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      For the Sarah I knew then: Echo en falta que la mayoría de todos skank-ho. Fuma y agua; amor para siempre. ¿Y el Sarah ahora? No le conozca.

      For those who contributed. For Darryl, Bobby, Suzie, Emily, and Jeannie ~ who kept the faith and fire alight during darker nights. For Teertha, Tania, Sue, and Emily ~ for new adventures. For my children.
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      “An amiable, intelligent, and passionate introduction to the sacred medicine of the Andes. Ross Heaven’s Cactus of Mystery is valuable not only as an orientation toward the ancient Huachuma tradition but also as an exploration of the experiences of healing and creativity common to all sacred medicine traditions.”

      ROBERT TINDALL, AUTHOR OF
THE JAGUAR THAT ROAMS

THE MIND AND THE 
SHAMANIC ODYSSEY
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        Ross Heaven
      

      If you are reading this book you are in a privileged minority, for almost nothing has been written about San Pedro or its use in shamanism and healing. Before my 2009 book The Hummingbird’s Journey to God, there was little information available on it at all apart from scattered references in a few other works. Trout’s Notes on San Pedro (Mydriatic Productions, 2005), for example, is a study of the botany, chemistry, and history of the plant, but does not address its shamanic uses. One of the more useful books in the latter regard is Douglas Sharon’s Wizard of the Four Winds: A Shaman’s Story (Free Press, 1978), but this has its limitations also because it is more or less the story of a single individual (the book’s subtitle suggests as much), Eduardo Calderon, an Andean healer whom Sharon worked with for a few seasons some decades ago. As such it focuses on one healer operating within the traditions of one part of Peru (the north) and is a study of curanderismo (Andean healing) in general rather than San Pedro, per se. A further limitation is that the book has been out of print for many years and is hard to come by, with copies on the web often selling for a hundred dollars or more.

      A Google search will not help much either, yielding next to nothing useful for students of shamanism or San Pedro, apart from a few articles and interviews mostly stemming from me.

      Frankly, I am amazed that so little research has been done on San Pedro, its effects, or its applications for healing, especially since the latter are, in my experience, real and profound.

      I have worked with the plant since the late 1990s and increasingly so in the past decade, during which time I have also taken groups of people to Peru so they can drink it themselves. I have witnessed firsthand what some of the shamans in this book refer to as “healing miracles” during the course of these journeys, and seen people cured of cancer, depression, grief, childhood traumas, alcoholism, diabetes, and other debilitating and sometimes life-threatening diseases. And yet there is still almost nothing published about this plant.

      
        WHY?

        At least in part this lack of information is a reflection of the fact that the most ancient healing traditions of Peru, like those of other pre-Christian cultures, are transmitted orally. Not much is ever written down by shamans so where records do exist they have tended to be made by European explorers, invaders, or missionaries who have brought their religious beliefs with them and denigrated indigenous practices that did not sit well with their own notions of God.

        As professor of cultural anthropology Irene Silverblatt put it, “History making (which includes history denying) is a cultural invention. . . . History tends to be ‘made’ by those who dominate . . . to celebrate their heroes and silence dissent.”1 Thus, one early Spanish missionary quoted by the ethnobotanist Richard Evans Schultes, for example, described San Pedro as “a plant with whose aid the devil is able to strengthen the Indians in their idolatry; those who drink its juice lose their senses and are as if dead; they are almost carried away by the drink and dream a thousand unusual things and believe that they are true.”2

        Another, Father Olivia, part of a seventeenth-century-church-sponsored scheme to “extirpate idolatries,” wrote in 1631 that “after they drink it they [participants in San Pedro ceremonies] remain without judgment and deprived of their senses and they see visions that the Devil represents to them and consistent with them they judge their suspicions and the intentions of others.”3

        Fundamentalism like this never results in any pure or useful critique and, as Jim DeKorne remarks in Psychedelic Shamanism (Breakout Productions, 1994), rather than trying to understand native customs:

        The Spanish Inquisition reacted with characteristic savagery to anyone who dared to break their laws by eating [sic] [San Pedro] . . . a great many Indians were flogged and sometimes killed when they persisted in [doing so]. . . . [One man’s] eyeballs were said to be gouged out after three days of torture; then the Spaniards cut a crucifix pattern in his belly and turned ravenous dogs loose on his innards. . . . This level of response to the ingestion of . . . San Pedro in Peru effectively drove the use of [the cactus] underground for hundreds of years.4

        Even the name of the plant owes more to Catholicism than the shamanic traditions of the Andes, for the cactus (originally known as huachuma) was, as DeKorne relates, renamed after Saint Peter, “guardian of the threshold for the Catholic Paradise . . . an apparent strategy of the Indians to placate the Inquisition.”

        Juan Navarro, with whom I drank San Pedro in the 1990s, may be suggesting something along these lines as well when, in my book Plant Spirit Shamanism (Destiny Books, 2006), he remarks that San Pedro retains “a certain mystery to it.”

        Navarro’s ceremonies are performed at night from a mesa (altar), which contains many Catholic symbols, crosses, staffs, rosaries, icons, and lithographs of the Christian saints. This may be a form of syncretism but most likely is also a sort of mask that draws attention away from the way that things were originally done within the San Pedro tradition. When Navarro performs a ceremony, for example, he prays to God, the saints, the Virgin, and to Jesus and he holds a cross aloft, but I have no doubt that these emblems have a different meaning to him than to us. Some anthropologists suggest that the Virgin of Guadalupe, whose image is ubiquitous in Andean healing rituals, is in fact a Christianized version of the Aztec lunar goddess Tonantzin, so whomever Navarro is praying to is most likely not the same Holy Virgin we know.

        These historic considerations have been pushed aside in recent times, however, certainly by the shamans I know and work with in the Andes, who seem keen to lift the veils of secrecy surrounding San Pedro. The feeling among these shamans (some of whom have written for this book or been interviewed in its pages) is that the time for greater openness about this medicine is now, because we are entering a period of great change and its healing is needed more than ever before.

