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“A remarkable collection of Claudio Naranjo’s writings on psychedelics and their role in spirituality and psychotherapy—what he considers two sides of the same coin. Of special value are his plentiful case reports in which we see on display the humanity and wisdom of this wise and humane psychedelic guide and trainer. Naranjo’s 
unwavering commitment to the centrality of actual experience to personal growth provides a unique perspective on understanding and utilizing the psychedelic drug state. A timely and most valuable contribution to the field.”

RICK STRASSMAN, M.D., 
AUTHOR OF DMT: THE SPIRIT 
MOLECULE

“Today’s psychedelic culture is a hotchpotch of conflicting and harmonious factors bubbling together in a multicolored cauldron of potential. With such a long history of seemingly miraculous successes and well-known epic controversies, it takes a scholar of epic proportions to guide us through the maelstrom. Claudio’s years—decades in fact—of frontline immersion in the multidisciplinary field of psychedelics has now produced the go-to text to navigate this fascinating space. This book is a cutting-edge examination of contemporary science with an essential focus on the story of humanity’s oldest philosophy. What better captain to steer us than the man who has been there since the beginning, always alert and vigilant to the emerging psychedelic tides and their place in our lives. Read this book; carry it with you on your journey. There can be no better map.”

BEN SESSA, M.D., MRCPSYCH, 
PSYCHIATRIST, RESEARCHER, COFOUNDER AND COCHAIR OF BREAKING 
CONVENTION, AND AUTHOR OF THE PSYCHEDELIC 
RENAISSANCE

“Imagine a life that brings together the shamanic and the scientific sides of the psychedelic renaissance, the spiritual and the therapeutic, North and South, East and West. Imagine a writer who describes, with clarity and grace, the ineffable nature of the altered state. Imagine a psychedelic pioneer who is not afraid to call out the hedonism, grandiosity, and foolishness that sometimes darken this ‘enlightened’ community. Imagine Claudio Naranjo.”

DON LATTIN, AUTHOR OF
THE HARVARD PSYCHEDELIC 
CLUB AND CHANGING OUR 
MINDS

“I first met Dr. Claudio Naranjo 50 years ago when we both studied at the Esalen Institute with Dr. Fritz Perls, the founder of Gestalt Therapy. Claudio was already a psychotherapy pioneer at that time. He has continued to lead us toward new and important information on healing, now including this magnum opus that contributes significantly to the present worldwide renaissance in psychedelic psychotherapy.”

DR. RICHARD LOUIS 
MILLER, PH.D., AUTHOR 
OF PSYCHEDELIC MEDICINE

“Claudio Naranjo is the most shaman of the scholars and the most learned of the shamans.”

LUIS WEINSTEIN, 
PHOTOJOURNALIST, AUTHOR, AND FORMER PRESIDENT OF THE AMERICAN 
FILM INSTITUTE

“Dr. Claudio Naranjo, pioneer of consciousness, has written the fundamental work for the psychotherapist who wants to not only experience but understand the world of known meditation techniques.”

RABBI ZALMAN SCHACHTER-SHALOMI 
“REB ZALMAN,” ONE OF THE FOUNDERS OF THE 
JEWISH RENEWAL MOVEMENT

“I knew Claudio for many years. He is someone who immersed himself in a great variety of teachings and practices in order to help others heal their pain and find the way to the development of consciousness.”

TARTHANG TULKU RINPOCHE,
TIBETAN TEACHER



Foreword

By Jose Maria Fàbregas, M.D.

Philosopher, psychiatrist, teacher of therapists, seeker and finder of deep meanings of life, gestalt world reference, integrator of the psychospiritual legacy of East and West, militant and inspirer of transformative education, teacher of the healing of love as a tool for personal, social, and transpersonal change . . . Dr. Claudio Naranjo’s facets are as numerous as the thousand faces of the hero that Joseph Campbell spoke to us of (who, by the way, was his friend: one of the many remarkably interesting friends of this remarkably interesting man). However, I shall never tire of insisting on one of the lesser-known facets of this exceptional researcher with his long white beard, tender heart, and strong character: that of pioneer in psychopharmacology research from the early sixties, as well as a figure of fundamental importance in the development of psychedelic therapies, not only in the golden era of the Revolution of Consciousness in the prodigious decade, but also later, in the troubled seventies of prohibition, in the dismal eighties of the “war on drugs,” in the bleak nineties of conformism . . . and in the resurgence, forty years later, already in the twenty-first century, of the medical and humanistic interest in psychotropic substances as bearers of a new revolution, this time of psychiatry (that, unlike other fields of medicine, came to a standstill forty years ago in Haloperidol and Prozac), as well in the search for consciousness.

