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Preface





When I was first presented with the opportunity to write this book, I dove in headfirst and began writing down everything I already knew about the subject and what I thought would be best for a beginner’s guide. I wrote starter sections on cultural history, modern advancements, research, editorial bits, and so much more. But as with any book, the further you go down the rabbit hole, the more things begin to shift and morph. For me, this happened about eight weeks into the project. I gave myself a pause and truly asked myself, “Who am I to write this book?” I’m definitely no Bill Richards, María Sabina, or Kilindi Iyi. Nor does my background reflect the professional longevity with the subject of Janis Phelps, founder and director of the CIIS Center for Psychedelic Therapies and Research. Both James Fadiman and Ralph Metzner have already composed excellent texts on the purpose and complexities of a psychedelic journey. As I wrote, I also really struggled with presenting a decolonized telling of psilocybin history, and I definitely did not want to fill these pages with a retelling of the same story. I seriously questioned what I could bring to the table, particularly at this crucial juncture when psychedelic medicine is returning to the mainstream medical model—albeit early in its journey.


My foray into psychedelics began over thirty years ago. Many people have experiences with psychedelics in their teenage and college years, often in group or social environments. That is how most of my experimentation with psychedelics in my teenage years went. A few of us would take psychedelics together and either go to a large house party, go camping, or hang out at one of our homes. Despite the Reagan-era DARE messaging, I had never personally experienced or witnessed another person losing their mind while on psychedelics. My experiences at this time were based on the notion that psychedelics were “party” drugs, something you took on a Friday night to have a wild and crazy time—and most of my experiences were just that. Long nights with highs and lows, riding the roller coaster of psychedelics. The highs were filled with explosive laughter and the ability to feel deeply connected to my friends, and the lows often involved the unprocessed emotions of our lives. These lows might have led to tears or fear or anger because we were young adults doing our best to process the burdens of our lives.


But those early years evoked something in addition to the endless cascades of those teenage nights. After about an hour, as the psilocybin took effect, it would evoke thoughts, feelings, and new ideas—ideas that I grew more and more curious about. Often these feelings would connect me to something I had been missing, craving, or even grieving. The best way to describe what I was connecting to was that I was connecting to me. Through all the overthinking and superficial consumption of teenage life, I would find and connect with myself, which at the time was quite radical. To find a time and space where I didn’t question or reject every aspect of myself was magical and so relieving! The depth of this connection filled my heart and soul with what I had longed for and had been searching for externally in my life—connection and, more specifically, connection to myself and the world around me.


Having these inner experiences in conjunction with the external ones with my friends became a duality. I was taking psychedelics (LSD and psilocybin) for both pleasure and so I could take deep dives into my inner self/soul. Both aspects offered me great insights, but the greatest of these was the ability to remember that I am a person, someone of value with love in my heart. As a young person, having a tool to better understand yourself in relation to the world is invaluable. At the time, these psychedelic experiences decreased my depression and anxiety and helped me succeed in ways I never thought I would.


As I’ve gotten older, psilocybin (and, to a lesser extent, LSD) has become a tool for my well-being. I find great value in its support of a positive mental outlook. Despite coming from a place of privilege (as a white, middle-class, cis female), I’ve had a moderate amount of mental health struggles in my life. Thankfully, I have learned to turn to psychedelics to provide clarity and to help maintain a healthy frame of mind.


Psychedelics have an extensive history of use outside of the United States, as well as a reputation marred by decades of false and politically motivated stories. With the recent return of psychedelics to both clinical research and the Western therapy model, there will be struggles to deconstruct the biases against these valuable medicines. For some people, under medical guidance, there is no doubt of the benefits of psilocybin. While we move into this emerging medical paradigm, hopefully our society can begin to shift away from the negative connotations that have plagued psychedelics since the 1960s.


In recent years, my professional journey with psychedelics has shifted once again. I live in Oregon, the first state to legalize the medical use of psilocybin. Through witnessing the bureaucratic process of implementing a legal system around psilocybin use and learning from many of the leaders in the field, this is not necessarily going to be an easy road. But the education I received at the California Institute of Integral Studies, my experiences as a facilitator of psilocybin sessions, and the incredible psychedelic community give me hope that together we will continue to grow, advocate, and educate about the potential benefits awaiting many of those who are suffering.


