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    Preface




    To talk about coca does not necessarily imply knowledge of the subject. It means gathering the dust from those who do know it, and they know it from chewing it. It seems that the number of coca admirers grows daily. This magical plant is there for anyone who wants to take the trouble to explore it. It has been said that whoever has come to know the coca leaf will never walk away from it. On a personal note, if I was forced to live in exile, the coca leaf would be among those things I would sorely miss.




    Before starting to read this book, I want to make it perfectly clear that this text would have no value unless you personally try chewing the coca leaves. This book will only be useful inasmuch as it stimulates us to discover coca and allows for us to heal both physically and spiritually. I beg forgiveness from the trees that were sacrificed to print this book but hope that the little knowledge acquired after reading it will help to preserve nature and the plant kingdom. As there are some people who dedicate their time to the eradication and destruction of plants, there also are others who supplement their diet with them. Obviously, this book applies to the second group.




    While studying at the University of Nanjing under a scholarship awarded to me by the People’s Republic of China, I painstakingly learned Mandarin so I could unravel the mysteries of Chinese herbal medicine and its philosophy. I endured the hardship of taking exams in this difficult language, while attempting to understand the universe of Chinese herbs. I certainly have no regrets, but I must confess that, upon returning home, I was equally astonished when I came upon this unique plant, one which I now appreciate more than ever. It has been a long journey back home.




    Among the mega diversity of nutritious foods found in the Andean world, the coca leaf is unique in terms of its healing potential, not only for the body, but for the soul. In contrast to alcohol and drugs, it has always been a healer of the people, which is why it is considered a sacred plant. Likewise, it is no secret that the coca leaf also has an enormous destructive power over society, but the enormity of drug trafficking, the magnanimous Coca-Cola Company and the large pharmaceutical industry stemming from it, demonstrate, in size, the equally enormous healing power this plant has over humanity—of course, when properly used in its naked and natural form: a humble vegetable state, free not only from chemicals, but also from patents and any other commercial practices.




    I explored different ways to write this book. Beyond inert bibliographies, we were able to gather a lot of verbal information from many sources. Among them, I would like to express my appreciation to Dr. Andrew Weil, currently disguised as an elderly, bearded man, but in truth a world-renowned physician and secret admirer of the coca leaf, ever since the days he worked at the Botanic Garden of Harvard University. Dr. Weil has been kind enough to guide us in understanding the bioavailability of calcium in the coca leaf and has answered the many questions we had on the subject.




    As part of the movement to dignify the coca leaf, we must also thank and acknowledge Baldomero Cáceres and Fernando Gianella, both of whom are passionate over this plant, and who have dedicated their strength and soul to it. I want to thank Tuto, who while reading the leaves one dark night sentenced me with a direct verb, uttering “pijcha” and then again repeating “pijcha”. Special thanks to Yolanda Sala for her excellent help to edit this text. I would like to thank my fellow foodies, with whom I had held long discussions and prayers together with the coca leaves. In countless all-nighters, chewing the plant, we have discovered its philosophy and life, and we finally understood why our ancestors practiced acullicu. Inside this circle of dear friends is Miguel Molina, the man of wind and colors; Manuel Seminario, an active enthusiast of the leaf; Alonso del Rio, who introduced us to a world filled with love; and Enzo Trosso, who made us pray with the coca leaf. Lastly, I would like to thank all my friends at The Peruvian Coca Leaf Association (Apehcoca).




    Urpillay sonqollay




    Sacha Barrio Healey




    September 25, 2007
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    FIRST PART




    Medicinal properties and therapeutic value of the coca leaf




    The heresies we should fear are those which may be mistaken for orthodoxy




    “Los teólogos”, Jorge Luis Borges




    Ancient Tawantinsuyo has left us with tangible works that marvel mankind. However, for others, what stuns the senses is the magic and philosophy of the invisible fabric of the ancient Andean inhabitant—a vision that is undoubtedly rooted in a society impregnated by religion. The purpose that guides the spiritual work of coca leaf is none other than sensing the invisible web of man and nature. According to our Andean forefathers, life is woven into a spider web, a weaving intertwining man and Earth, the stars, animals, our brothers, rivers, and plants. We can all learn this metaphysics if we know how to use the sacred coca leaf. When a person learns how to connect with the coca leaf, they also learn how to relate with their own inner self, as well as the Earth and the stars. The Andean world invites us to see the universe as a woven fabric.