Let us see to what extent Claudio’s work has been that of a pioneer. In the midsixties, when he had already visited the Amazon to experiment firsthand with ayahuasca and already had extensive experience as a therapist, Claudio joined forces with Alexander Shulgin and Tony Sargent to research and develop a whole panoply of previously unimaginable psychotropics. It was an association of ten years with astounding results. Together, they developed over one hundred psychoactive substances. Not only that, they also rediscovered MDMA, or ecstasy, overlooked by the Merck laboratories after discovering it in 1912, believing it to be an unusable substance.

The merit of these “cheerful lads” of psychedelic chemistry is vast. Nowadays, researching visionary substances, psychedelics, or psychodysleptics requires great courage, but if we take this to the era when Shulgin, Naranjo, and Sargent started, we find something of great merit, at a time when there was no demand for it, neither was there a generalized sensitization about the need to open the doors of the mind to the unknown. That in the early sixties somebody should intuit and suggest the possibility of using new psychedelic substances, beyond LSD, for therapeutic uses, is most surprising. The catalog of what was created was gathered partly by Shulgin, the eldest of the three and head of the team, in his books PiKHAL (Phenethylamines I Have Known and Loved) and TiKHAL (Tryptamines I Have Known and Loved). The catalog includes substances such as TMA, DMMDA, TeMA, DOM, 2C-B, 2C-T-7, U4E . . . among dozens of others.

Although among the psychedelic community of the United States there has been a tendency to not sufficiently remember or value Claudio’s role, the invaluable results of his collaboration with Shulgin during the sixties remain, nevertheless, strongly rooted among us, and I believe that the fact that Shulgin ended up being recognized as “the father of ecstasy,” implies some kind of injustice in the face of team research work where Naranjo was also instrumental because of his clinical trials, both regarding MDMA and the case of so many phenethylamines.

Since we are discussing clinical trials, one of the most striking features of that team is that not only did it carry out research, but it was also first in testing the results, above all as a way of protecting future users, which I find to be of astonishing ethical nobility. Many scientists experiment on animals, but one who experiments on himself, and who is able to take on that risk and that responsibility, and share that personal experience with the public in order that it can rely on trustworthy information and previous trials, inevitably becomes a key reference for the creation and right guidance of a critical mass of conscious “psychedelic warriors” capable of helping many other people in their quest. For my part, I must admit that I would not be capable of lending myself as a human guinea pig to my own experiments. I do not know whether these pioneers were sure about which substances could fry their brains and which could not. Either way, they did it and they survived it.

In my work as a psychiatrist specialized in the treatment of drug addictions, seekers of sensations who open their mouths and close their eyes make up for a large cohort. It is fundamental, therefore, to develop means of social protection and precaution, generating information and research—never forms of repression, prohibition, or concealment that, as we have already seen, bring with them the restriction of freedom and terrible social and public health consequences. It is curious that the group of researchers that generate books, synthesize substances, and pave the way to improve the world, and the group of candidates to be admitted to a detoxification clinic share a common trait: disdain for the risk they are exposed to by experimenting on their own bodies. Some are close, as demonstrated, I believe, by the example of Howard Lotsof, initially a junkie on the streets of New York who, when discovering ibogaine and recovering, became a vital researcher—later, by the way, he was to establish a relationship with the discoverer of the effects of ibogaine, who is none other than Claudio.*1 However, beyond apparent similarities, it would seem that the wisdom of the researcher, the pioneer, has an invaluable protective effect: after hundreds or perhaps thousands of psychedelic “trips,” Shulgin died aged almost 90 and with his composure as a gentleman intact. I am unaware of Sargent’s fate. However, Naranjo’s life and work are well known: at the time of his death at eighty-six years old, his was one of the most privileged minds of the intellectual, psychotherapeutic, transpersonal, and humanistic panorama of the Anglo-Saxon and Latin American world, if not of the entire world. He is surely among the most important references in the field of psychedelic explorations.

More recently, as Shulgin already did with phenethylamines, Claudio compiled his research as a pioneer in therapeutic use of yagé in the book Ayahuasca, the Vine of the Celestial River (in Spanish). Now he presents us with Psychedelic Explorations—fifty years of therapeutic work with consciousness catalyzers that will truly surprise readers. But . . . has research with drugs been carried out all this time? Was it not illegal? How is it that we have not come to know about the enormous therapeutic potential of the substances described in this book before? Is the end of prohibition and the “war on drugs” just around the corner? Will we have, in brief, ecstasy on prescription, as Rick Doblin, from MAPS (Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies) says? What will a future society where psychedelics are used with common sense and administered not by experts, but by wise people, as Naranjo proposes, be like? So many questions . . . I believe all of them are answered, whether implicitly or explicitly, in the pages of this powerful book.