        The feeling seems mutual among the scientific profession as well, and a number of academics are also beginning to look again (or for the first time) at San Pedro and the role it may play in healing, ESP, precognition, and other extrapersonal and transpersonal states. David Luke, Ph.D., is one such academic—in this book he examines the potential of San Pedro in this regard and reports on an intriguing experiment of his own.

        But let’s start with the basics. What exactly is San Pedro and what do we know of its usage?

      

      
        THE CACTUS AND THE CEREMONY

        Trichocereus pachanoi is a tall cactus that can reach heights of seven meters or more. Its cylindrical branches produce a funnel-shaped flower of green-tinged white that itself can grow to ten inches or so. It enjoys a tough, desert-like environment and grows readily in the highest parts of Peru, such as the Yunga and Quechua regions (2,300 meters and 3,500 meters above sea level, respectively) between Piura, Lambayeque, and La Libertad, and in the Huancabamba Valley.

        It has many names among shamans and healers, including cardo, chuma, gigantón, hermoso, huando, pene de Dios (literally, “penis of God”), wachuma, and El Remedio, “the Remedy,” the latter referring to its healing powers. Another Quechua name, punku, also suggests this quality. The word means “doorway” since the cactus is considered able to open a portal into a new world so that healing and visions can flow from the spiritual to the physical dimensions.

        Even the Christianized name “San Pedro” has similar connotations. It refers to Saint Peter, who holds the keys to heaven, and is suggestive of the plant’s power to open the gates between the visible and invisible worlds (the “doors of perception” as the novelist Aldous Huxley called them after taking mescaline himself), and between the sacred and profane, so those who drink it enter a realm where they can heal, know their true natures, and find purpose for their lives. “Just as the saint called San Pedro is ‘keeper of the keys . . . and guardian of the doors of Heaven’ so the San Pedro plant is called ‘guardian of the doors of remedy,’” as one Peruvian curandera, Olinda, put it.5

        Some of the shamans I have spoken with, informed by their country’s colonial past, go further and relate that Saint Peter was so appalled at the behavior of the gold-greedy Spanish that he hid the keys to paradise from them in the one place he knew they would never look: within the cactus that contains the true spirit of God.

        The curandero Eduardo Calderon defined this spirit in the following way:

        Many think of God the way the Christians depict him: as a bearded man with the world in his hands. . . . But God is the cosmic energy within ourselves. Yes, we are part of God because we have that energy and this energy is an elemental force.6

        What Saint Peter required from the Catholics was not religious devotion but Earthly respect—where love and healing replaced the destructive lust for gold that seemed to dictate the Spaniards’ actions.

        Among healers, San Pedro is also known as huachuma, and the shamans who work with it are called huachumeros if male and huachumeras if female, sometimes also spelled wachumeros or wachumeras. Its use as a sacrament and in healing rituals is ancient. The earliest archaeological evidence so far discovered for this is a stone carving of a huachumero found at the Jaguar Temple of Chavín de Huantar in northern Peru, which is almost 3,500 years old, predating by more than a thousand years the religion that the Spanish brought with them to South America.

        Textiles from the same region and period of history depict the cactus with jaguars and hummingbirds, its guardian spirits, and with stylized spirals representing the visionary experiences brought by the plant.

        A decorated ceramic pot from the Chimú culture of Peru, dating to 1200 CE, has also been unearthed that shows an owl-faced woman holding a cactus. In the Andes the owl is the tutelary spirit and guardian of herbalists and shamans, and the woman depicted is, therefore, most likely a curandera and huachumera.

        Some of the reasons that San Pedro ceremonies were (and continue to be) held are:

        
          	To cure illnesses of a spiritual, emotional, mental, or physical nature

          	To know the future through the prophetic and divinatory qualities of the plant

          	To overcome sorcery or saladera (an inexplicable run of bad luck)

          	To ensure success in one’s ventures

          	To rekindle love and enthusiasm for life

          	To restore one’s faith or find new meaning in life by experiencing the world as divine

        

        San Pedro can perform healings like these because, in the words of Eduardo Calderon, it is “in tune with the powers of animals and beings that have supernatural powers. . . . Participants [in ceremonies] are set free from matter and engage in flight through cosmic regions . . . transported across time and distance in a rapid and safe fashion.”7

        Calderon also describes the effects of the plant as this healing takes place: “First, a dreamy state . . . then great visions, a clearing of all the faculties . . . and then detachment, a type of visual force inclusive of the sixth sense, the telepathic state of transmitting oneself across time and matter, like a removal of thoughts to a distant dimension.”8

        Like ayahuasca, the other great teacher plant of Peru, San Pedro is always taken as part of a shamanic ceremony with the intention of healing—never lightly and never as a “recreational drug.” Healing in a ceremony like this is defined more widely than a Western doctor might understand the term, and means an ultimately beneficial or positive change in the mental, emotional, or spiritual aspects of one’s life as well, often, as a physical cure or change.

        The anthropologist Wade Davis described a ceremony performed in 1981, for example, where the people present included a girl who had been paralyzed and was suffering from back and stomach pains, members of a family whose cattle had become diseased, a person seeking healing for a relative who had gone mad, a man who had become unstable after seeing his wife with her lover, and a businessman wanting to know who had stolen money from his company.

        To us, the last reason for attending may appear to have nothing in common with the first, but in the Andean view of healing the ability to bring order to one’s financial and business affairs is just as valid in terms of restoring balance to the soul and peace to the mind as relieving the pains of a paralyzed girl. Both are healing.

        Many San Pedro ceremonies involve their participants in lengthy and challenging procedures: the snorting of tobacco macerated in alcohol for example, the drinking of an emetic to purge evil spirits, beatings with sticks, and dousings in cold water. But others are less demanding so that the spirit of the plant is given the freedom to work directly with participants in the way it sees fit. In the latter case, the shaman defers to San Pedro, which he regards as the real healing force, rather than conducting a stylized ritual that in effect puts the shaman center stage. Whatever the inclination of the shaman, however, the mesa is always involved.