As I share my research, the history, and select testimonies from those who have experienced psilocybin, I hope you come to view this powerful entheogen with fresh eyes and an open heart. For those that suffer, the potential benefits are innumerable.


Through the writing of this book, I have often been humbled by what I’ve learned about myself. As it turns out, though, I have a lot to say about this subject that I think you’ll find valuable. As a regular person, struggling in perhaps some of the same ways you are, I hope you find this book easy to read, relatable, and helpful in your journey toward self-discovery and healing.
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Introduction





I’ve always been attracted to doors, especially when traveling—picture the ornate doors of Turkey, Morocco, and Portugal. There is an almost irresistible urge to open every intricately carved door I see, for something so beautifully unique must contain something equally beautiful on the other side. It is this feeling that drives the human experience: the curiosity of what is on the other side, the hope that we’ll find nirvana or perhaps the peace and understanding that we search for. I feel the same when I meet new people. They show me their unique and exquisite exterior as I marvel with curiosity, wondering what gloriousness must be on the inside. Psilocybin allows us to open the door to ourselves and see the incredible beauty on the other side.


I am fascinated with the natural world. While I consider myself a free spirit, there is a side of me that needs structure, organization, and scientific evidence. Because of this—and in conjunction with my background in biochemistry and medicine—it has been important to me to try to decode the possible physical, mental, and emotional benefits of using psilocybin as a medicinal healing agent. As I discuss psychedelics within a therapeutic medical model, I will also focus on my background as a non-lineage-holder of the psilocybin tradition. I am a Western clinically trained psychedelic facilitator. While my background is colorful, it is my personal relationship and the Western model that I primarily draw my experience from.


Historians of psychedelics in the United States typically speak of R. Gordon Wasson, who wrote “Seeking the Magic Mushroom” for Life magazine in 1957; Timothy Leary, an American psychologist and strong advocate for the use of psychedelic drugs; and Albert Hofmann, the Swiss chemist who first synthesized lysergic acid diethylamide, or LSD. While many Western researchers made important clinical contributions to the field of psychedelic research, the long Mesoamerican/Mexica history of psilocybin use, as well as that in other regions such as Africa and Greece, is rarely discussed. I hope to elevate this cultural history back to its proper place before moving into the subsequent Western history of psilocybin that was only made possible due to our predecessors.


We are currently in a period of reclaiming psychedelics, with individual states decriminalizing psilocybin and initiating measures to use it as medical treatment, with a primary focus on mental health and addiction. When looking back through the history of psychedelics in the United States, however, it is difficult to not feel frustrated with the imposed limitations and setbacks of clinical research on these substances, because the many who suffer with mental health and addictions could have been benefiting from these medicines for decades.


Psychedelics—also known as psychoactive agents, hallucinogens, and entheogens—were commonly researched in the United States throughout the 1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s. Before psychedelic use took a highly politicized turn, international clinicians, scientists, and researchers met yearly at multiple conferences. Laboratories around the world conducted research, writing more than 1000 peer-reviewed articles supporting the use of psychedelics for mental health and as a positive support for psychotherapy.


So, what caused the dormancy of American psychedelic research between 1977 and 1999? An unfortunate combination of politics, societal unrest, sensationalism, stigma, and stereotyping. The contrived, amplified messages against psychedelics impacted both our governmental systems and our local communities, creating divisions between those who accept and reject these substances. (The War on Drugs is discussed in Chapter 3.) But despite these divisions, the underlying truth is that clinicians and researchers had already delivered scientific proof of psychedelic’s therapeutic efficacy, with research outcomes repeatedly demonstrating a positive change in participant’s beliefs, mental health, and well-being after their use.




Entheogens ................


An entheogen is a psychoactive substance that induces the feeling of God, or cosmic spirit, within oneself or a feeling that we are all connected, one of self-love, acceptance, and belief. Carl A. P. Ruck, a classics professor at Boston University, coined the term entheogen in 1973, which he discusses in his book Mushrooms, Myth & Mithras: The Drug Cult That Civilized Europe. Ruck’s introduction of the term was his attempt to create a word that could describe the psychedelic experience. Psychiatrist Humphry Osmond and others also recognized the need for a word to explain the thoughts and feelings that one experiences while on psychoactive substances. This is how the term psychedelic was born. Unfortunately, the term was tarnished through the belief that these substances caused delirium, criminality, and abuse.