    It is symbolic that Andean writing is expressed in a woven cloth—by which I am not referring to the quipus (ancient language of knots along a rope) but rather to the mysterious messages encrypted in ancient textiles. This symbolic language was interwoven into the warp and weft and depicts how the acts of mankind, the Earth, rain, and all forms of life are bound together in a vast warp. We are not separate from anything or anybody.




    Coca leaf awakens the sleepy corners of our cells and sparks our consciousness and physical energy. Much has been said about the nutritional value of the coca leaf; however, the most outstanding characteristic of the practice of coca chewing is that it opens a terrain of consciousness that fosters reflection and sharing in groups: a practice that has both social and medicinal importance. Coca settles thoughts, dispels worries and sharpens our perception of life, all of which is done mostly in silence with few words. Nourished by coca the soul becomes more sensitive and aware, the space of the spirit becomes intuitive and deep, dialogue grows more sincere and compassionate. When chewing coca leaves a person learns about the philosophy of ayni or reciprocity. If a couple has issues or disagreements, they put coca leaves on the table and chew attentively, listening to each other in silence. Coca leaf chewing compels us to speak sincerely, with our most honest truth.




    People of ancient Peru believed that any undertaking without the blessing of coca leaves could not prosper. Coca blessed men’s activities, making them sacred thereby heralding good tidings.




    When entering the Koricancha, the main Temple of the Sun in Cuzco, the faithful had to be chewing coca leaves. The feast of the sacred fire was celebrated on the autumn equinox; however, coca leaf offerings were made every day in the temple. Coca leaves were offered to the four cardinal directions and then thrown into the fire at the altar. Before sundown, the ashes of these leaves were then cast into the river from the bridge in two bags, called pilculuncu pancar uncu. The crowd, jubilant, followed for two days the sacrifice from the shores of the river, blessing the land and crops.




    The Incas had a great respect for the dead, whom they called mallquis. Burial of a loved one was an act of devotion. The skull was caressed to put it to rest. Not only were sovereigns mummified, but families would also offer food and personal objects to their dead, and to give the soul the strength it needed on its journey to the underworld, coca leaves were used. They were stuffed into the mouths of the corpses. Each tomb always contained a chuspa (traditional purse used to carry coca leaves) and many coca leaves were spread all over the corpse. When a person lay on his deathbed coca leaves were put on his lips to help his soul on the journey into Hananpacha, the world above.




    From the slumber of a never-wakening dream, moralists condemn the sacred coca leaf and label it as an addictive drug. The truth is that coca leaf addiction has never been reported in history. Consequently, we should ask ourselves if consuming a nutritious plant such as coca leaf, alfalfa or asparagus is reprehensible.




    Currently, alcohol (and Coca-Cola too) runs through the blood of Andean inhabitants, sparking, as nobody can deny, domestic violence which erodes the social fabric. Alcoholism is really the main drug addiction that leaves many wounds in its wake. Quite the contrary, coca leaf mastication has never been known to be linked to a criminal act, misconduct, mistreatment, psychological depression, or addiction. It has never been reported a case of a person who got drunk or intoxicated because they chewed coca leaves.




    Coca leaf mastication is also a remedy for cocaine addiction. It is interesting to see how this plant species, rich in energy alkaloids, also has a high concentration of calcium and magnesium which calm anxiety. Cocaine addicts can overcome their addiction by chewing coca leaves, because it contains a chemical antidote to their cocaine addiction which is comparable to how nicotine patches are used to treat tobacco smoking addiction. The fireworks that stimulate the senses when using cocaine in no way resemble the smooth and gradual awakening after chewing coca leaves.




