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For Eden

Leaena meus

Regina fungorum meus

Cor meus
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LSD
THE WONDER CHILD
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“An original synthesis of rare information, precious anecdotes, and scientific adventure stories. A masterful storyteller, Thomas Hatsis is our knowledgeable guide on this insightfully written history of pharmacology’s most notorious chemical agent. From hopeful research into LSD’s therapeutic potential and the hidden potential of the human mind to its sacramental use and the dark mind-control experiments of the CIA, Hatsis provides a page-turning historical perspective on the origins of psychedelic culture and how we got to where we are today in the psychedelic renaissance. Highly recommended!”

DAVID JAY BROWN, AUTHOR OF THE NEW SCIENCE OF PSYCHEDELICS AND DREAMING WIDE AWAKE

“A highly readable history of how psychedelics filtered through the wards of hospitals and prisons; the U.S. military and the MKUltra program; Huautla de Jiménez and Hollywood; university laboratories and the fields of parapsychology, mysticism, and literature; and into the clinics of psychiatrists, setting the stage for psychedelics spilling onto the streets of America in the 1960s.”

MICHAEL JAMES WINKELMAN, PH.D., M.P.H., COEDITOR OF ADVANCES IN PSYCHEDELIC MEDICINE

“Tom Hatsis brings this story to life with vivid characters, mystical and scientific intrigue, and exciting exploits in this colorful history of psychedelic adventures. His passion for the topic comes to life in this page-turner of a book.”

ERIKA DYCK, PH.D., AUTHOR OF PSYCHEDELIC PSYCHIATRY: LSD FROM CLINIC TO CAMPUS

“This wonderful book by Thomas Hastis is the most beautifully written, detailed, candid, personal, and informative text on the subject of Albert Hofmann’s serendipitous stumbling. Get on the bus. Take that bike ride. Whatever. But make sure Tom’s book is in your backpack. You’ll be hard pressed to find a better guide for your trip.”

BEN SESSA, MBBS (M.D.), MRCPSYCH, PSYCHEDELIC THERAPIST AND CHIEF MEDICAL OFFICER AT AWAKN LIFE SCIENCES



Foreword

Martin A. Lee

If you think the psychedelic sixties were something special, check out the phantastic fifties. There’s no better place to start than this book by Tom Hatsis. It is the definitive romp through the hidden paisley underbelly of the Eisenhower years, an era otherwise known for its pre-dayglo blandness.

A full decade before counterculture figure and novelist Ken Kesey and psychologist Timothy Leary turned on, lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD) and mescaline emerged as hot topics that catalyzed the nascent field of neuroscience. In the early 1950s, researchers drew attention to the similar molecular structures of LSD and serotonin, on the one hand, and mescaline and adrenaline, on the other, giving rise to novel theories about the biochemical basis of mental illness and the (supposed) madness-mimicking properties of these mind-altering compounds.

While brain scientists sleuthed for clues to unravel the riddle of schizophrenia, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and the U.S. military secretly embraced hallucinogens as weapons that could revolutionize the cloak-and-dagger game to give America a strategic edge over its Cold War enemies. Odorless, colorless, tasteless, and super powerful, yet nonlethal, LSD, in particular, stoked the lurid imagination of U.S. spymasters, who employed the drug to disorient unwitting individuals and extract information from tightlipped targets. Army brass, for their part, were high on the possibility of disseminating a huge cloud of aerosol LSD (“madness gas”) as a battlefield tactic to incapacitate a large population without killing anyone.

Curiously, around the same time, a growing number of psychiatrists began touting LSD as a wonder drug for psychotherapy, an expeditious healing aid with an uncanny ability to quickly surface long-held sources of stress by dredging up whatever might have gotten stuck in the mental depths; thus, the word psychedelic, which literally translates as “mind manifesting.”

The psychedelic saga took an unexpected turn when the therapeutic potential of LSD was projected onto a broad social landscape. Leary and others trumpeted LSD as a cure-all for a sick society, a species-booster capable of propelling humankind to the next evolutionary level. The phrase “stranger than fiction” doesn’t do justice to the real-world trajectory of LSD as it shapeshifted into a potent counterculture catalyst that dazzled the minds of artists, inventors, health professionals, and many more.

But how is it possible that the same compound could be used as both a mind-control weapon and a mind-expanding entheogen? How could it be both a psychochemical warfare agent and a profound healing modality?

With the benefit of hindsight, we can look back and see that every group that got involved with LSD during the phantastic fifties became very enthusiastic about the grandiose possibilities conjured by the drug. The brain scientists, the doctors, the spooks, and the generals—each had their own ideas about LSD and how it could be used to advance their specific agendas. But they also shared something in common: they all viewed it as the key to the big breakthrough. In each case, their encounter with psychedelics triggered an envisioning of new possibilities. Whether or not these different possibilities would ever be actualized is another matter, but the opening, the awakened sense of potential, was real and exciting.

In essence, LSD and other psychedelic drugs are best understood as potentiators of possibility—for good or ill. Much depends on the context in which these compounds are consumed. The CIA ended up defining LSD as an “anxiety-producing agent”—as if anxiety were embedded in the molecular structure of LSD—because that’s what Cold War espionage stiffs often experienced when they tripped on acid. The CIA projected its own paranoia and obsessions onto LSD and mistook those attributes as if they were inherent properties of the drug itself. That’s an example of what British philosopher Alfred North Whitehead referred to as “the fallacy of misplaced concreteness.” Many LSD enthusiasts succumbed to this fallacy when they assumed that the same beatific vision would be shared by all if everyone took the sacrament (dose the president and the war will end!). For those with messianic dreams, LSD was tantamount to the Second Coming, a pill with world-changing implications.

But taking LSD does not guarantee that a person’s consciousness will automatically be “expanded” or that one will necessarily have a religious epiphany or live a spiritual life thereafter. Under the right circumstances, however, the astonishing immediacy and experiential density of LSD can be conducive to deep insight and healing. Albert Hofmann, the Swiss chemist who discovered LSD, described it as “medicine for the soul.”

Today we are in the midst of a psychedelic revival. Psilocybin, the magic mushroom extract, has supplanted LSD as the go-to psychedelic among researchers. Fast-tracked by health authorities as a cure for treatment-resistant depression, psilocybin is not burdened by associations with sixties excess and social strife, which continue to stigmatize LSD. Hopefully, as efforts to decriminalize psychedelics gain momentum, we can move forward unencumbered by the misplaced fallacies of the past.

Martin A. Lee has written several books, including Acid Dreams: The Complete Social History of LSD, the CIA, the Sixties and Beyond and Smoke Signals: A Social History of Marijuana—Medical, Recreational, and Scientific. He is cofounder and director of ProjectCBD.org, an educational platform that focuses on cannabis science and therapeutics.



Before I Forget . . . Again

People [under the influence of LSD or mescaline] will think they are going mad, when in fact they are beginning, when they take it, to go sane—or at least to understand what going sane must be like.

ALDOUS HUXLEY

~ 2006 ~

Against the very good advice of my thesis advisor, Peter Conolly-Smith, I decided to write The Witches’ Ointment. I had just graduated from Queens College and Peter had suggested I turn my thesis into a book—the book you’re now holding.

I’ll never forget the day I met Peter. I was in my penultimate year of my master’s degree at Queens College and I had to find a professor to work with on my thesis. The best candidate for me, I was told, was Peter—who, I was also told, rarely worked with students on their theses. What did I have to lose? If he said “no,” then I was just another student he rejected. I walked into his office, introduced myself, and awaited the dressing-down. It didn’t happen. Instead, he asked me if I had read Acid Dreams.

“By Martin Lee!” I quickly piped up.