The psychedelic state can be compared to the state of mystic consciousness, an idea originating from the Greeks, which is a state of being in which one feels the presence of something greater than oneself. Throughout history, monks, Sufis, poets, religious leaders, and others have reported their connection to a “greater source.” What they experience, see, and feel has led to philosophies and historical outcomes still embraced today.


Psilocybin is considered an entheogen because it often creates an experience similar to mystic consciousness. When ingested, psilocybin can shift one’s consciousness and perception and allow individuals to experience something of spiritual significance.





An important aspect of clinical research is dosage and outcome. Psilocybin can be used in various dosages, depending on the intention and treatment goal. Moderate doses—between 2 and 3 grams of dried mushrooms—are commonly used in clinical trials for more profound outcomes. Traditionally, larger doses have been used in many cultures around the world for rites of passage and other ceremonies. Microdosing is the ingestion of very small doses (microdoses) that do not elicit a psychedelic response. I’ll discuss microdosing in Chapter 8, but it is fast becoming a mainstream tool to spark creativity, remain balanced within oneself, alleviate depression, and support connection with others.


One of the greatest benefits of psilocybin use is the potential to open oneself up to new insights and perceptions, to go in search of the self-love and acceptance reported in clinical findings. According to a 2020 study conducted by the National Institutes of Mental Health, major depressive disorder affects approximately 17.3 million Americans, and over 21 percent of Americans report having had at least one or more depressive episodes in their life. Nineteen percent of Americans have been diagnosed with anxiety, with many more likely going undiagnosed. To alleviate suffering and support positive communities, mental health needs to be a priority. Endless studies have been performed on the benefits and side effects of medications commonly used for depression and anxiety, and it is clear that we need to pivot. At the very least, psilocybin’s clinical history and outcomes deserve to be considered on the short list of possible treatments for those dealing with these issues.


Various groups are currently involved in different stages of clinical research on psilocybin and MDMA (3,4-methylenedioxy-methamphetamine, commonly known as ecstasy, molly, or mandy), with Johns Hopkins University and the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS) leading the way. An article published in the Journal of the American Medical Association in November 2020 reported that treatment for depression with psilocybin was even more successful than projected.1 The report’s author Alan K. Davis noted, “The magnitude of the effect we saw was about four times larger than what clinical trials have shown for traditional antidepressants on the market.” Although psilocybin is still classified as a Schedule I drug, this wave of research has not demonstrated that psilocybin’s mechanism of action has an addictive or dependence tendency—it does not light up the reward centers of the brain like addictive substances.


Psilocybin and other psychedelics are now starting to be integrated into both the mainstream and medical model. Honestly, I’m somewhat incredulous at how far the needle has moved in just the last three years. If you have begun to test the waters with self-research in the psilocybin space, you probably know how quickly you can become inundated with websites, social media links, classes, and conferences. It can be challenging to navigate, so wherever your research or practice leads you, please consider the following questions:




What drives the information/person you are following? It is important that capitalist gain is not the driving force.







What sort of training does the person have? Training is important, because psychedelic harm is a very real thing. Training can take a lot of different forms, both academically and culturally.







How is cultural bias and implicit bias being addressed in the information you are finding? With the long history and negative impacts of psychedelics in the Western world, we need to ensure that the principles of practice and information being presented are inclusive and accurate.





My aim in this book is to provide you with a solid foundational overview of the current psilocybin and psychedelic terrain. I want to empower your curiosity and give you a safe place to explore. Throughout the chapters you will find the duality of scientist and spiritualist that I spoke of previously. I would not do the subject justice by sharing just one or the other with you.


In closing, I share several testimonies, which often offer the most profound contemplation regarding the use of psilocybin. While every experience is different, testimonies provide a glimpse into what an altered state or psychedelic experience can really feel like.




“I didn’t feel anything mystical or out-of-body. It was more the opposite. It’s like the most body you will ever be.”







“Once I was past the darkness, I began to feel an increasing feeling of peace and connectedness. . . . An intense feeling of love and joy emanated from all over my body, and I can’t imagine feeling any happier. I knew that the worries of everyday life were meaningless and that all that mattered were my connections with the wonderful people who are my family and friends.”