    In today’s world, in which synthetic drugs are expensive, the public is more aware of their adverse effects and is becoming openly critical of the scientific authority that represents the pharmaceutical industry that has ruled the market for decades. A growing number of consumers are questioning the healing power of these synthetic drugs and their doubts are well-founded. During the COVID-19 pandemic, in the United States, drug overdose deaths rose drastically (NIDA, Jan 2022), but we must also consider that, by 2016, it was already the third leading cause of deaths, among medical errors, and only after heart disease and cancer (BBC, 2016). Hospitalized patients die due to the unintentional harmful effects of drugs that have been approved and administered to them in normal doses. According to Lazarou, Pomeranz & Corey (1998) an estimated 100,000 deaths per year have been reported in the US due to drug reactions. In other words, people die from consuming medication that should improve and not deteriorate their health. This same report states that 7% of the patients admitted into hospitals have severe drug reactions which oblige them to stay there for extended periods further disabling them. These people took their medicine as instructed by their physician. This figure does not consider hundreds of thousands of unfortunate individuals who bear the consequences of taking a mistaken drug prescription.




    It is ironic to note that allopathic drugs, especially analgesics such as procaine and lidocaine, are extracted from the coca leaf. The pharmaceutical industry and Coca-Cola, not to mention drug trafficking, have earned billions using our raw material. However, the naked leaf in itself, the legitimate medicine, is considered to be “dangerous” and its harmlessness as a natural plant is being questioned—a plant that for millennia has healed man and today is classified as a cursed and forbidden plant.




    The coca leaf eradication campaign has gained more momentum and this naive mentality is presented as the sole policy capable of putting a stop to drug trafficking. If we were to apply the same reasoning, we would have to condemn grapes, sugar cane and barley because they are the inputs used to make alcoholic beverages which lead to alcoholism. Would it not be best to supervise the sixteen chemical precursors used to make cocaine hydrochloride?




    Are toxic alkaloids absorbed by chewing coca leaves?




    Some doctors and nutritionists who are misinformed frown upon the coca leaf because in their world of credence they consider that, even though the coca leaf is rich in nutrients, it cannot be used as a medicine because of cocaine’s toxic effects. However, they have never specified what type of toxic effect it produces. Science has ascertained that the cocaine traces in the coca leaf (which contains 0.5 to 1% of cocaine alkaloid) are deactivated when coming into contact with saliva in the mouth, and this explains why hardcore drug addicts never swallow cocaine hydrochloride. Cocaine traces in the coca leaf have proven to be useful for people’s health. Cocaine is degraded into ecgonine and in the blood is a precursor of certain substances that are very useful to heal fatty liver disease; it has been observed that coca helps to mobilize triglycerides in the liver. Aside from influencing hepatic lipids, ecgonine also affects the metabolism of carbohydrates and regulates the level of glucose in blood. Coca therefore can be used to treat Type II diabetes. The regulating effect of glucose in blood explains how farmers can spend hours at work without feeling hungry. Their levels of glucose are always steady without ups and downs.




    Cocaine is reduced to benzoylecgonine and ecgonine in the body. Degradation starts upon contact with saliva but mainly takes place in the intestinal walls of the digestive tract due to the secretion of digestive juices. The liver then completes the last step of degrading cocaine. We also know that the chemical properties of the blood with a pH of 7.3 to 7.4 do not favor the integrity of the alkaloid. In other words, after having swallowed coca leaves, there are no traces of cocaine alkaloid; instead, we have ecgonine and benzoylecgonine.




    Cocaine has different degrees of susceptibility. The lethal dose for an adult is 1400mg (Smart & Anglin, 1987). Coca leaves contain 0.5 to 1% of cocaine alkaloid. To make a coca leaves bolus (pijcho), a person may use around 7 grams of leaves. Considering a 1% of cocaine alkaloid, this represents an ingestion of 70 mg of alkaloid per day. If we do the mathematical calculations, in order to reach a lethal dose of cocaine alkaloid using coca leaves we would have to chew 20 more times the usual number of leaves.