I wanted him to know that I knew, ya know?

I had digested Acid Dreams during my undergraduate years. It was where I first learned that psychedelia existed before the 1960s. It was my favorite book. I knew it cover to cover. So did he.

What I had intended to be a ten-minute conversation that ended in dismissal of my request for thesis mentorship turned into a three-hour conversation about LSD in mid-twentieth century Western culture. By that time in my life, I had eaten mushrooms, dropped LSD, felt the warm pleasantries of ecstasy, and had spent my undergraduate years reading every book on psychedelics on which I could get my hungry paws. I knew my shit. So did Peter.

~ Summer 2007 ~

I worked my ass off—waiting tables, delivering pizzas, tutoring SATs, and slinging mushrooms and cannabis—so I could afford to live in Italy while I finished writing my master’s thesis, which dealt with the LSD revolution of the 1950s. While we often associate LSD with the more colorful “psychedelic sixties” I felt that I had stumbled upon a whole decade of overlooked medicine investigation. I filled two large suiter suitcases with books and research materials, crammed a small gym bag with enough clothing to last half a week, and flew to Malpensa Airport, an hour outside Milano, Italy.

I’ll never forget my very first culture shock—the language. My future roommate had assured me that my background in Spanish would ensure an easy transition to following Italian directions. Not. At. All. The two languages, I quickly learned, while seemingly similar at a distance, are worlds apart up close. Perhaps I should have asked my friend, who did not speak a lick of Spanish, how he arrived at such a conclusion. Somehow, I managed to get on the right train, which (in retrospect, vaguely, but at the time, specifically) said “Milano.”*1 I then walked around the city for a few hours trying to find where I lived. I stopped in a metal/punk bar—my first metal/punk bar in Italy!—for a drink and to ask directions. Turned out, I lived right around the block—right around the block from a metal/punk bar!

Score!

For months, I worked on my thesis in my apartment on Villa Fumagalli, a street that overlooked the Da Vinci Canal. My thesis detailed LSD’s journey from its perception as a “psychosis causing” research chemical in the early 1950s to being considered a mystical sacrament by the late 1950s—what I refer to as the “wonder child” decade of LSD. When I needed company, I went to the metal/punk bar and failed miserably trying to talk to Italian riot girls. When I needed inspiration, I walked down the road to the vineria, paid a few euro for a bottle of freshly produced wine, returned to my apartment, sat on my porch, and played my guitar. Once sufficiently inspired, I would return to the computer and write. For extra money, I tutored two Italian kids in English. Other times, I played cover songs (Sublime, Nirvana, and Weezer always went over well) on the corner of Villa Fumagalli for spare change. When I could, I also continued my research into my two other loves, the witches’ ointment*2 and the holy mushroom hypothesis.†3 Living in Italy gave me access to ideas and perspectives about medieval witchcraft that, at the time, I knew nothing about.‡4 I also visited medieval duomi, camera in hand, and experienced the intoxicating joy of fooling myself into thinking the pictures I took of trees and other objects in medieval art represented secret “holy mushroom” insertions.

Oh, the indiscretion of youth.

Still other times, I’d get high and chill with this three-piece blues band (my cannabis suppliers while in Italy). They rolled spliffs, but since I don’t smoke tobacco, I always had to buy my own grass. One night, before the band was going to open up some gig, I rolled an American joint—all cannabis, no tobacco. We smoked it. Halfway through, the band decided that they were all too high to play. The singer/guitar player, Matteo, pushed the joint back on me. “’Mericano pazzo! ’Mericano pazzo!” “Crazy American,” he said over and over. All three musicians sat on the curb and buried their heads in their arms. They had to postpone the show.

I rolled a joint that held up a blues show.

In Italy.

Life was good.
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After being stranded at Malpensa Airport for twenty-four hours, I flew to Pittsburg, and then to New York. Not too long after, I submitted the final version of my thesis. When I graduated that May, I learned that my thesis had won the Frank Merli prize, an honor that was annually available, but seldom awarded.

It was then that Peter suggested I write this book. In those days, very little had been written about the phantastic fifties—save maybe a chapter or two in a few books. But even those works that mentioned the phantastic fifties tended to use that decade as a springboard into the more popular psychedelic sixties.

But my heart had been taken by another. The allure of the witches’ ointment—encouraged by my language studies while in Italy—held too much sway over my attention and I decided to focus all my efforts there. Further still, I had fallen in love with a sport, roller derby. I decided to mix and match: I drove around the country as a derby coach (or a mascot) and visited archives at places like Yale, Stanford, Tulane, UCLA, Washington University, and others—places I needed to visit in pursuit of the witches’ ointment. I mostly lived in my car, although I did meet some tender folks along the way who took me in here or there. By now I had realized that the majority of crucial documents about early modern witchcraft were all in Latin, so I could either give up my quest for the witches’ ointment or teach myself a workable knowledge of Latin. I chose the latter, and at night I taught myself Latin.

So there I was: in my late twenties through early thirties, driving around the country teaching roller derby while teaching myself a dead language in order to translate five-hundred-year-old documents to get to the truth behind the witches’ ointment.

I forgot all about the wonder child.

~ October 2013 ~

When I first sent my manuscript of The Witches’ Ointment to the acquisitions editor at Park Street Press, all I had to go on (so far as writing credits were concerned) was the fact that I had won the Merli, which I desperately highlighted in my introductory letter to this publishing house. “I haven’t done shit yet, but look—I won an award you’ve never heard of! I have potential!” was my presumed “in.”

Besides packing up my apartment and putting all the boxes in my mom’s attic, writing to Park Street Press was one of the last things I did during my tenure in New York. I wrote the acquisitions editor, Jon, essentially begging him to publish The Witches’ Ointment, and left my home with no plan other than to skate in the 2013 Men’s Roller Derby Association championships. My team, the New York Shock Exchange, took a silver medal. Afterward, I drove around the country teaching roller derby for cash, tacos, or a place to crash. No flight path. No plan. By this time I had built up an extensive underground roller derby network. I loosely crisscrossed the United States based on those locations where a derby team was open to having a visiting coach. I would teach a derby clinic in this city, then drive five, eight, ten hours to that city. If I didn’t know anyone local yet, I’d park in a place that looked like I wouldn’t get shot or robbed, and edit my manuscript of The Witches’ Ointment, refining translations and tightening sentences. My travels eventually landed me in St. Louis, where I spent my time playing roller derby for the GateKeepers, the single greatest team to exist in the history of the sport. Days became weeks, weeks became months; I waited to hear back from Park Street Press. I had no money, except for the little bit I earned teaching derby clinics and selling books and t-shirts. Near penniless, I lived in my friend Vanessa’s (a.k.a. “Rumbledore’s”) closet. After placing a mattress inside, there was just enough room to open the door a quarter of the way so I could squeeze myself through.

Sometime around the spring of 2014, I received an email from Park Street Press—they would publish The Witches’ Ointment! The publisher’s advance gave me enough money to drive back to New York, pack up my research materials, and haul them back to St. Louis.

This began the greatest year of my life. I did nothing except work on my book—knowing that after eight years of researching and writing it would be published!—and skate for my roller derby dream team.

Life was good.

~ November 4, 2017 ~

I ate half of an eighth of my beloved mushrooms. An hour later, I stood before a room of about three hundred people in the Buchanan A building and launched into my presentation of “The Witches’ Ointment” at the Spirit Plant Medicine Conference held at the University of British Columbia. Let me tell you, sometimes after eating mushrooms it can feel like everyone is staring at you.

They aren’t.

But this time, they were—all six hundred eyes. It was an interesting experience to say the least.

