Punu communities, consume to commune with their ancestors.


Iboga contains a complex cocktail of alkaloids including ibogaine, which can affect the body’s neurotransmitters such as serotonin and dopamine. Iibogaine is a hallucinogen. In small doses it is a stimulant, considered to enable hunters and travellers to stay awake longer and carry heavier loads. Larger doses can result in vivid hallucinations, vomiting, convulsions, loss of motor function, paralysis, respiratory seizure and temporary unconsciousness. An overdose may result in death.


Iboga has been used by women and it is obligatory for men to undergo an initiation rite to join the Bwiti faith. This involves consuming large quantities of iboga, guided by a Nganga (spiritual leader), to become a baanzi: someone who has “broken open their head” and seen the other world with their own eyes. Afterwards it is believed they will be able to consume iboga on a regular basis as medicine, to diagnose illness, to honour the ancestors, drive out evil spirits and for personal development.


The initiation is not undergone lightly. Most participants will collapse at some point; a very few will remain permanently in the other world. Men and women undergo similar rites, but separately in segregated spaces. Some paint themselves white and dress in raffia skirts decorated with shells or beads. Music, including rattles, drums and the mongongo, a bow-harp played with the mouth, accompanies singing and dancing, sometimes lit by a traditional torch called a mupeto, made from bark and tree sap. The ceremony begins at night and can last from three to seven days.


With large doses, the first sense affected is usually hearing, leading to nausea, vomiting, disorientation and extreme dizziness. Photosensitivity can also occur. The initiate is lain down and watched as they witness between three and six hours of surreal waking dreams, commonly including memories and images of the past, which may help to account for Bwiti’s focus on ancestors. Accounts of encounters with spirits often reflect harrowing experiences. A much longer secondary phase heralds up to 10 hours of personal introspection, where the user examines their inner thoughts. Even after this, residual stimulation may last for weeks.


In 1962 American heroin addict Howard Lotsof took iboga while searching for a stronger high, but after consumption, discovered he had no further desire for drugs. After decades of research as to whether it may somehow “reset” the brain, the jury is still out on iboga’s potential as an anti-addiction treatment, since its side effects can be extremely hazardous and even lethal. While there do seem to be incidental reports of people discontinuing addictive habits, if someone takes a normal dose of their addicted drug after an iboga trip, they may run an increased risk of overdosing.


Conducting research has been made even more difficult since iboga has been banned in many countries, but the current opioid epidemic has seen a rise in people desperate to curb their addiction and willing to take the risk, aware that they may die from an overdose anyway. There is currently a boom in clinics – in the countries that have not proscribed the drug – offering ibogaine as a part of drug rehabilitation. Some are fully accredited medical facilities, others are not, and the ethics of using ibogaine as therapy are still in their infancy, with strong feelings on all sides. As the drug gains interest outside Africa, poachers are stripping the rainforest of the wild plant and selling the herb (and any number of fakes) on the black market.


Iboga remains extremely popular in the Gabonese Republic, where Bwiti is one of the three official religions, despite its being denounced by one of the others, the Catholic Church. In 2000, the plant was declared a Gabonese National Treasure.
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