      

      
        THE SAN PEDRO MESA

        According to Eduardo Calderon, “The mesa is the important part of a curing session for the simple reason that it is the panel where all the elemental forces are computed.” 9

        The mesa (the word literally means “table”) is an altar that may be elaborate or simple, again depending on the shaman. Most are woven fabrics laid directly on the Earth, which contain objects (or artes: “arts”) that hold spiritual energy in the form of artifacts from archaeological or ritual sites to represent the power of the ancestors, herbs and perfumes in ornate or antique bottles that bring good luck and healing, and swords and statues or stones from cemeteries and sacred sites that stand as emblems for the powers conferred on the shaman by his guides and allies in the Land of the Dead.

        Other objects, in Davis’s experience, include hardwood staffs, bones, quartz crystals, knives, toy soldiers (for the powers of opposition or victory), deer antlers and boar tusks (for strength in the face of challenges), shells, and photographs or paintings of saints. I have also seen torches (for spiritual illumination), mirrors (for self-reflection or the return of evil forces), and carvings of various animals that are symbolic of particular qualities. Participants may also place offerings of their own on the altar.

        There are three fields to the mesa and where artes are placed in relation to these may also be significant. The left is the negative or “extraction” field (“the Field of Evil,” in Calderon’s words) while the right is positive and life-giving (“the Field of Justice”) and “the Mediating Center” is the neutral, transformative space in the middle.

        It is important to qualify our terms, however, because negative and positive have different connotations for us in the West and may suggest a quality or intent that is not present in Andean healing. Most shamans do not consider the two sides of the mesa to be “good” or “bad,” and in a sense they are not even “sides” but parts of a continuum where every field is harmonious, and through their relationship to each other ensure that the world remains in balance.

        In fact, even though Calderon uses terms like justice and evil, to him the Field of Justice is really “the primordial axis that moves everything in accord with my criteria, with my feeling, with my religion, most of all with my faith” while the Field of Evil is “where one looks for the cause of a problem.”*1 10 Rather than a repository for, or representation of, negative and positive forces, then, the fields on the left and right complement more than oppose each other. Thus for example, “good” and “bad” luck go hand in hand because without each we could not recognize the other.

        In this sense then the mesa can be regarded as a representation of the divine (rather than human) scales of justice, where the goal is equilibrium and order, not a weighted outcome in favor of “light” or “dark,” or, as Calderon puts it, it is “a control panel by which one is able to calibrate the infinity of accesses into each person.”

        Still another way of understanding the mesa, despite the linearity of its layout, is as a cosmic circle that brings everything back to its rightful place and represents the circularity of human experience. To signify this, the neutral field in the center of the mesa is the point of balance on which the world turns. “Everything is stabilized by the Mediating Center which computes the other two zones,” says Calderon. “It is the balance of the other fields, the stability of the mesa.”

        It is also the place of transformation where illnesses can be cured by finding a point of equilibrium between negative and positive forces. Herbs that bring strength and energy may be placed by the shaman in this zone along with images of the sun (for light, brilliance, and regeneration) or reflective materials and lodestones to draw in appropriate energies and dismiss others so that balance is restored.

        Once the mesa is assembled the ritual can begin, with the altar as the point of focus: a portal through which all energies flow and a visual reminder to participants that the purpose of the ceremony is to heal imbalances so that order prevails and the will of God is done.

      

      
        SOME CONTROVERSIES

        I have heard shamans say that San Pedro ceremonies should only be performed at night (or on certain nights—Tuesdays and Fridays most notably, when supernatural energies are said to be most potent and able to flow more freely), while others say that in their original precolonial form these ceremonies were more typically performed in daylight. I have attended both and clearly, therefore, neither of these statements is wholly true in Andean healing today.

        There is even some debate about who should take the medicine. For La Gringa, who is interviewed in these pages, the patient must always drink, because it is the spirit of the plant and not the shaman that performs the healing. For “old school” shamans like Juan Navarro,*2 however, San Pedro is a diagnostic tool for the shaman to use; it is there to help him do his work and not to heal the patient directly. “The maestro has a special relationship with its spirit,” he says. “When it is taken by a patient it circulates in his body and where it finds abnormality it enables the shaman to detect it. It lets him know the pain the patient feels and where in his body it is. So it is the link between patient and maestro.”11

        Regarding the spiritual and revelatory powers of San Pedro, Navarro feels that “it won’t work for everybody” (La Gringa disagrees), but as a healing plant or herbal remedy it is always effective: “It purifies the blood of the person who drinks it and balances the nervous system so people lose their fears and are charged with positive energy.”

        Thus San Pedro, for shamans like Navarro, is a medicine more than a sacrament, an herbal cure more than a divine healer, and if it has any impact on a spiritual level it is for the benefit of the shaman more than the patient, because of the “special relationship” between the healer and the brew. Once in the patient’s body, if San Pedro finds an illness or abnormality it enables the shaman to detect it so that he, rather than San Pedro, can do the healing.

        Again, not all shamans feel the same, and the “new wave” of healers working in Cusco have a rather different relationship to the plant, preferring to get themselves out of the way so that the spirit of San Pedro can perform its healings directly. For Navarro though, just as a Catholic priest stands as an intermediary to God for the members of his congregation, so the shaman stands between the participants in his ceremony and their experience of the divine.

        Peter Furst, in Flesh of the Gods, relates San Pedro ceremonies that are in many ways similar to Navarro’s.12 At the beginning the participant stands before the left side of the altar to drink the medicine as the shaman chants his name and looks for the form that the illness in his body has taken or the problems that have arisen consequentially in his life. Often these have the shape of threatening or frightening animals, an idea consistent generally with the shamanic vision of illness as an intrusive spiritual force that reveals itself in a primal and nonhuman (sometimes also insect) form so that the healer cannot miss or mistake it.