“I was reveling in the undeniable feelings of infinite love. I said [to myself], ‘I am love, and all I ever want to be is love.’ I repeated this several times and was overwhelmed with the intensity of the love. I was aware of tears flooding my eyes at this point. All the other goals in life seemed completely stupid. . . . There were so many incredible moments; so many intimate and intense moments of self-acceptance, self-love, and self-honoring, which is paramount. I went into my trip thinking I would uncover some sad truths about me not being a good person or uncovering something ugly about myself, and the opposite was true. It allowed me to give myself a long, much-needed inner hug. The most important takeaway is that the things I discovered were always within me, truths I’d already known, but I’d pushed away. Maybe I wasn’t willing to face them, maybe I didn’t feel that my intuition was strong enough . . . . Whatever the reason, it became clear that everything I need to know is inside of me. Those truths uncovered in a totally different state of consciousness allowed me to observe them without judgment and accept them for what they are. I learned about my purpose and, with ongoing processing, am trying to understand how to integrate what I learned into my life.”















CHAPTER 1 The Wonders of Fungi






One of my favorite writers, Wendell Berry, once said that herbalism—the study of plant medicine—is based on relationships. Here in the Pacific Northwest, we are blessed with nature that inspires the mind and promotes peace in the heart. Even if you aren’t the outdoorsy adventurous type, the natural beauty that surrounds this region is hard to ignore. Yes, we have endless months of rain during winter and spring, but as early as January we are starting to see signs of spring and by mid-March cherry blossoms fill the horizons. We have what seems like an endless palette of greens and terrain that ranges from the mountains to the sea. We also have loads and loads of mycelia, the branched vegetative filaments of the fungi. When I first heard this word, I became fascinated. Not just because it is a cool word to say, but because of the role mycelia play in sustaining forests, plants, soil invertebrates, and entire ecosystems. When we speak of relationships, mycelia and the fungi that come from them connect us all.


I’ve decided to begin this book where I believe it should begin, with a thorough discussion of the therapeutic medicine, psilocybin. The modern history of medicine mostly originates in laboratories and pharmaceutical companies, but Psilocybe—the genus of psychedelic fungi commonly used to enhance mental health—comes from nature. Having the knowledge and understanding of what you put into your body, where it comes from, and how it will affect you is, I believe, part of the healing process. Words like magic mushrooms and psychedelics have a lot of stigma attached to them, and we are going to tease that out in the next chapter. For now, let’s focus on the facts. Psilocybin has been used for centuries by cultures around the world, and it has been researched for more than seventy years in the United States. It seems we are on the precipice of legalizing psilocybin use for the treatment of mental health issues, addiction, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), as well as for self-enlightenment. Oregon has already graduated the first cohort of legal psilocybin facilitators, and many states are close behind. So let’s start with where this medicine originates.


Fungi are a group of spore-producing organisms that feed on organic matter and include molds, yeasts, mushrooms, and toadstools. And they’ve been around for a long time, my friend, predating humans by millions of years. Scientists have discovered 90-million-year-old specimens in amber, and fossilized fungi have been unearthed that date back 420 million years. The next time you go for a walk in nature, turn over an old log or gently lift up decaying fall foliage and you’ll see fungal mycelia in action.


What you’ll see are thin, white filaments that vary in size. These filaments are called hyphae, and they are the first step in mycelium development. Hyphae result from spore germination; once hyphae are established, they utilize the forest to nourish themselves and grow. They start eating whatever they can around them, becoming the tiny composters of the forest. And they grow fast. My son and I recorded hyphae growth in the forest near our home: they went from 0.2 to 1 inch in just two days! Soon enough, the threads reach the mycelium phase. Depending on their maturity, mycelia may be extremely small or grow into larger branched networks spreading in multiple directions, networks so big that they can expand across the entire floor of large forests. These once-microscopic organisms penetrate the soil to grow and connect everything that grows around them. Their system is referred to as the mycorrhizal network, which stems from two Greek words: myco meaning “fungi” and rhiza meaning “root.” From a botanical and biological perspective, these networks connect everything. Yes, everything! The networks connect to other networks, to all the surrounding plants and trees—basically everything within the ecosystem. Mycorrhizal networks were dubbed the “woodwide web” by Suzanne Simard, as it is through mycelia that trees communicate. When we talk of plant communication, mycelia are the mother lode of switchboard operators, the communication network of the Earth.




Did Mushrooms Come from Outer Space? ................