During the dinner break that night, I left the Buchanan A building for a smoke. Walking next to me was none other than Martin A. Lee. Yes, that Martin A. Lee. We walked around the beautiful UBC grounds sharing a joint and talking psychedelia—fulfilling a dream of mine. After we turned this way and that, we ended up getting lost. We started attempting—in true stoner fashion—to retrace our steps. It was fruitless! I started to laugh to myself; Martin asked me what was so funny.

I didn’t know how to say it at the time, but here’s what I was thinking: “I’m fucking high as a kite, lost, and wandering around UBC with Martin Lee!” He asked me about any forthcoming projects. I was wrapping up my second book, Psychedelic Mystery Traditions, at the time and told him my plans to revisit my earlier thesis about the phantastic fifties in the coming years.
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But then my speaking career started to take off in an unforeseen way. Here’s what happened. During my book tour for The Witches’ Ointment back in 2015–2016, I had taken note of a certain reoccurring theme: when it came time for the Q and A portion of my talk (much to my surprise), audience members were far more interested in my own practices with psychedelics than with anything medieval wise-women were doing five hundred years ago. So as not to unintentionally disappoint when I went on tour for my follow-up book, I wrote a short manual titled Microdosing Magic: A Psychedelic Spellbook as I finished the final edits of Psychedelic Mystery Traditions. This time around, when I went on tour for Mystery Traditions, I would be ready to answer those questions about my own practices with excerpts from Microdosing Magic. It worked out well. Many audience members saw Microdosing Magic as an extension of Mystery Traditions—the former picking up the story of Western psychedelia where the latter ended.

And so I forgot all about the wonder child (this book) . . . again.
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Martin and I stayed in touch after the conference and remain good friends to this day. A couple years ago, he made a visit to Portland to give a speech on the benefits of CBD and even crashed at my pad during his stay. That Saturday night we rolled a fat joint and talked endlessly about the history of psychedelics, the failed, ridiculous, wholly idiotic War on Drugs, and how far we had come with the legalization of cannabis (and possible legalization of psilocybin therapy) since he first wrote Acid Dreams back in the mid-1980s.

Once again, Martin asked me about my future projects. “Ya know, I still have that old thesis from my graduate days about the LSD revolution of the 1950s,” I responded.

“And you’re working on it now?” he asked.

Actually, no, I wasn’t.

“Seems like a good time for it,” he said with a large exhale.

He was right. After all, in those days I had been working closely with the legalization efforts for psilocybin therapy in Portland, Oregon—which I am happy to say just passed in November 2020, making us the first U.S. city to succeed in these efforts. I eventually gravitated more toward the decriminalization of all substances in the state at large (which we also won).

Since the recognition of these timeless medicines is finally having its day in the sun, I feel that there are some major lessons that were learned during the phantastic fifties that were later overshadowed by the uproar of the psychedelic sixties. Lessons that I strongly believe will further serve both future legalization and decriminalization efforts. And so it came to pass—fourteen years after writing my graduate thesis—that I updated and expanded it and sent it to Martin to write a foreword. This crazy adventure of the last twenty years was in part influenced by him; it felt only right to have his blessings.

Notwithstanding some minor edits and the backstory you just read, the original thesis introduction went—and goes—as follows.

[image: image]

To many students of American pop culture, substances like LSD, mescaline, and psilocybin mushrooms are associated with the 1960s. Although psychedelics are forever tied to the 1960s, that decade actually represents the period in history least characteristic of what they have meant to many peoples throughout the world. However, this is only because the 1960s represents the first and only time in the long history of psychedelic-use when such medicines found employment by a significant number of people as a recreational inebriant; as an “escape” from society. LSD also emerged at a time when American media (yes—it was even biased and useless back then) sensationalized stories about the counterculture. Colloquialisms like “acid,” “psychedelic,” and “tripped out,” tend to evoke mental pictures of 1960s tie-dye art, rock and roll festivals, and a drug-crazed counterculture hell-bent on saving the world via “peace, love, and music.” Names like Timothy Leary, Ken Kesey, and Jerry Garcia are often dropped as definitive proof by association of the anti-establishment roots of LSD.

Nowadays, detractors of psychedelia might argue that during the 1960s, LSD disgracefully caused an already restless American youth to go insane; an enthusiast will claim just the opposite—that LSD provided an awe-inspiring revolutionary weapon used to fight the established order. However, a decade prior to the commotion that took place during the latter 1960s, LSD was seen by psychiatrists as a cure for insanity, and by the CIA as a weapon of the “establishment.” By the close of the 1950s, an unknown number of government scientists and a handful of independent psychologists and psychiatrists had dosed thousands of people with LSD in an attempt to uncover the mystery of the psychedelic state and determine how they could best exploit the strange chemical’s effects on the human mind. Mixed into this ironic soup was a spice-rack’s fill of mystics, spiritualists, artists, and paranormal investigators who believed that LSD could unlock secret powers stored in the brain like telepathy, telekinesis, and extrasensory perception.

There is a story—a history—of psychedelia before the turbulent 1960s. There was a time when LSD wasn’t dismissed by the Western scientific milieu, but was actually studied seriously by curious physicians who marveled at LSD’s enigmatic properties. There was a time when Western intellectuals recognized and actively sought spiritual experiences with these medicines. There was a time when the U.S. government invested hundreds of thousands of dollars into psychedelics research. This book will explore the progression that LSD, chemist Albert Hofmann’s “wonder child,” took from being a psychotomimetic (meaning mimicker of madness), to being a possible new chemical warfare agent, to finally being recognized as a medicine and a sacrament by philosophers of the mid-twentieth century.

In DMT: The Spirit Molecule (2000), University of New Mexico psychiatrist Dr. Rick Strassman wrote that “[t]he natural process within psychiatric research is for scientists to refine research questions, methods, and applications. This never happened with the psychedelic drugs. Instead, their study went through a highly unnatural evolution. They began as ‘wonder drugs,’ turned into ‘horror drugs,’ then became nothing.”1 Detractors and enthusiasts alike know the “horror drug” history of LSD during the psychedelic sixties. But most are unaware of the wonder child history of the phantastic fifties. As more and more areas in the United States and Canada adopt the decriminalization policies of over twenty other countries, cities, and states and embrace the awesome power of these medicines, it behooves us to look back to the many lessons and wisdom gained from that disregarded slice of the Western psychedelic story.

The following is the LSD story both detractors and enthusiasts probably don’t know.

I would like to tell it now.

Before I forget . . . again.



1

Pharmacies of Fairyland

Victorian Psychedelia

No account of the universe in its totality can be final which leaves these other forms of consciousness quite disregarded.

WILLIAM JAMES


STARS OR FIRE FLIES

~ May 24, 1896 ~

After drinking a concoction of peyote, the sacred cactus used religiously by various First Nations peoples, American physician Dr. Silas Weir Mitchell (1829–1914) lay on his bed and closed his eyes. He suddenly felt . . . aware: aware of the cosmos crannied between his skin and his clothing; aware of the gaps that lined his clothing and the creases in his sheets; aware of the sheets draped over the mattress; aware of the mattress that rested above his bed; aware of the bed supported by the earth; and aware of the earth that drove into his spine like the fabled princess’s pea, which danced along the “unseen millions of the Milky Way,” swaying to the beat of the Big Bang and unfolding into the infinities of space and time—all in the comfort of his own home. A Gothic tower of “elaborate and definite design” spiraled up from the floor. The stones of the tower, each bejeweled with an array of crystals, “seemed to possess an interior light” that left Mitchell both dazzled and aphasic. He struggled to define those “magic moments” that the bitter-tasting cactus extract he had drunk conjured in his mind. Despite the poetic prowess of his later report of the experience—filled as it is with delightful musings on the inexplicable awesome—Mitchell felt linguistically barren in that moment—at the mercy of “stars or fire flies” that danced before his eyes.1

The visions sped up—delicate, but chaotic; a dream in one instance, a nightmare in the next. Suddenly Mitchell was no longer in Pennsylvania. Through some ineffable miracle of the mind, he found himself across the continent at Newport Beach, California. Wave after wave of foamless tides crashed at his feet, breaking into “myriads [sic] of lights”; shades of green, orange, red, and purple ripples poured out of the larger ocean tickling Mitchell’s fancy before regressing into the depths of an unchartered abyss.