        Having seen the intrusion, Furst reports that the shaman would sometimes massage or suck on the parts of the patient’s body where it was located or use some other means to remove the spiritual affliction. In serious cases, he might take a sword from his mesa and charge out beyond the circle of participants to conduct a battle with the invisible forces he saw as attacking his patient. In one spectacular ceremony, the shaman performed seven somersaults in the form of a cross while grasping the sword in both hands with the sharp edge held forward. This was intended to drive off invading spirits and shock the sorcerer who was sending them to release his hold on the patient. In cases such as these, once again, it is the shaman and not San Pedro who performs the healing, while for the curanderos who appear in this book it is exactly the reverse.

      

      
        MESCALINE, SAN PEDRO, AND SCIENCE

        Researchers of a more scientific than shamanic persuasion have found that San Pedro contains mescaline at around the 1 percent level, about a third of the mescaline content of peyote, although some San Pedro cactuses can match the peyote concentration.

        In my experience, however, it is usually of limited value and does not aid our understanding to equate a plant in its totality with a summary of its constituent parts, and then extrapolate from these in an attempt to explain its effects. Something gets lost when we do so, which shamans know as the spirit or “personality” of the plant. By the same token, the life of a man cannot be wholly described or explained by simply performing a blood test and listing the values found there.

        Nonetheless, scientific studies into the effects of peyote and San Pedro (such as they are—for there are few enough of them) have tended to do just that, concentrating on mescaline and not the plant as a whole.

        Mescaline was first isolated from peyote cactus by German scientists in the 1890s. However, as Rick Strassman points out in his book DMT: The Spirit Molecule, “Medical and psychiatric interest in mescaline was surprisingly restrained and researchers had published only a limited number of papers by the end of the 1930s.”13 A little while later “LSD made its revolutionary appearance” and mescaline was all but forgotten.

        Early research into mescaline tended to be rather mechanical in nature. It suggested, for example, that mescaline stimulated the visual areas of the cortex and that this alone caused the brain to experience an altered state of consciousness and perception, producing “visual phenomena” that tended on the whole to take the form of geometric patterns, grids, lattices, tunnels, and spirals.

        Those who have taken mescaline themselves would surely disagree that the experience is wholly about “visual phenomena” rather than meaningful visions, or that these “phenomena” can be easily compartmentalized as grids or spirals—but those at least are the conclusions of this early research.

        Heinrich Klüver was one of the first to study the effects of mescaline, and in his Mescal and Mechanisms of Hallucinations (1928 and 1966), attempted to account for the (supposed) similarity of visual phenomena by reference to the structure of the brain and eye. He organized the images reported by mescaline users into four groups he called “form constants”:

        
          	Tunnels and funnels

          	Spirals

          	Lattices, including honeycombs and triangles

          	Cobwebs

        

        From this he concluded in effect that mescaline “hallucinations” are the result of seeing patterns on the retina under the influence of the “drug,” with the images interpreted by the brain.

        As the title of Klüver’s book suggests, he was looking for a mechanism—something mechanical, physical, and nothing much to do with spirit—and this inevitably is what he found. At the time, his research was pioneering, but these days we might say that the Observer Effect also played a part in his conclusions—the process by which an experimenter changes the nature of the experiment, its outcome, or its findings by virtue of being part of the process himself. Or put more simply, whatever we look for we find.

        A related problem, even for today’s scientists, is what has come to be known as the Research Effect. Rick Strassman, who experienced the problem himself during his administration of DMT to volunteers in laboratories, explains it like this:

        In the research setting there is the expectation of getting data from your subjects. This affects the relationship between those who administer and those who receive psychedelics. Volunteers know they need to give something to the project, and scientists want something from them. For the person under the influence, just having his or her trip is not enough. For the investigator, helping that person have the best possible outcome isn’t fully adequate either. This sets up expectations, with the inevitable possibility of disappointments, resentment and miscommunication. The interpersonal setting is fundamentally altered.14

        Then there is the “problem” of Klüver himself. Heinrich Klüver was born in 1897 and took his doctorate in physiological psychology—a discipline that also has a more mechanistic approach to human behavior than, say, the humanistic or psychoanalytic fields. He went on to make his mark in the study of animal behavior, a field where animals (and human beings) are, in the main, considered more or less automata, devoid of spirit or personality and reduced to components capable of analysis or conditioning based on physical processes, as demonstrated by the leading lights of behaviorism: Skinner and Pavlov. With this sort of background perhaps Klüver was in a way conditioned himself to find a physical (rather than a spiritual or emotional) basis for mescaline effects.

        I am not dismissing his work, simply pointing to the limitations of its time and the belief that visions can be reduced to a series of lines and spirals. In fairness too, Klüver’s work did extend beyond a purely mechanistic agenda. He coined the term presque vu for example (literally, “almost seen”) to describe the sensation that accompanies mescaline visions that one is receiving a great insight or revelation that is beyond the ability of the rational mind to fully grasp or comprehend.

        Some of the people who reported their experiences to Klüver demonstrated this. One said that he saw fretwork for example, but then that his arms and hands and finally his entire body became fretwork so there was no difference between him and it: “The fretwork is I,” he wrote. As with many revelations by teacher plants, there is no doubt more philosophically to this statement than is captured by the words. The experience of being fretwork and realizing that there is no difference between I and That, for example, implies a sense of the numinous and of the connection between us and all things, which is beyond the simple reporting of an image.

        In Miserable Miracle, the Belgian artist and poet Henri Michaux (1899–1984) described a similar experience with mescaline, where he realized that “one is nothing but oneself.”15

        “Hundreds of lines of force combed my being,” he continued. “Enormous Z’s are passing through me (stripes-vibrations-zig-zags?). Then either broken S’s or what may be their halves, incomplete Os, a little like giant eggshells. . . . I have once more become a passage, a passage in time.”

        The last line is, I believe, key to Michaux’s experience. It is not the shapes or patterns that are important in themselves, but the information they carry and the realizations they bring. For as plants like San Pedro teach us, we are all just a passage in time, a breath on the wind, vital to the world and at the same time a whisper or insignificant thought, of no more—or less—value or substance than a cloud or a blade of grass.