Theories abound that fungal spores arrived on Earth from outer space. Read up on panspermia and American ethnobotanist Terence McKenna’s belief that mushrooms came to Earth from meteorites that had spores on them. Researcher Janine Fröhlich-Nowoisky and her colleagues have reported that many fungi are capable of global dispersal via airborne spores. We’ll get into psychedelic mushroom nomenclature later, but Inocybe, one of the genera which contain psilocybin, is capable of long-distance, transoceanic dispersal and Psilocybe, the genus to which “magic mushrooms” belong, also likely has this capacity.


I love to consider the possibilities that the evolution of humankind was the result of spores from a galaxy far, far away landing on Earth. Or the idea that human brain evolution was influenced by eating psilocybin mushrooms. As my teacher and mycologist colleague Darren Springer (Darren Le Baron) says, “We’re all mushrooms having a human experience.”





Functionally, mycorrhizal networks transport water, carbon, nitrogen, and many other minerals to mature trees, saplings, shrubs, low-lying forest plants, and soil invertebrates. Just like humans have basic nutrient needs, plants require a proper balance of the aforementioned things to be healthy and survive. But illness and disease are present in the environments of every living organism, plants included, and this is where it gets interesting.


When you walk through the woods, have you ever noticed there are a few trees that stand out from the rest? They are usually the tallest or the healthiest looking ones with the thickest trunks. Once you start looking, it can be easy to spot the big “mother trees” (a term coined by ecologist Suzanne Simard). They are the largest, oldest, yet healthiest trees dispersed throughout the forest. These mother trees have the biggest mycorrhizal networks at their base, and they use those network in surprising ways. With their giant roots, they can pull up water and other nutrients from deep inside the Earth, which helps maintain their life and health. But mother trees don’t just pull up water and nutrients for themselves—they also pull it up to disperse to the surrounding vegetation utilizing the mycorrhizal network.


The idea that trees communicate in various ways is not a new concept; Suzanne Simard and Peter Wohlleben are two scientists who have written extensively on the subject. To give an example of what this may look like, think of a sapling that isn’t receiving enough sunlight to photosynthesize the nutrients it needs to survive. A mother tree close by can detect distress signals through the mycorrhizal network, just like a parent who hears a baby crying, and respond with lifesaving measures by sharing necessary nutrients.


But this relationship isn’t one-sided. Mother trees have large mycorrhizal networks at their base and utilize them to sustain life, but the mycelia also benefit by receiving a bountiful supply of photosynthate, the end products of photosynthesis. Fungal hyphae and mycelia cannot photosynthesize and therefore cannot produce sugars and other vital nutrients. They must explore the soil, and it is this hunt for sustenance where we see fungi’s important role in the forest decomposition and regeneration cycle. It is hyphae that break down the plant matter around them so that microbes can decay the materials back into their elemental forms and upcycle their nutrients back into the ecosystem.


So, how does all of this relate to psilocybin? Spores. Mushrooms are the fruiting bodies of mycelia—the flower of the plant, so to speak. Keep in mind that not all mycelia produce fruiting bodies, but all fruiting bodies come from mycelia. When a mycelium fruits, it produces a mushroom, and mushrooms have an abundance of spores. Part of the life cycle of the mushroom is to release its reproductive spores, which can spread far and wide. (There are some amazing videos of this eruptive action on YouTube, but be forewarned that you can lose serious amounts of time once you start watching!) The spores float on the air (or water) to a new resting place and get to work, immediately sending out hyphae in search of food. The hyphae turn into mycelia and quickly grow so that 1 cubic inch of soil can contain enough mycelia to stretch 8 miles. In fact, the Pacific Northwest is home to the Humongous Fungus, a single mycelia network that covers almost 4 square miles in the Malheur National Forest.


Psychedelic Mushrooms, Psilocybe cubensis



I know you’re ready for the deep dive into how psilocybin works therapeutically, but stay with me for just a little longer. As a naturopathic physician with a specialty in herbal medicine, I strongly believe in the power of nature. Naturopaths recognize the value of our natural world in assisting the healing process. Not only do we utilize substances that originate in nature we also incorporate a healthy natural environment as a foundational factor in human health. Psilocybin is a valuable medicine that comes from the Earth, and it’s valuable to have some perspective on how its origins play a role in your healing process.