Then a deluge of memories flooded his psyche. Odd memories, believed to have been boxed and stored in the cellar of his subconscious mind, suddenly burst into the foyer. Secrets long forgotten bubbled up from below, resulting in a feeling of brilliance. Recognizing the opportunity to test his expanded intellect, Mitchell tried to write a medical paper, and then a poem. When neither fleshed out, he tried tackling a math problem. To his dismay, his mediocre math skills mirrored his pedestrian prose. But it bothered him not. This wasn’t science, poetry, or math.

This was something else entirely . . .
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Physician was an odd career choice for Mitchell, considering he couldn’t stand the sight of blood and often fainted while performing surgery. He had first been turned on to toxicology during his mid-twenties while studying medicine in Paris. There, he met Claude Bernard (1813–1878), a Parisian doctor who was a “unique combination of a profound intellect, a superb technician, and a brilliant experimentalist.”2 Bernard’s classic book on the philosophy of science, An Introduction to the Study of Experimental Medicine (1865), greatly advanced the steadily growing field of pharmacology. Often considered the “father of physiology,” Bernard remarked to the impressionable young Mitchell, “Why think when you can experiment? Exhaust experiment and then think.”3

Experiment appealed to a person like Mitchell. In 1855 he left Paris and returned to Philadelphia, only a few years before the South would solidify itself under the Confederate banner. Mitchell spent the Civil War years treating Union soldiers. By war’s end, he boasted that Turner’s Lane Hospital in Philadelphia, where he worked as assistant surgeon, had given “sixty thousand hypodermic injections of morphia” per annum to wounded Yankees.4 Although he remained off the battlefield, Mitchell took a bullet to the neck by an unknown Confederate soldier. He survived, but it was then that he turned the syringe on himself for the first time.




THE VIAL MYSTICAL

In the post-bellum world, wounded soldiers and their physicians weren’t the only ones using morphine to assuage what ailed them. Many women drank a concoction of opium, spices, and wine called “laudanum” that provided alleviation for “anguished and hopeless wives and mothers . . . [who found] temporary relief from their sufferings.”5 Physicians prescribed opium for a variety of ailments. In those days, no one had a monopoly on opium; regular people cultivated raw poppy in their gardens for oil and sweeteners.6

But some earned a reputation for their opium use. By the late 1800s, many people associated opium smoking with “prostitutes, gamblers, and petty criminals their pimps, apprentices, and hangers-on.”7 In Oxford, during the early nineteenth century, famed opium writer Thomas De Quincey speaks of walking the “harsh, cruel, and repulsive” streets of British society with many girls from that “unhappy class who subsist on the wages of prostitution.”8

As De Quincey demonstrates, men, too, proved powerless to the allure of Morpheus, one name given to the highly addicting drug morphine, in honor of the Greek god of sleep. De Quincey’s autobiographical novel, Confessions of an English Opium Eater (1821), solidified the author as the poster child for the degraded opium addict of “polite” society. De Quincey had suffered toothaches in his youth and often submerged his head in freezing water to alleviate the pain. This practice was obviously not without its own risks and, on one occasion, De Quincey wet his head in such a manner and went to sleep. He awoke with “excruciating rheumatic pains of the head and face.” Later that day he met a classmate who suggested De Quincey try opium for relief. In London, De Quincey found a pharmacist who sold a “celestial drug” beyond the strength of those concocted by mere mortals. De Quincey suspected that this consciousness-peddler might not be entirely human; existing as “an immortal druggist, sent down to earth on a special mission to myself.”9
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Others used opium to stimulate creativity, a practice that would eventually branch into mysticism. Only most users hadn’t initially taken opium to stimulate creativity or spiritual experiences. Their revelations into aesthetics and divine contemplations manifested as completely unforeseen byproducts of opium use. Most artists first took opium to alleviate chronic pain, only later stumbling upon its creative potential and numinous properties. Poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806–1861) was one such artist who drank the elixir contained within—to use her words—“the vial mystical.”10 Browning was neither a desperate housewife nor a prostitute, but rather a sufferer of various cardiovascular ailments due to a spinal injury incurred at age fifteen. Like many other doctors of the time, Browning’s primary caregiver prescribed that most regrettable panacea, opium, over and over again.11

Such abuses eventually came into question.

Little over a decade after Browning passed, in 1870, English physician Thomas Clifford Allbutt (1836–1925)—who served as commissioner for lunacy in England and Wales in the late 1800s and once lauded morphine as a “marvelous remedy” for indigestion—alarmingly remarked that “the hypodermic use of morphia . . . [has] reached the height of fashion.”12 Mitchell heeded Allbutt’s warnings, despite the “endless succession of visions” he received through morphine. After a brief addiction and torturous withdrawal, Mitchell refrained from using any substance at all.13 That was, of course, until 1894–1895, when ethnographer and anthropologist James Mooney (1861–1921) sent him a box filled with small cactus buttons (recall Mitchell’s experience described at the start of this chapter).

~ May 25, 1896 ~

A few days after Mitchell had traversed the more breathtaking corners of his psyche, he gave his friend and colleague, Dr. Eshner, some mescal buttons. Eshner’s experience differed from Mitchell’s in that he based his report on philology, while Mitchell grounded his essay in psychology.*5 When he closed his eyes, Eshner saw kaleidoscopic effects; he beheld visual tapestries, decorative geometric mosaics, and “various kinds of scroll work. 
. . . In none of the images were people or animals or other objects than designs represented.”14 Mitchell, on the other hand, had stumbled into the “pharmacies of fairy land,” complete with pipe-smoking dwarfs and a one-hundred-foot-long rotating worm with red and green tentacles. Expressing his gratitude for the buttons, Mitchell wrote a “thank you” note to Mooney while questioning the rationale behind laws forbidding peyote use: “It is really a rather harmless drug as compared with most others which men use, and I think such a law ridiculous.”15




THE MOST VIOLENT OF ALL THE FRUITS

Although Mitchell’s report of his own peyote ingestion was probably the first poetically fervent interpretation of the experience by a Westerner, he hadn’t been the first American to actually take the cactus. During the Civil War, soldiers from the Texas Rangers and a few U.S. Marshals were said to have imbibed the “whiskey root,” which the locals called “white mule.”16 Here and there odd tales depicting the therapeutic potential of peyote buttons would spring up in medical literature.17 But the first concrete account of an American eating peyote to stimulate a visionary trance is attributed to Texas physician John Raleigh Briggs (1851–1907), who ingested the cactus and gave it an unfavorable review in the 1886 Medical Register. The article is both a warning about peyote’s effects and also what future researchers would call a “trip report.” We can infer that Briggs expected something psychologically bizarre to happen—as he had a pencil and paper handy to record his thoughts; though he wasn’t prepared for how unruly the experience would be. His pulse hammered violently out of control, so much so that his heart seemed to be “running away with itself.”18 Struggling to breathe, he rushed to Fort Worth and called for his friend and colleague Dr. E. J. Beall (1836–1921). Beall’s prescription for the dry whiskey was, not surprisingly, regular whiskey, and after taking large shots every few minutes, Briggs’s heart rate returned to a normal pace. The peyote button was the “most violent and rapid of all fruits,” wrote Briggs;19 he even likened its effects to cocaine and opium.