        The sensation of being bathed in or bombarded by intense colors is also common to San Pedro, as the reports of Klüver’s other mescaline explorers confirm. Once again, however, it is not the colors in themselves that are important but the conduits they provide for new revelations about the beauty around and within us, which is present in even the most mundane of worldly forms, and the realization that our gift of life is special.

        As I gazed, every projecting angle, cornice and even the face of the stones at their joinings were by degrees covered or hung with clusters of what seemed to be huge precious stones . . . green, purple, red and orange. . . . All seemed to possess interior light and to give the faintest idea of the perfectly satisfying intensity and purity of these gorgeous colors is quite beyond my power . . . everywhere the vast pendant masses of emerald green, ruby red, and orange began to drip a slow rain of colors. Here were miles of rippled purple, half transparent, and of ineffable beauty. Now and then soft golden clouds floated from these folds . . . such singular brilliancy that I cannot even imagine them now.

        As beautiful as these descriptions are, there is still a problem with the scientific method in trying to explain the impact and effects of teacher plants as simply visual. Klüver was interested in what people saw and explained their visions by reference to physical processes and biological or chemical mechanisms. The experience of mescaline was not really sought and so is never fully captured, although some of his accounts come close. He asked his subjects to recount what they had seen, and because seeing was regarded as a physical action, the temptation was to reduce and thereby “explain” their visions by reference to the architecture of the eye or the powers of the brain, without ever asking what these experiences meant to the subject himself.

        Another problem is that of Klüver’s inherent, though perhaps not deliberate, bias. He begins from the premise that mescaline experiences are first and foremost hallucinations; it is there in the title of his book. The word suggests that these visions contain no information or have little value in themselves. This in turn implies that our “normal” and everyday way of looking at the world is more important, significant, or “real” than anything mescaline or San Pedro might show us. But is this really the case?

        The psychedelic explorer, Terence McKenna, writes in one of his books that there may well be “true hallucinations” where what we receive from visions is more real and operates at a deeper level than the things seen (or often not seen) in our habitual way of perceiving and processing information from the world.

        One example of such a true hallucination was the discovery of the structure of DNA with its double helix by the Nobel Prize winner Francis Crick.

        Crick wrote that he was struggling to understand how DNA worked one day and entered what he called a “dreaming state”*3 while he had the problem on his mind. He dreamed of snakes writhing together and winding themselves like the serpents of the caduceus. It was “a not insignificant thought” as he later, rather self-effacingly, put it—and from that true hallucination the problem of DNA was solved.

        To regard one state (normal consciousness) as real and our “hallucinatory” world as unreal and without value may, therefore, be quite wrong. Such a distinction presupposes that there is actually a separation between the two states, that one exists in reality while the other is in some way false or abnormal. Shamans see no such division.

        The curanderos of the Andes believe instead that the information given to us by San Pedro (or in dreams, meditations, and visions) is as valid, or more so, as that received from ordinary perception and thought. Furthermore, such information is given to us precisely so it can be used in daily life: not ignored, denied, or regarded as lacking in merit or purpose. To deny our dreams, after all, is to dismiss a third of our human and spiritual experience.

        For San Pedro shamans the visions and insights gained from the plant are there to inform our everyday behavior in the real world so we can make changes, heal, or do whatever else is necessary to improve and enhance our lives. The changes we make as a consequence of our visions mean that we become new people and closer, in one of those shaman’s words, to our real essence as “true human beings.” In turn, these life changes mean that we start from a new perspective the next time we drink San Pedro, and so the process of spiritual and worldly advancement continues.

        Archaeological and anthropological evidence points to the same unified view of life and healing on the part of ancient curanderos just as much as their modern-day counterparts, and to their perception of reality as a combination of the material and immaterial so that one informs the other.

        Peter Furst writes that the shamanic worldview does not include the notion of duality or opposing forces that split the world into two, the sacred and the profane.16 Instead, there is no purely physical world and no absolute and self-contained otherworld that is wholly of the spirit. On the contrary, the curandero, in his healing rituals, seeks to find unity and balance in the interactions between all the forces of the world through a vision that can inform—and transform—his patient’s life, leading to an improvement in his existence.

        This view of the world is flexible enough to incorporate even seemingly competing or contradictory elements; a person might find as a result of his visions that he is right and wrong, good and bad, blessed and cursed all at the same time. A new, more creative and open understanding of reality can then arise and the behavior of that person (and the outcomes that stem from it) can change as a result of the information San Pedro has given him. There is a very real sense then in which our visions are our reality, even if science cannot explain to us why or how.

      

      
        THE BIRTH OF ENTHEOGENS

        To differentiate plants like San Pedro (which provide the user with a visionary experience that may also include important real-life outcomes) from hallucinogens like LSD that had become so popular for recreational use in the 1960s and 1970s, the term entheogen was coined by a group of ethnobotanists including Richard Evans Schultes and R. Gordon Wasson. Both men were plant pioneers themselves who are particularly known for their work with ayahuasca and “magic” mushrooms.

        Schultes and his colleagues felt that hallucinogen was an inappropriate term, partly due to its use by psychiatrists and medical doctors to describe states of delirium and insanity. The word psychedelic, in more popular use at the time, did not seem a better alternative because of its similarity to words like psychosis, which again implied that visionary or mystical states were a form of madness.

        “In a strict sense,” they wrote, “only those vision-producing drugs that can be shown to have figured in shamanic or religious rites would be designated entheogens.”

        The use of the word drugs in their definition is unfortunate because it has connotations of its own of course: “to be drugged” and, therefore, out of control, and so forth. Perhaps substances would have been a better choice. But still, the description as a whole is useful as it moves us out of the arena of recreational drug use and attaches a sacred value to a discrete and particular group of mind- and state-altering substances.

        The literal meaning of the word entheogen is “that which causes God to be within an individual,” or “which creates the divine within us.” Perhaps “that which stimulates or reveals the divine or causes us to remember our own divinity” would, again, have been better still and certainly truer to the experience of San Pedro. These nuances, however, are less important than the fact that a definition was now available that set sacred plants apart from mainstream drugs.