Therapeutic mushrooms are a specific genus of fungi called Psilocybe. There are more than 200 species within this genus, but for much of our discussion I’ll focus on Psilocybe cubensis, commonly called “magic mushrooms.” Most Psilocybe species live in humid subtropical forests, but they can also be found growing in some surprising environments, including in open fields, on decaying wood, on the edge of railroad tracks and parking lots, and—much to my delight—in the compost and mulch I spread all over my garden last year. The mycologist Paul Stamets believes that Psilocybe species have a special affinity for environmentally disturbed areas, such as those that have been affected by floods, landslides, and volcanic eruptions. He explains that mycelia can easily move throughout the flow of debris, allowing new mycorrhizal networks to form. From this perspective, you can almost imagine mushrooms as a type of healer of the Earth, working to knit it back together and transport nutrients and other compounds to areas where they are needed.


Psilocybe cubensis, the most common variety found growing in North America, contains psilocybin and psilocin, the two alkaloids predominantly responsible for the psychedelic action in a mushroom trip/journey/session/experience.1 In herbal medicine, we can identify a botanical as an action based on which chemical constituents it contains. Plants can contain a myriad of chemical compounds that perform many different actions. Each constituent, when isolated, can be classified by its action—whether it stimulates, sedates, nourishes, or detoxifies.


Plants and fungi contain many different constituents that help them develop, thrive, and survive. In addition to alkaloids, other examples you might be familiar with are tannins or flavonoids. Tannins are the constituents that can make wine taste and feel “dry” in your mouth. Flavonoids, on the other hand, have been shown to have a direct correlation to brain cognition. Researchers identified the individual constituents of many plants and predicted how they will affect the human body. Is it a perfect science? No, but having some consistent foundational knowledge is helpful.


In the case of Psilocybe, researchers have determined that the main constituents that create the psychedelic experience are the alkaloids psilocybin and psilocin. Keep in mind, however, that we are still early in our scientific understanding of these fungi, so other constituents may also play important roles. Alkaloids can produce a wide range of reactions in the human body, but what is more interesting to me are the effects of Psilocybe when used as a whole. I want to better understand how all the mushroom’s constituents work together to produce a psychedelic experience. We know that once a constituent is isolated from the whole, it often is diminished in action, so why not consider this principle with psilocybin? Some believe the secondary alkaloids baeocystin and norbaeocystin also contribute to the things we think and feel while in a session. I believe it is important to broaden the horizons of psilocybin understanding. As we move into a medical model of psilocybin use, it is being debated whether we should use the whole Psilocybe mushroom (in tea form, as a capsule, or ingested whole) or isolate these main alkaloids from the fungi and create a synthetic, pharmaceutical-grade capsule. As both options are available and in common use, when it comes to dosage it’s important to understand that synthetic psilocybin is generally discussed in much smaller amounts (milligrams) than dried, whole mushrooms (grams).


In the study of herbalism, learning the concept of herbal energetics—how different constituents work together within the plant organism—is key to understanding how to use it to heal the body. Plants are dynamic living things, just like humans. Much like plants, humans have all sorts of checks and balances and a multitude of systems in our bodies that maintain our survival. As a doctor, I look through this lens when evaluating a person’s health. Isolating symptoms or health patterns is rarely helpful when working with my patients. Doing so only creates the idea that symptoms can appear out of the blue, which in my clinical opinion is rarely the case outside of overt trauma. Evaluating the entire person is an important aspect of proper health care. The same goes for botanical medicine. I believe that the whole plant has much more to offer than one isolated constituent.


In pharmaceutical preparations, one isolate or one constituent is extracted to make a patented medicine. This was the case with psilocybin when it was marketed by Sandoz as Indocybin for basic psychopharmacological and therapeutic clinical research in the 1950s. Constituents were isolated, produced, packaged, and sold. While pinpointing a constituent’s action is surely helpful, I am persistently questioning: If we don’t use the whole plant, what other potential therapeutics are we missing out on? And which of those may have helped reduce a side effect?


Various Psilocybe cubensis Strains


Psilocybe cubensis is a naturally occurring species. But thanks to cultivation of this common psychedelic mushroom, which began in the 1970s, there are now hundreds of strains available. A strain is a subgroup within a species that has a particular morphology or chemical profile. All species are genetically distinct, so strains within a species have the same genetic code but some genes are more active than others. These variations can produce slight differences in how they look or feel or the actions they have on those who ingest them.1 I mention this so you won’t get confused when someone starts talking about Golden Teacher or White Albino, which are simply two different strains of Psilocybe cubensis.