The Register article turned a few heads at Parke-Davis, which was once America’s oldest and largest drug maker, founded in 1875. After receiving a formal request for samples of the cactus on Parke-Davis letterhead, Briggs mailed a peyote-filled cigar box to the pharmaceutical giant with an accompanying letter that stated he could procure more, if Parke-Davis would foot the border smuggler’s bill. One of the ParkeDavis chemists, Frank Augustine Thompson, discovered the alkaloid materials in the cactus, although he never published his findings, and as a result is not widely known. He sent out samples to different scientists in both the United States and Europe.20 One man who obtained the buttons was German toxicologist Louis Lewin (1850–1929), who subsequently wrote the first published report that pertained to peyote’s alkaloids, and as a result, his work has always overshadowed Augustine’s.21




LIKE SPIRIT WHISPERINGS

If Briggs wrote the first “bummer” report concerning peyote in America, then it was Mooney, the anthropologist who had supplied Mitchell with peyote and was now serving as domestic ambassador for the Bureau of American Ethnology, who, six years later, wrote the first favorable one. Mooney had eaten the buttons not in his home, but as a partaker in a peyote rite. How Mooney ended up in such an alien position—a white man participating in an indigenous custom, tuning into the “spirit whisperings” that filled the air—is a story in itself.22
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Mooney had cultivated a fascination for the exotic customs of First Nations peoples at least as far back as his preteen days, when he made a list cataloging all the known tribes of the time. As a young lad, Mooney had witnessed the last First Nations peoples of the eastern seaboard saunter westward to break away from imminent domination by this strange, ever-expanding United States. During his valedictorian address at Richmond High School in Indiana, Mooney used the pulpit as a soapbox and discussed the unfairness of the First Nations peoples relocation program. His passion for justice was so strong that later in life, the Cherokee and Kiowa embraced him as a friend, the latter inviting him to witness a peyote ceremony that they had recently adopted from the Comanche.

Much of the information Mooney obtained while visiting with the Kiowa came from his friend Paul Setkopi, a Kiowa who impressed Mooney both as “an excellent interpreter” and “faithful above average.”23 One particularly cold and rainy night, Mooney prepared himself to observe a peyote ceremony; Setkopi rode twenty miles to meet him and assured him that he would explain in detail the nature of the rite—just as he had always done. Setkopi had already participated in a rite the night before and, through undisclosed avenues, caught wind of Mooney’s involvement in a neighboring community’s ritual. Mooney, considering the health of his friend and the steadily dropping temperature, stressed that it was in Setkopi’s best interest to just go to sleep. “I will stay with you. 
. . . I shall eat mescal [peyote], and soon I shall be alright,” replied Setkopi. The ceremony lasted the whole night. Setkopi “sang his song like the others.” And when the ritual ended, Setkopi, running on two successive days without sleep, “came out as fresh as [the others] in the morning.”24

Until 1891, Mooney had only participated in at least one (possibly two) peyote ceremonies, but hadn’t partaken in the rites by ingesting the medicine himself. That year, however, he finally ate seven buttons from the sacred cactus. After his experience, Mooney sent an article to the Therapeutic Gazette in which he claimed that the peyote-using peoples “regard mescal [the cactus] as a panacea in medicine 
. . . the key which opens to them all the glories of another world.”25

At the time, Mooney had to watch his words. The rise of the temperance movement had gained momentum. He cautioned against writing too explicitly about the intoxicating effects of peyote, for fear that his indigenous friends would come under attack by those who knew nothing of the ceremony. What mattered most, said Mooney, was context—the setting and the ritual. “The psychologic [sic] effect is perhaps the most interesting this 
. . . is undoubtedly due to the ceremonial accompaniments of prayer and song, the sound of the drum and rattle, and the glare of the fire.”26 Commenting on previous experiments by D. W. Prentiss and Francis Morgan that resulted in “horrible visions and gloomy depression,” Mooney extolled the ritual as a useful combatant to such dejection.27 “One seems to be lifted out of the body and floating about in the air like a freed spirit,” he wrote. “The fire takes on glorious shapes, the sacred mescal upon the crescent mound becomes alive and moves and talks and you talk to it and it answers.”28




MELTED INTO UNITY

Famed psychologist William James (1842–1910), a man widely credited as the father of modern American psychology, is also known to have dabbled in altered states of consciousness. “Modern” is the key word here; although psychology can be traced back to the ancient Greeks, most psychological works were, as James wrote to his brother Henry on June 4, 1890, “ante-scientific . . . predestined to become unreadable old medieval lumber.”29 Though, unlike some of his more scientifically minded contemporaries, James cultivated a deeply spiritual side—his collection of lectures, The Varieties of Religious Experience, remains a literary milestone in the equally philosophical and scientific quest to find God in the mind. One way of obtaining a vision of this God was through an altered state of awareness brought about by inhaling nitrous oxide. James was well aware of the risk academics of his day took in contemplating the supernatural. In one such oration, he recognized that “mysticism,” as understood by many of his cohorts, was an expression “of mere reproach . . . vague and vast and sentimental, and without a base in either facts or logic.”30 He defined mystical states as quantifiably realistic if the right equations were applied that could marry the inexplicable to the measurable.

Mitchell didn’t go for his friend’s unscientific claims of spirituality, once remarking on a séance that he and James attended as “inconceivable twaddle.”31 And yet, he may have been surprised to find out that his first experience with mescaline fit almost perfectly into James’s definition of mystical consciousness! Such states, reasoned James, included four parts: Ineffability: “The subject of it says that it defies expression . . . mystical states are more like states of feeling than like states of intellect.” Mystical states would also bear a Noetic Quality, meaning they “carry with them a curious sense of authority for aftertime.” Transiency meant that even after the experience wore off their qualities could but “imperfectly be reproduced in memory.”32 The only point of James’s four-part paradigm of which Mitchell fell short was the final one, Passivity. After the peyote subsided, Mitchell did not feel “as if he were grasped and held by a superior power.”33 There was no divine awakening, just pipe-smoking dwarfs—beings peyotists would have surely interpreted as “spirits,” either for good or ill. But Mitchell came from a different cultural time and place. And although James’s mystic-model might have carried weight with other theologians of his day, there was a stronger paradigm—one of scientific reason—that Mitchell was unable to transcend.

Sadly, James is no help here; for he never got to contemplate the wonders of the cactus. It is known that Mitchell sent buttons to James, but the buttons caused James nothing more than twenty-four hours of feeling “violently sick” followed by a rough katzenjammer, or “hangover.” James’s trial with the buttons was so unsettling that he decided he would never ingest them again. Instead, he wrote to his brother Henry that he would evade further experimentation and “take the visions on trust.”34

Even before Mitchell mailed him the stale buttons, James had already harbored an interest in altered states of awareness—probably why Mitchell decided to send him the buttons in the first place (despite their frequent intellectual head butting). James’s first encounter with his unconscious occurred in 1875 while teaching at Harvard. A fellow professor, Charles Loring Jackson (1847–1935), had been experimenting with amyl nitrate (the active ingredient in “poppers,” the dance-drug of the disco era), which he claimed caused him to sing and dance. James’s curiosity got the best of him and he tried the gas right then and there. He wanted to know how changes in one’s bodily processes distorted their mental counterparts.
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“Oh! How queer I feel!”35 exclaimed James after inhaling the gas. He wanted to know if his face had flushed—a sign that his physical state had directly influenced his mental one. He did not write a significant account detailing how he felt about the incident, but we can infer that it had a considerable impact on his psychological life; from then on, James adapted a not-immodest view pertaining to altered states of consciousness. Alcohol, he felt, was “the great exciter of the Yes function in man,” yet his mind expander of choice was nitrous oxide, which he inhaled “to stimulate the mystical consciousness in an extraordinary degree.” Of nitrous oxide, James claimed:

Depth beyond depth of truth seems revealed to the inhaler. This truth fades out, however, or escapes, at the moment of coming to. 
. . . Nevertheless, the sense of a profound meaning having been there persists; and I know more than one person who is persuaded that in the nitrous oxide trance we have a genuine metaphysical revelation. 
. . . Yet they may determine attitudes though they can-not furnish formulas, and open a region though they fail to give a map. 
. . . Looking back on my own experiences, they all converge towards a kind of insight into which I cannot help ascribing some metaphysical significance. 
. . . It is as if the opposites of the world, whose contradictions and conflict make all our difficulties and troubles, were melted into unity.36

However, the pragmatist in James also observed that simply inhaling nitrous oxide didn’t automatically default to a “tremendously exciting sense of an intense metaphysical illumination,” and conceded that “the effects [of the gas] will of course vary with the individual, just as they vary in the same individual from time to time.”37 A physiologist with a penchant for the “new science” of psychology, James had for several years struggled to wed science and theology into an innovative discipline between positivism, which “naively espoused faith in scientific naturalism,” and spiritualism, which “let religious belief close off inquiries into the body’s operations.”38 James’ antidote for this dilemma caused him to swan dive into the depths of his own consciousness. In this respect, he opened himself to either authority, theological and/or scientific, with “no odds given and no favors shown.”39

James had decided to experiment with chemically induced mysticism after reading The Anaesthetic Revelation and the Gist of Philosophy (1874) by Benjamin Paul Blood (1832–1919), a poet/philosopher who discovered the “unhinger” of visions while inhaling nitrous oxide during a dental procedure. An eccentric man, Blood described the “Anaesthetic Revelation” as the “Initiation of Man into the Immemorable [sic] Mystery of the Open Secret of Being, revealed as the Inevitable Vortex of Continuity.”40
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One person particularly turned on by Mitchell’s descriptive tone was poet and psychologist Henry Havelock Ellis (1859–1939). Ellis existed philosophically between Mitchell and James: like Mitchell, Ellis preferred writing poetry to writing prescriptions; yet his Jamesian curiosity sought compatibility between science and religion: “Religion cannot live nobly without science or without morals,” he wrote. “It is only a strenuous devotion to science, by a perpetual reference to the moral structure of life, that religion . . . can be rendered healthful.”41 In the past, Ellis had been intrigued by such blissful intoxicants as hashish. Therefore, it comes as little surprise that Mitchell’s account of mescaline in the British Medical Journal inspired Ellis to seek the visionary cactus for himself. Ellis wrote about his mescaline experiences four times (first in The Lancet in June of 1897), although it is his third journal entry that gets the most press. The third caused a stir among the editors of the British Medical Journal; it is also the report that discusses the more profound visionary states not only induced in Ellis but also several others to whom he gave the buttons.

Ellis was quick to discount the similarity between an alcoholic stupor and the effects of the mescal button. “Mescal,” he wrote, “must not be confounded with the intoxicating drink of the same name . . . yet, as we shall see, it has every claim to rank with hasheesh [sic] and the other famous drugs which have procured for men the joys of an artificial paradise.”42
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Besides the mystical and recreational interpretations of these otherworldly states, a third paradigm also formed, specifically in Europe: that of the medical model, specifically helping the mentally deleterious by trying to understand their thought processes. For nineteenth century French psychiatrists, insanity was as steeped in Christianity as confession and communion. The public tended to view madness in religious terms, and psychiatrists were a “species of missionary whose job was to save souls for Reason.”43 The doctor credited with pioneering—or, if not that, then certainly cheerleading—the use of cannabis to study psychosis was undoubtedly Jacques-Joseph Moreau, (1804–1884). In his youth, Moreau had “longed to see foreign countries.”44 While traveling through Islamic lands during the 1830s, Moreau was struck by the lack of mental health problems in places like Egypt, Syria, and Palestine. These people, due to religious restrictions, eschewed alcohol in favor of hashish. The whole thing fascinated him. He studied, inquired, and took notes, and upon his return to France decided to try the plant medicine himself. It was only then that he realized Islamic hashish users disengage from society not because they are empty-headed, but rather because their minds were so overwhelmed with thoughts, feelings, and sensations brought on by cannabis that a regular life seemed boring.45

Cannabis wasn’t alcohol. It wasn’t even opium, which, despite its well-known ability to produce fantastic visions at first, usually left the user incoherent and sluggish. Hashish was different: it left the mind perfectly intact and able to adjudicate, rationalize, and discuss the flurry of visions encountered by the sacred herb. This was exactly what Moreau was looking for—a “halfway” point between psychosis and sanity. As he saw it, there existed degrees between the two extremes. Cannabis could safely ferry a person from one end of the spectrum to the other, allowing a sane individual to experience madness for a short while and then return safely to reason.

Working off this hypothesis, Moreau joined the staff at les Hôpital Universitaire la Pitié-Salpêtrière in 1840, where he used cannabis to induce madness in his patients. He didn’t believe that cannabis actually caused true madness, just that the two states were similar enough for research purposes. Five years later, he published his findings in Du Hachisch Et De L’aliénation Mentale: Études Psychologiques (Hashish and Mental Illness, 1845).

His colleagues protested. Since Moreau had taken hashish, he was “not keeping with strict scientific claims for objectivity.”46 But for Moreau, his skeptical colleagues’ lack of experience with hashish left their claims barren of objectivity.*6 Still, for Moreau, hashish proved therapeutically indispensable for giving an otherwise sane person insight into insanity. Others agreed. By 1900, various doctors had published over one hundred articles on the medical use of cannabis.47
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But there was another natural substance—not cannabis nor opium nor peyote—that caught a number of scientists’ attention in the midto late 1800s. Mind you, it did not cause a stir due to its visionary properties, despite its ability to invoke them intensely. This particular fungus has a long history as both a medicine and a purveyor of death, to say nothing of its role in medieval and early modern witchcraft.

This fungus called “ergot.”
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Mother’s Grain

A Brief History of the Ergot Fungus

Ergot . . . is so powerful a drug that in the hands of amateurs . . . it sometimes leads to psychical disaster and death. In skilled hands, however, it can be a valuable medical tool.

LUCY KAVALER


A LOATHSOME ROT

~ Sometime in the Sixth Century BCE ~

An unknown Assyrian scribe pressed the cuneiform characters “noxious pustule in the ear of grain” onto a wet clay tablet, giving us our earliest surviving reference to ergot.1 Another reference from not long after speaks of noxious grasses that cause pregnant women to “drop the womb.”2 Ergot, a fungus that grows on diseased rye grain, has been the cause of plague-like outbreaks of ergotism throughout European history, appearing in one of two forms: convulsive and gangrenous.3 Both suck. Gangrenous ergotism includes nausea and vomiting, while extremities like fingers and toes slowly decay and splinter off the body; beneath the skin, a fire roars so massively it as if the devil himself stoked the blaze. Convulsive ergotism attacks the nervous system, resulting in seizures, hallucinations, and psychosis. One anonymous writer living in the mid-ninth century CE chronicles with much despair, “A great plague of swollen blisters consumed the people of a loathsome rot.”4
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But ergot also proved to have medicinal value, provided the right person worked with it, preparing the fungus properly to cure, not to kill. Hippocrates (c. 370–470 BCE) would recommend ergot as a way to suppress postpartum hemorrhaging.5 For centuries thereafter, midwives and physicians would employ ergot to speed up muscular contractions in the uterus and thus facilitate childbirth. Other times, they used ergot to abort the pregnancy, resulting in one (of many) of its Germanic names, mutterkorn, or “mother’s grain.” Medieval lay-physicians, or “leeches,” wrote of ergot’s medicinal properties in their leech books, where it found employment as an alleviator of “ear worms,” upset stomach, runny nose, and even as an acne cream.6 And yet ergot is most notorious as the cause of outbreaks of ergotism that pepper the European historical landscape.