        Their emphasis on ritual and religious use (or what we might call sacred purpose) also made a distinction between shamanism and science: the former focusing on the divine and potentially life-changing aspects of such plants, the latter concentrating on reductionist logic and procedures that often missed—both physically and spiritually—the ways in which sacred plants actually worked.

        Physically, as well as its mescaline content, San Pedro contains a range of compounds that have effects of their own.*4 By concentrating only on mescaline scientists may tend to miss or devalue their contribution to the experience as a whole.

        Some of these compounds are sympathomimetics, or substances that mimic the effects of adrenalin and noradrenaline, the so-called fight or flight chemicals that are released naturally by our bodies to prepare us for action when reality shifts and we feel uncertain or anxious. Perhaps it is these, more than mescaline, that give rise to our sense of awe and the awareness that we are in the presence of something mysterious and more powerful than ourselves, which are common feelings under the influence of San Pedro?

        A further consideration is that other plants—or, indeed, other substances—might be added to the San Pedro that is drunk in ceremonies, such as when healings are conducted for participants who have suffered a magical attack from a sorcerer. In these circumstances additives might include purgatives like tobacco, psychoactives like misha and datura (used by shamans, according to Furst, as “a drastic form of shock therapy”), or powdered bones, cemetery dust, and traces of soil from sacred sites and archaeological ruins.*5 17

        In other ceremonies, while the San Pedro remains pure, other plants and medicines may be administered separately during the same ritual, such as the singado (tobacco and alcohol) and contrachisa (an emetic made from other cactus parts that do not contain mescaline). It is reasonable to suppose that these may also have an effect, however slight, on the San Pedro experience even though they are not mixed with the brew itself, because they are ingested during the same time frame. Their effects, however, have not been studied.

        Working with a single extract and concluding that the part is equal to the whole may be one of the biggest errors made by scientists—although it is all too common in plant medicine research.

        Scientific research—with measurement as its operating principle and goal—must also, by definition, discount the spiritual (as well as the emotional, individual, and psychological) experience of anyone who has ever taken San Pedro, mescaline, or peyote, because spirit (and personal experience) cannot be effectively measured but is subjective and anecdotal only. What scientists really measure in their laboratories, consequently, is a notion they have of “what is really going on” at a structural or chemical level. And so the reality of millions of people who have used plants for spiritual, emotional, or physical healing for thousands of years must be more or less ignored.

        The philosopher Karl Popper wrote that the first principle of scientific method should be “falsifiability.” To qualify as science, that is, every experiment and every law that scientists arrive at must be capable of being disproved and hold up to scrutiny so that consistent results are always produced despite this. Not many of science’s discoveries truly fall into this category, and, therefore, come closer to scientific opinion than scientific fact. It is highly unlikely that an injection of mescaline sulphate in a lab will produce the same quality of personal experience as a San Pedro ceremony in the Andes (and, in fact, research within the latter environment has not yet even been conducted) but science presumes it so, continuing to discount the spirit and the validity of spiritual experience in a way that sometimes smacks of arrogance.

        The scientist’s position in this is not unlike that of Peru’s famous son and mescaline explorer, Carlos Castaneda, when he first met his shamanic teacher, don Juan Matus. “I told him that I was interested in obtaining information about medicinal plants,” Castaneda writes in The Teachings of Don Juan. “Although in truth I was almost totally ignorant about peyote I found myself pretending that I knew a great deal and even suggesting that it might be to his advantage to talk with me.”18 Once he had met Mescalito, the spirit of the plant, under the tutelage of don Juan, however, Castaneda quickly realized how little he actually knew about anything.

        It seems to me, therefore, that the experiences of individuals who have taken part in genuine, real-life, not lab-based healing events and opened themselves to San Pedro are preferable on every level to the conclusions of scientific observers about the supposed workings of our brains or the rods and cones in our eyes. For that reason, this book contains several firsthand accounts of healings, written by participants themselves, so you can make up your own mind about how San Pedro works and what it may be capable of.

      

      
        OTHER EARLY WORK WITH MESCALINE

        Another early account of mescaline exploration comes from the British medical doctor and author, Havelock Ellis, and appeared in The Contemporary Review of January 1898 under the heading “Mescal: A New Artificial Paradise.” Although it is presented as scientific enquiry, it hints once again at a deeper truth to be found beneath and beyond the scientist’s fascination with “visual phenomena” for, just as Castaneda discovered with don Juan, what begins as an objective exercise can become a subjective and emotional experience.

        Ellis writes, “The first symptom [sic] observed [upon taking mescaline] . . . was a certain consciousness of energy and intellectual power,” which suggests an actual change in body and spirit and in thought patterns and thinking, not something that can be dismissed as a “hallucination” at all. This was followed by “kaleidoscopic, symmetrical images . . . a vast field of golden jewels, studded with red and green stones, ever changing. At the same time the air around me seemed to be flushed with vague perfume—producing with the visions a delicious effect—and all discomfort had vanished” (my italics).

        If the sentence above suggests a healing element to the visionary experience, Ellis’s next observation hints at an emerging spiritual relationship to the world at large, where some other aspect or quality is apparent in objects that are otherwise familiar and ordinary: “[My] visions . . . were extremely definite, but yet always novel; they were constantly approaching, and yet constantly eluding, the semblance of known things” (my italics).

        This is the presque vu experience described by Klüver. It is a sensation well-known to those who have drunk San Pedro: that there is a unique personality, an almost Platonic quality or essence that exists beneath the forms that things take, or more prosaically, that there is more to reality than we know. It is as if the spirit or energy within things and between people is revealed to us and we understand that their identity—and our own—is more fluid than we have been led to believe while their spiritual essence is constant. “Who are you?” (or rather, “Who am I?”) becomes one of the most important questions we can ask of ourselves and others and of all other forms around us.