In the wild, Psilocybe cubensis grows naturally all over the world. There are approximately twenty species of Psilocybe in Asia, fifteen in Australia, twenty-two in the United States and Canada, fifty-five in Mexico, forty in Central and South America,2 six in Africa, and twelve in Europe. But after R. Gordon Wasson introduced Americans and Canadians to the magic mushroom through his article in Life, people took it upon themselves to learn how to cultivate these prized mushrooms—and it is a lot easier than you might think.


Unlike plant hybridization, in which two genetically distinct parent plants are crossbred to produce a hybrid, new mushroom strains are often the result of random genetic mutations. For example, if I cultivate an Albino A+ strain and end up with a flush—a group of fruiting bodies—twice the size that they normally should be, it is most likely the result of a random mutation. (This is not a bad thing, by the way.) Or let’s say I’m cultivating Golden Teacher, which is normally brown on top, but the flush turns out to be all white (albino). This is another random mutation. By choosing the healthiest mushrooms from each life cycle, these random mutations can be selected and cloned for several generations to create a new strain in a process known as isolation.3 New strains, such as Pink Buffalo, Amazon, and PF Classic, are then introduced into society.


So which strain is best? Just like asking a room full of herbalists which herb is best for a head cold, a group of mushroom cultivators will give you a lot of different answers. Most cultivators list the strains they grow with specific qualitative effects next to each given strain. These can include something like the following:




User: good for beginner







Effects: mild hallucinations, euphoric feelings, moderate visuals





Whether cultivating or wild-crafting—collecting from the wild (please don’t do this without both knowledge and experience)—plants and mushrooms, energetics contribute to the final product. We know a person’s energy can be measured and plants can communicate—read The Secret Life of Plants by Peter Tompkins and Christopher Bird for more. Therefore, it is easy to imagine that our energy affects the plants we grow. In the Mazatec culture of Mexico, they wild-craft mushrooms in a strict ritualist way, protecting the positive energy they believe lives within the fungi. Any tainting of that energy before ingestion will transfer into the participant. When I learned of this practice, it made me think of my own medicine-making days. I was fiercely protective of the medicine we made at my herb shoppe. Sometimes I would need to request that a staff member take the day off due to personal upsets that were affecting them. Practicing meditation or ritual to be able to uphold positive healing vibrations throughout the medicine-making process is important. Just like herbalists, many curanderas—female leaders, typically within Hispanic communities, who have unique knowledge with regard to health and healing—believe each species of mushroom has its own power and that power can be translated into the exact lessons needed by the participant ingesting it. This power is demonstrated through the various experiences one has during a session. For instance, there may be more or less visuals, hallucinations, release of emotions, or euphoria.




Amanita: The Other Psychoactive Mushroom ................


You might recognize Amanita as the Alice in Wonderland mushroom. In the United States we think of them as a dangerous and poisonous mushroom, but in places such as northern Europe, Amanita mushrooms are considered a delicacy when prepared properly. Research has also begun regarding their psychoactive properties and potential uses for improving both mental and physical health. But before you run out to harvest one, please do your research and speak with an experienced mycologist.





Cultures that do not place a spiritual essence within the mushroom are more likely to believe that these differences in experience are related to variations among Psilocybe strains. In my personal opinion, however, the set and setting (which I discuss in Chapter 6) and your mindset going in have a greater impact on your experience than the strain you take. Yes, there are some strains that can consistently create experiences of intense visuals or specific sensations, but I feel that your intention and the preparation beforehand have the greatest influence on your experience.



Summary


When we begin considering psilobyin we can ponder many things, including whether mushrooms really did come from outer space or the role they had in human evolution. And when you consider all the different types of mushrooms, their active expulsion of spores, and their ability to travel incredible distances, as well as their varying colors and sizes and that some can even glow in the dark—it does make you wonder. But one thing is for sure, fungi have an incredible ability to grow and disperse worldwide. Thankfully, at some point along the way, the lives of humans intertwined with mushrooms, intentionally or accidentally. Understanding this relationship between humans and the experience the mushrooms provide has both intrinsic and extrinsic value to our well-being. Learning about what psychedelics are, how they affect us, and their potential usefulness in healing is the terrain we will now start exploring.




1 In this book I’ll focus on the term session, as that is one of the commonly used terms in clinical trials and the medical model. I’ve chosen to avoid the word trip, as it has negative connotations remnant of the War on Drugs, and the term journey, which can be triggering for some.
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