    We will further understand how the cocaine degrades in the body, and even if it was hypothetically possible to ingest 140 kg of coca leaves, the level of cocaine would never reach the threshold of 1400 mg in blood. Although the person may be intent on doing so, this way of committing suicide is simply not feasible.




    As cocaine is rapidly degraded in the mouth by saliva, at the stomach, and specially at the small bowel, to secondary metabolites like benzoylecgonine and ecgonine, the amount of cocaine in blood would never even reach 1 mg. These metabolites would, but they are considered 80 times less active than cocaine. Through the nasal route, cocaine does pose a high health risk.




    On the other hand, all types of food have toxic substances which we ingest every day. For instance, linseed and almonds contain cyanides; cow’s milk has opioids called casomorphins; wheat also has opioids (gluteomorphin) as well as lectins and phytic acid; soy has anti-nutrients such as phytic acid and goitrogens; potatoes and eggplants have toxic alkaloids such as solanine, and spinach contains oxalic acid.




    In other words, all plants have anti-nutrients, and this does not constitute a major health problem and much less if we compare this with the toxic material used in agriculture or the food industry. Wheat for instance has two anti-nutrients, lectin and gluteomorphin, but these are cultivated using 13 different pesticides, 4 chemical spray agents in granaries and 4 different chemicals in baking bread, aside from a list of preservatives.




    Following is a quote from scientist Johann Jakob von Tschudi (1847, pp. 339–340).




    Instances are not rare of Indians living to be 120 or 130 years of age, retaining full possession of theirs bodily and mental powers. […] In the year 1839 there was living in the valley of Jauja and Indian who, according to the baptismal register shown to me by the priest, was born in the year 1697. He himself declared that he had not for the space of ninety years tasted a drop of water, having drunk nothing but chicha. Since he was eleven years of age, he alleged that he’d had masticated coca, at least three times every day. […] The Indians retain their teeth and hair in extreme old age; and it is remarkable that their hair never becomes white, and very seldom even grey.




    In the highlands, people consider that certain tasks can only be performed if the laborers chew coca leaves. When a landowner bargains the wages of his worker, he also has to negotiate how many pounds of coca leaves are part of the deal. In the measure in which the properties of coca are more appreciated we can surmise that over time coca will have a comeback and not only be consumed on a daily basis and be present in every household but will also be available as an active medicine for the international community.




    Coca as a constitutional medicine




    There are basically three approaches to cure an illness: focusing attention on the patient, on the disease or a combination of both.




    The classical and orthodox approach of a School of Medicine seeks to unravel doubts inside and surrounding a pathogen agent, whether a bacteria, virus, tumor or metabolic disorder. This is undoubtedly a good starting point. However, when one takes a closer look at the inter-dependency between the disease and the sick person, one understands how important it is to study the constitution of the latter. This opens the path towards a broad field of study, that is, the physical constitution of the person prone to different diseases and not a stubborn obsession that narrowly focuses on the disease. This broad vision can lead us to deduce that in each case the treatment of the disease will be specifically personalized, depending upon the disease (guest) and the constitution of the patient (host).




    From a medical standpoint, Ancient Chinese medicine has determined that each person is represented by a plant species and that, aside from several other functions, it’s a perfect match for the balance of that person’s physical and mental constitution. Discovering the constitutional plant is more important and crucial to the healing process than discovering the plant that cures the symptoms of the disease. However, both therapies can be combined; a deep herbal therapy that modifies the constitutional root and at the same time another therapy that aims to expel temporary diseases that affect us.




    When studying medical alkaloids and active principles of a plant, we enter into an arid terrain where we can squander a great deal of mental effort and, regardless, be unable to accomplish the goal of fully understanding the plant. We can know that the coca leaf is a vasoconstrictor and adrenergic, but that tells us nothing about the dynamics of the plant. In herbal medicine we need to go beyond the cult of pharmacology and try to understand the constitutional factor active in the coca leaf.
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