        One of my participants during a 2008 San Pedro ceremony said something similar in the account she later wrote of her experience:

        I was able to perceive a more subtle web of energy. . . . When I rejoined my fellow travelers I could observe how our energies interact and how connected we are to each other and to the physical world. We are constantly sharing portions of our energy fields. With every encounter, we exchange information and energy and we come away changed just a little bit. This realization made me aware of my influence on others and theirs on me and I became careful with my interactions. I became conscious of speaking only the truth and of keeping my intentions pure. I was also aware of the energy [of] other people and how it affected everyone. One friend came in enthused by the mountains and his enthusiasm sent ripples of excitement through the group.

        Ellis gave mescaline to an artist friend who, it might be assumed from his account, also underwent a healing on a physical and spiritual level. “The first paroxysms . . . would come on with tinglings in the lower limbs, and with the sensation of a nauseous and suffocating gas mounting up into my head. Two or three times this was accompanied by a color vision of the gas bursting into flame as it passed up my throat.”

        These “paroxysms” and “tingling” are consistent with the physical sensations I have often experienced in ceremony, and I have concluded at these times that San Pedro is “checking me out” and scanning my body for weakness. They feel like mild cramps or jolts of electricity as the cactus spirit courses through the body. In the example Ellis gives, these illnesses and imperfections are then released through a vision of gas and flame. This would certainly be interpreted by a shaman as a form of healing—a spirit extraction where negative energies are removed—and not just an idle fantasy. Some of the healing accounts related by participants in my ceremonies (reported in this book and its predecessor, The Hummingbird’s Journey to God) are of a similar nature.

        The outcome of the example above is recorded in another passage from Ellis: “My body lost all substantiality. With the suddenness of a neuralgic pang, the back of my head seemed to open and emit streams of bright color; this was immediately followed by the feeling as of a draft blowing like a gale through the hair in the same region.”

        This sensation of “breaking open the head,” to use the words of Daniel Pinchbeck,19 is consistent with the visionary plant experience and with the shamanic extraction of illness; it too is a true hallucination where healing takes place through the removal of pain, experienced as streams of colors and the entrance into the body of a new energy, like a wind that blows away the cobwebs of our self-limiting beliefs and leaves us with healthier and more empowering ideas about who we are and our place in the world. “Henceforth,” says Ellis’s participant, “I should be more or less conscious of the interdependence of body and brain.”

        Ellis concludes that:

        Mescal intoxication differs from the other artificial paradises which drugs procure. Under the influence of alcohol, for instance, as in normal dreaming, the intellect is impaired, although there may be a consciousness of unusual brilliance; hasheesh, again, produces an uncontrollable tendency to movement and bathes its victim in a sea of emotion.

        The mescal drinker [meanwhile] remains calm and collected amid the sensory turmoil around him; his judgment is as clear as in the normal state; he falls into no oriental condition of vague and voluptuous reverie. . . . Further, unlike the other chief substances to which it may be compared, mescal does not wholly carry us away from the actual world, or plunge us into oblivion; a large part of its charm lies in the halo of beauty which it casts around the simplest and commonest things.

        This latter statement is, to me, central to the San Pedro experience. Whereas ayahuasca sweeps us away from ordinary reality and into the spirit world, San Pedro brings us closer to this world and exposes its beauty to us. As may become apparent in the chapters that follow, it is this experience of beauty (in the world and in ourselves) that may in fact be the most profoundly healing and life-changing gift that San Pedro offers.

      

      
        A NEW SCIENTIFIC PARADIGM FOR EXPLORING THE SAN PEDRO EXPERIENCE

        When the English novelist Aldous Huxley was first given mescaline by Dr. Humphry Osmond in 1953, he concluded that it allowed man access to mystical states by overriding the brain’s “reducing valve.”

        Huxley was quoting the ideas of the nineteenth-century French philosopher Henri Bergson, who hypothesized that the brain acts as a filter for memory and sensory experience so that our conscious awareness does not become overwhelmed by a mass of largely useless information that is mostly irrelevant to our survival.

        Bergson developed the concept of “multiplicity” to explain his theory. This suggests that our moment-to-moment experience of the world is built (or invented) by us through our selection of specific information from “les données immédiates de la conscience” (“the immediate data of consciousness”). These data are both internal and external and include the memory of every experience we have ever had along with the perception of everything that is happening anywhere and everywhere in the universe.

        Most of these data are unimportant to us, however, and some of them are even contradictory, so it would simply overburden and confuse us if we had to try to make sense of it all. It may even be detrimental to our survival if every split-second, life-or-death decision had to be made consciously while pondering the millions of options available to us.

        Bergson believed, therefore, that the primary role of the brain, in the face of this multiplicity, is to act as a filter or gate for memory and sensory experience so we select what is useful from the range of data available according to the situations in which we find ourselves. In this way we construct the world by rejecting some of its information and embracing that which remains.

        In a nutshell, what Bergson was saying is that the mind is capable of knowing everything—so clairvoyance, psychic abilities, self-healing, and encyclopedic knowledge (amongst other things) are all perfectly natural and available to us. Knowing what Julius Caesar was thinking at the moment of his death, however, or what is happening now on the farthest star in our solar system is of no use to us if our objective is simply to safely cross a road. To protect us, the mind “gates” this information so we are left with what is useful to us now.

        Literally, therefore, we are self-limiting beings and there are things, forces, and energies around us at this very moment that we cannot under normal circumstances perceive, because our brains do not allow it. If these filters were bypassed, we would be capable of remembering and experiencing everything from a richer, fuller, and more “cosmic” perspective.

        Huxley applied Bergson’s theory to mescaline, suggesting that it does in fact override the reducing valve of the brain, bypassing the filters that limit us. He paraphrased this notion by quoting the English poet and mystic William Blake: “If the doors of perception were cleansed everything would appear to man as it is, infinite.”

        Recently Bergson’s ideas have come back into prominence in modern psychology. David Luke, Ph.D., lecturer in psychology at the University of Greenwich London, is currently undertaking research with mescaline to explore Bergson’s theories, and has provisionally concluded that the mescaline experience does indeed give us access to areas of our brains that we do not ordinarily use but which, when activated, allow us to perceive the cosmic order and know our place within it.