Ergot—the schizophrenic fungus: a medicine one day, human raze the next.

Excruciating death and lifesaving medicine aside, certain classical names for the fungus also point toward our ancestors understanding its intoxicating properties (granted it is prepared properly and served in a small dose). For example, the French referred to ergot as seigle ivre, or “drunken rye.” Tollkorn, or “mad grain,” confirms that medieval Germans also knew that this particular grain parasite deeply affected the mental state of those who ingested it.7 One medical student, Johannes Gotofredus Andres, even remarked about an ergotism outbreak that took place in Silesia, Poland, in 1717. Some of the afflicted acted “like ecstatics” who fell into deep sleeps and, upon waking, “told of various visions.”8

For its psychoactive properties, it seems ergot also found employment in magic and witchcraft. Several cases from Finnmark, Norway, certainly point in that direction. In late 1684, the district governor, Hans Hanssen Lilienskiold (1650–1703) decided to catalogue the various trials for witchcraft that had taken place in the district since 1620. Among a host of offenses, Lilienskiold listed seventeen cases that implicated mixing black pellets “the size of barley grains” into milk, and giving the beverage to drink. The Norwegian women who were mixing these ergot potions had somehow figured out how to suppress the negative, gangrenous effects and amplify its visionary properties,*7 as Lilienskiold records that some people “learned [witchcraft]” through imbibing these pythiagenic†8 cocktails.9

Other times, ergot-like symptoms appeared in places where rye provided the staple food of commoners. Take Norfolk, England, which saw two mysterious outbreaks of something in 1600 and 1621. Many local cattle died, while some villagers suffered ailments like fits, hallucinations, manic behavior, and one person even developed gangrene. Another case from Warboys, Huntingdonshirek, 1589, featured some undesirable pestilence infiltrating Robert Throckmorton’s house. Not only did other villagers suffer ergot-like maladies, but Throckmorton’s seven servants and five daughters developed “fits, hallucinations . . . temporary blindness, deafness, and numbness”—all common symptoms of ergotism. Here, we can surely make a good case for ergot poisoning, for which a victim of the loathsome rot could easily launch a charge of witchcraft against an eccentric individual living on the outskirts of Warboys.10

We also find additional evidence for ergot-induced witch persecutions on continental Europe. Historian Erik Midelfort marked the number of witch trials in Swabia against the fluctuation of rye prices in Augsburg between the years 1550–1689. He found that during this time, the impoverished masses subsisted on “grain of questionable quality.”11

Some researchers have suggested other areas in history where ergot might have reared its fungally little head. For example, ergot may have also helped inspire several mystical Jewish movements, as present-day psychiatrist Sharon Packer maintains, noting the correlation between outbreaks of ergotism and the rise of mystical groups like the Ashkenazi Hasidim of the Rhineland in the tenth century; Sabbateanism, which spread across Eurasia in the mid-seventeenth century; and Hasidism in late seventeenth century Ukraine.12 Of the Ashkenazi Hasidim, Packer writes, “whole towns were infused with such religious fervor. . . . Ecstatic seizures and religious visions became commonplace occurrences and were incorporated into semi-official rabbinical teaching.” Some followers of Sabbatai Zevi, founder of Sabbateanism, “fell into trances, convulsed and burst into paroxysms of joy during synagogue service. Enthusiasm peaked during the early summer Shavuoth celebration, when freshly-harvested grain harbored the most potent ergot.” Finally, of the Hasidic, Packer states that their “emphasis on transcendence faded after the death of . . . Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav.*9 This shift also coincided with the decline of endemic ergotism.”13

While this certainly remains a possibility, too much time and distance has passed—and far too little information survives to gauge validity—that we can do little more than speculate about such possibilities over adult beverages at psychedelic conference afterparties.

With this in mind, it is an easy and short step to attributing all medieval and early modern witch activity to plant-based elixirs. And in some cases, ergot may have caused a kind of uproarious societal disorder that authorities misattributed to witchcraft. But only some. The majority of times, other historical realities roll such conjectural waves back out to sea. For instance, in my last book, I made the case that while we will likely never even know if an entheogen played a role at the Rites of Eleusis in the first place, supposing one did, said entheogen probably wasn’t ergot (as is popularly believed).14 But ancient Eleusis is not the only place where ergot has been, I believe, misapplied.




THE SALEM INCIDENT

~ March 1, 1692 ~

The chains around Sarah Good’s legs scraped both the flesh on her ankles and the wooden floor as she entered the trial room of the courthouse.

The sweat of fury forming on his brow, the prosecutor examined Sarah Good. Did she hurt the children?

“I scorn it,” Good testifiied.

Did she employ familiar spirits?

“I scorn it. . . . You bring others here and now you charge me with it? You brought two more!”15

Unfortunately for Good (1653–1692), the magistrates were not content with these answers. Whenever she would speak, the children—a group of young girls, aged nine to twenty—would thrash their bodies and bellow with pain. Indeed, they had been suffering convulsions (on and off) for a few weeks now; Sarah Osborne (a social outcast), Good (the beggar woman), and Tituba (the slave woman) had bewitched them. As the girls sat in judgment of the accused, they couldn’t help but demonstrate the effects of bewitchment at the sound of Good’s voice. Whenever the magistrates spoke, the holy word on their tongues, the young girls—thank God!—returned to normal. The judge, the bailiff, the audience—everyone—wanted to know far more about this beggar woman, Good. For instance, villagers often heard her mumbling to herself as she walked away from the homes of the upper class, should the residents deny her their charity. This certainly raised suspicions of witchcraft and could easily explain the girls’ possession.

But those mumbles weren’t curses. “It is the [ten] commandments I say. I may say my commandments, I hope,” Good testified. Between the lines, she was begging for her life. She knew exactly what a charge of witchcraft meant.16

When asked to recite the commandments, Good could only recite gibberish, notwithstanding a few lines from the psalms and an accusation against Osborne of the very crimes for which she stood trial.

Osborne trembled in her shackles as she heard Good drop her name. For she was waiting in the parlor for her turn to be called to judgment, wholly innocent of whatever charges (and Good’s indictment) awaited her.*10 She had been ill, too sickly even to get out of bed. The ministers present had to help her into the room and then into the chair in which she sat. She looked damn near bewitched herself. She rambled on about her dreams, interrupted only by the screams and writhing of a few young girls if she looked in their direction. But she was so out of sorts that it seemed almost cruel to continue the inquest; the magistrates removed her from the courtroom. The girls’ convulsions stopped.

Finally, it was time to question Tituba, the slave woman who started it all.
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Some researchers in our own day have pointed to ergot poisoning as a possible explanation for the Salem witch trials of 1692, beginning with the publication of Linnda Caporael’s “Ergotism: The Satan Loosed in Salem?” (1976). Caporael focused on two pieces of evidence: weather conditions and the behavior of the “possessed” girls. On the former, she claims (correctly) that ergot favors “warm, damp, rainy springs.”17 However, she provides no evidence that such a spring occurred. On the latter, it is true that the girls exhibited some signs of ergotism like “mania, melancholia, psychosis, and delirium,” but lest we fall into thinking that correlation equals causation, we might take a closer look at what took place in Salem that most unfortunate year of our Lord, 1692.