        Luke writes:

        Recent research into the neurochemistry of psychedelics lends some support to [Bergson’s] simple notion. For instance [the researchers] Vollenweider and Geyer propose that information processing in cortico-striato-thalamo-cortical (CSTC) feedback loops [in the brain] is disrupted by psychedelics via 5-HT (serotonin) receptor agonism (specifically 5-HT2A receptors), thereby inhibiting the “gating” of extraneous sensory stimuli and subsequently inhibiting the ability to attend selectively to salient environmental features.20

        In other words, plants like San Pedro do indeed expand our normal brain processes and widen our perception and experience of the world.

        “Furthermore,” he continues:

        psychedelics are also thought to induce presynaptic release of glutamate from thalamic afferents, leading to a simultaneous overload of internal information in the cortex. It is thought that these combined information overload effects are at least partly responsible for the “hallucinogenic” experience with these drugs, which are known to induce greatly altered or amplified incoming sensory information. This disruption of the sensory gating function by psychedelics could also underpin the neurochemistry of ESP . . . elicited with any number of psychedelics such as mescaline.21

        That entheogens like San Pedro have a central role to play in “psi experiences” is also supported, in Luke’s words, by

        a wealth of collectively compelling anecdotal, anthropological, clinical and survey reports, along with a body of preliminary experimental research. . . . Mescaline is one substance in particular that, according to the historical, anthropological, and anecdotal evidence, is known to induce psi experiences. Ever since the use of peyote was first documented in the mid-sixteenth century by the personal physician of King Philip II of Spain, Dr. Francisco Hernández, it has been reputed to have prophetic qualities.22

        It causes those devouring it to be able to foresee and to predict things.

        San Pedro has been used traditionally by the indigenous people of Peru, Bolivia, Chile and Ecuador for the same type of magico-religious practices, such as divination . . . a sixteenth century Spanish officer stationed in Cusco, Peru, described how the natives take the form they want and go through the air in a short time; and they see what is happening.23

        This literature is backed up by experiential reports from non-indigenous mescaline users, like that of the French researchers who gave mescaline to six subjects, one of whom temporarily developed very detailed and accurate clairvoyant abilities. After his mescaline experiences in 1951, Humphry Osmond also claimed to have successfully transmitted telepathic information to a fellow researcher, Duncan Blewett, who was also under the influence of mescaline, “leading an independent observer to panic at the uncanny event.”

        Luke concludes from the research so far that “mescaline did indeed give rise to reports of telepathy and precognition among those using it,” along with “the perception of auras, the experience of encountering the plant’s spirit, and a sense of unity.”24

        He also refers to research he has conducted with his colleague Marios Kittenis, which found that there are typical “transpersonal” experiences of a mystical or paranormal type that most commonly occur with mescaline-containing cacti such as peyote and San Pedro. The most frequent of these is the experience of perceiving an aura around living things, followed by a sense of the intelligence or spirit of the cactus and a feeling of connection with the universal consciousness of all things. Other experiences include dissolving into energy, powerful and long-lasting religious awakenings, out-of-body experiences, clairvoyance, death and rebirth experiences and/or past life memories, psychokinesis (influencing objects or people with one’s mind), encountering a divine being or a (nonanimal) intelligent entity, and a greater understanding of the interconnections and interrelationships between circumstances and things expressed as a sense of the loss of causality (i.e., that A must always cause B).

        “For scientists, whether or not these experiences are ‘real’ is a matter of on-going debate between those who believe that these phenomena may be possible and those who reject them out of hand because they do not fit within their confined ‘physicalistic’ worldview,” writes Luke. “For the people who experience these phenomena, however, they are often considered ‘more real than real,’ and although they challenge what we think we know about the world, those experiencing these extraordinary events often find it very difficult to reject them as mere hallucinations.”

        On the evidence of this, another gift of San Pedro may be the expansion in awareness it gives us. Through it we may come to understand the bigger picture of the universe, the flows of energy within it, and how we connect to them so we can learn to become the true human; that is, to know what it really means to be alive, to approach our lives accordingly, and to find the balance and healing we need.

      

      
        THE SPIRIT OF THIS BOOK

        Bergson’s ideas provide a useful framework for us in understanding how San Pedro may work, and they are certainly compatible with the views of the shamans and participants quoted in this book. They are echoed in the words of the huachumera La Gringa when she tells us that “San Pedro opens our eyes to what is already there”; that is, to a world of miracles that is right before us all the time, but rarely seen because we are simply not looking for it. Her story of “hallucinating” a vision of a stairway of light while drinking San Pedro—which she was able to capture on film—appears in chapter 3 to illustrate the point she is making.

        Bergson’s theories may also be borne out to some extent in Alexia Gidding’s account in part 3, “San Pedro Healing” (chapter 10), of a San Pedro experience where she was shown the truth of her repressed and presumed-dealt-with memories of early abuse. In this example, those memories were still fully present but gated by her mind in order to protect her from them. What she needed was to relive them—at an emotional rather than a rational level—in order to finally be free of her pain. San Pedro enabled this by opening the doors to her personal perception.

        In part 4, “San Pedro and Creativity,” the fine artist David Hewson speaks of the visions he has received from San Pedro and other plants, which have enabled him to win international commissions and express the infinite in his art (chapter 15). This too brings us back to Bergson’s theory that everything is within us—all creativity—and needs only to be released.

        And there will be many other examples, too, that suggest that the infinite is indeed within us. Perhaps this is also what the curandera Isabel meant when she told the author Bonnie Glass-Coffin that “God won’t lie to you . . . He exists. He is a spirit in your heart and in your thoughts. . . . [He is] in your subconscience.”25

        That is for you to decide. In this book I present accounts from San Pedro shamans, from those who have been cured by San Pedro, and those who have been inspired by it. It is my aim to bring this remarkable plant teacher and healer to greater prominence and to make you aware of its benefits. What you choose to do with this information is up to you, although I hope that you will be inspired to try it and receive its blessings as many others have.
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