Around a decade after Caporael published her article, historian Mary Kilbourne Matossian added weight to her hypothesis by including firsthand accounts (that Caporael did not provide) that sounded much like ergot poisoning from in and around Salem Village in her Poisons of the Past (1989). Take this example from Sarah Abbott, who testified on August 3, 1692, “My husband Benjamin Abbott has not only been afflicted in his body . . . but alsoe that strange and unusual thing have happened to his Cattle, for some have died suddenly and strangely, which we could not tell any natural reason for.” There was also the testimony of Hannah and John Putnam, whose daughter died after experiencing “strange and violent fitts . . . it continewed in strange and violent fitts for about Two day and Two nights and then departed this life by a cruell and violent death being enuf to piers a stony hart.”18

There is no doubt that this all reeks of ergot poisoning.

But there are some problems. The first of which is that none of the firsthand accounts Matossian offers originate before January 1692, when the first whispers of witchcraft started to stir in Salem Village. Not only that, but while some of the girls’ symptoms aligned with ergotism, other symptoms most certainly did not.
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Young girls had few outlets in the seventeenth century.*11 Some however, found delight from hearing about the damnations of those in Hell. How did they suffer? What merciless tortures did Satan visit upon the sinner? How exactly did the demons torment the damned? Sickness? Isolation? Restlessness? Hallucinations? It was all so exciting!

At least it was exciting for Abigail Williams (b. 1680), who delighted in these tales. She couldn’t wait for the day when she would join the others in Heaven and actually get to watch the anguish of the damned. How can we blame her? She was an eleven- or twelve-year-old girl living in Salem Village in 1692. She was ignored. Belittled. Expendable. Bullied. Frustrated. She found herself at the parsonage of her uncle, the Reverend Samuel Parris (1653–1720), playing around with his daughter, nine-year-old Elizabeth Parris. They were enamored with the Caribbean magic of Tituba.

We know little of Tituba before the Salem witch scare of 1692. She came to Salem via Reverend Parris, who acquired her while taking a break from his theological studies at Harvard to visit Barbados. His father, Thomas Parris, a cloth dealer from London, had recently died, leaving Samuel his twenty-acre cotton plantation in Barbados. Tituba arrived in Massachusetts with an exotic form of (what was probably) an echo of voodoo. Casting these spells with Betty and Abigail provided a living memory of her homeland, her family, her traditions, and a much-needed outlet from the unbearable suppression she endured on a daily basis.

But these spells, this magic, was well-known to the young girls to be sacrilegious. Reverend Parris often preached about the Hell that awaited those who dabbled in the very acts that his daughter engaged while at the parsonage with Tituba and Williams.

But it didn’t end there. For Parris and Williams were hardly the only overlooked, bored, frustrated girls in the surrounding area. Every Sunday their friends would come in from the outskirts of Salem Village to hear both Mass and Parris and Williams’ tales of Tituba’s strange practices. Eventually, these girls developed their own excuses as to why they needed to visit the parsonage after Sunday Mass. They likely told their parents any number of tales—anything—just to meet the grand witch herself, Tituba.

One of those girls was twelve-year-old Ann Putnam (1679–1716). Her visits to the parsonage were more of a reconnaissance mission for her mother (also named Ann), who had suffered the loss of her sister, several of her sister’s children, and even some of her own children. Her daughter Ann (the eldest surviving child) often fell sickly, surviving only until the age of thirty-seven, the residues of an unhealthy bloodline.

At times, deceased family members would visit Ann (senior) in dreams. She would tell the younger Ann the minutest details about these dreams and then send her to Tituba to see what it all meant—maybe even reconnect with the departed. Ann is important to this episode as it was her firm belief in the reality of Hell, her mother’s dreams, and Tituba’s powers that kicked off the witch scare. Most unfortunate for the people of Salem, just as Ann fell in with Tituba’s magic circle at the parsonage, her transition into puberty came with especially horrific pains and aches—pains and aches separate from her usual illnesses. Pains and aches that witches were well-known to inflict upon little girls.

And so the younger Putnam received attention—attention that no one ever gave her; attention that adolescent girls simply didn’t receive in Salem Village (or anywhere else) in 1692. The attention made her feel alive; it put her on the sunny-side of afterlife possibilities—the diametrical opposition between herself and the devil’s subjects meant she couldn’t be one of the devil’s subjects. And lo! To everyone’s surprise (and retrospectively, to no one’s surprise) suddenly Williams fell under this same spell, only with new symptoms, as yet undiagnosed in Parris. Williams got on all fours and started climbing on and under furniture like an animal, braying and whinnying, only to suddenly stop frozen in her tracks, convulsing and flailing about on the floor; other times she would make “as if she would fly, stretching up her arms as high as she could, and crying ‘whish, whish, whish!’ several times.”19 The girls met the prayers said for them with wild screams and agonized bellows. In fact, at one point, young Parris even threw a Bible across the room. As news spread of the odd suffering of Parris and Williams (and the devoted attention they received), other girls in Salem Village like Susanna Sheldon and Mary Walcott started to suffer as well.

Witchcraft certainly offered a plausible explanation for the girls’ odd behavior. To the devoutly religious sensibilities of the Salem population in the late seventeenth century, case closed.

But how do we adjudicate such claims in the early twenty-first century?

Let’s investigate.

[image: image]

Obviously, there was a lot more to the Salem witch scare beyond the brief outline above. The whole of the Salem affair is not the subject of this book and, quite frankly, there are too many books about it anyway. I merely wanted to show how the whole Salem scare initially unfolded. For if ergot truly spurred the witch scare, that’s where we will find it—in the beginning. So that’s the beginning: a string of young girls, one by one, came down with a strange malady that no one else in the village endured.

With this in mind, let’s explore the plausibility of the ergot hypothesis.

For starters, the ergot that possibly grew in the Salem fields would have to have behaved unlike every other strand of ergot in history. Ergot epidemics do not discriminate by race, gender, or age demographic. Ergotism is a mean, harsh killer. Children, who are most vulnerable to ergot poisoning, die gruesome, horrible deaths. And yet, not only did every girl survive her seizures (none showing a single outward sign of ergotism*12), perhaps most bizarre, all the girls—post-screaming, post-writhing, post-convulsive fits, post-agony—seemed “little the worse” once they returned to baseline. Some even looked “positively refreshed.”20 Somehow, between receiving unyielding prayerful attention and feeling worn out from all their spasms and fits, the girls found long stretches of respite from their afflictions.

Somehow . . .

Next, there is the problem of when their symptoms showed. Isn’t it strange that the convulsions and outcries took place at odd times here and there? And why did the bulk of their ergotism-like symptoms appear in the presence of the accused? Or when an adult prayed or mentioned holy names? That’s mighty specific for ergotism.

But it’s even more specific for young girls with big imaginations, whose daily reminders of the realities of Hell gave their young and fertile minds a firm understanding of what demons and demon possession looked like. They knew from Sunday sermons, from Parris’s own father, the very man in whose parsonage this had all began, that demons hated holy words. They could easily play along.

And so they did.

In fact, two of the elder girls grew fearful that some of the younger girls were overdoing it, taking the act a little too far, and so quickly decried them.21

None of this is consistent with ergot poisoning. The demographic of the afflicted, how said affliction spread, how the symptoms manifested and when, and the scripted nature of it all waxes more toward a group of mostly teenage girls (at least one deeply disturbed) enjoying a rare and coveted attention than anything like ergotism. So while the ergot hypothesis is technically plausible (as it has happened in history before), there seems to have been different forces and circumstances at work in Salem, Massachusetts, during that cold, foul winter of 1692.
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