In the time of the pioneers, there were psychopharmacologists like Shulgin, psychonauts like Huxley, and psychiatrists like Osmond. However, Naranjo was these three things all at once. This sum of roles brought about a shift in the research and practical applications of psychedelic substances: nobody had ventured so far, nobody had progressed so much in their therapeutic application as Claudio. Half a century later, he stands as the psychotherapist with the most clinical experience in individual and group treatment with psychedelics. He must be recognized and valued for his ability to intuit a path that, in that time, did not have full meaning.

Let us briefly discuss the return to research with psychedelics, forty years later. A research that, as evidenced by this book, never ceased, but adopted discreet forms, beyond institutional channels, to avoid the dark shadow of prohibitionism. The sixties was a crucial time in the history of the search for consciousness: working in that decade were Albert Hofmann, Shulgin, Naranjo, and Sargent, Humphrey Osmond, Ken Kesey, and Timothy Leary, Alan Watts, Richard Alpert, Stanislav Grof, Jonathan Ott, Antonio Escohotado, Richard Jensen, and many other researchers, alive at the same time as Ernst Jünger, Aldous Huxley, Robert Graves, Gregory Bateson, Arthur Koestler, Henri Michaux, Anaïs Nin, Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac, William Burroughs, and many other famous psychonauts. It was a truly prodigious generation. However, the Nixon and Reagan administrations’ “war on drugs” nipped the psychotropics revolution in the bud. Today we are confronted with the official demise of that detrimental war: if ten years ago, when setting its goals for the decade, the United Nations instituted the eradication of illegal substances, today we can say that battle is lost—there are more drugs, cheaper, purer, and more affordable. Although, unfortunately, the black market does not offer any guarantee to users. We are also facing a new public debate that is attempting to rectify the strayed course of prohibitionism, and negotiating stances of responsibility is already being openly discussed with users. It would be very interesting to reach new social agreements concerning the use of psychotropic substances, for, in spite of the efforts of prohibitionism, today we are facing new problems, such as the lack of perception of risk among adolescents. Cannabis abusers have multiplied and are initiated earlier than a few years ago, which combined with a genetically modified marijuana and psychosocial vulnerability and risk factors, is causing an increase in learning, behavioral, and psychiatric disorders, directly associated with this consumption.

A new awareness and understanding of psychotropics in general seems therefore paramount to me. I found one of the theses of Naranjo’s book very relevant in that sense: the need to train professionals that can work as specialists in administering psychedelic substances, that can infuse new energy into the groups of users of these substances, that know how to select participants to avoid the greedy ones and alert vulnerable people about unnecessary risks, that can add to the use of substances an extensive pyschotherapeutic and consciousness training. This should be accompanied by a policy of transparent and responsible public information, as well as certain restrictions: if one needs to be eighteen to drive a car, then to consume drugs, one should also need to be eighteen, and perhaps older, as a psychedelics user should have completed the neural network biological maturation process and be old enough to know how to weigh the risks. The result of all of this could place us before a much healthier panorama (in terms of public health) than the present one. I wish to stress something, more so in the current environment of illegality and trafficking not subject to quality controls: the so-called drugs have therapeutic, medical, and psychological indications that for the most part are yet to be discovered; but they also have contraindications, like any other pharmacological substance. It is an error, for example, to think that the “natural” cannot do any harm. If an ayahuasca consumption facilitator has not trained conscientiously in the prevention of risks associated with this sacred brew, he or she will be putting many people’s health at risk. The pharmacological oversight services have protocols that serve to identify problems and contraindications in the interest of the consumer’s health; I am not saying it is a perfect system, but it works, and it prevents undesirable effects. In this sense, the right to carry out research becomes fundamental: to evaluate the effects of psychedelic substances is to ensure the well-being of millions of users throughout the world. An anonymous database that would collect secondary effects described by users all over the world would be of great help, and what to say about Energy Control, the international service whose confidential analyses have avoided many overdoses. There is, moreover, a novel and very promising field of research that we are already implementing in the clinic where I carry out my professional role: the analysis of genetic codes to foresee, amongst other things, the secondary effects of some medications.

We have realized that, genetically, each person metabolizes medicine in a different way. A slow metabolizer will need, therefore, a much smaller dose than a fast metabolizer. Here, surely, lies the reason why certain medicines cause secondary effects to a few among thousands of people, or why a same dose of a drug can affect one person negatively while it may have no effect on another. Was it a draw? No: it is the physical conditions and the personal genetic code that determine such effects, and this will lead us to refine with great precision the administering of medicine doses in the future.

Neither are the psychological vulnerability factors inconsiderable. There are people with more stable psychological structures that tolerate experimentation without any problems. There are others, on the contrary, who are shaken by the slightest push. One of the most desirable and formative effects of psychedelics is the experience of death and rebirth, as well as the de-identification of the self. The flexibility of the structure of the self is fundamental here. When the self has been deconstructed and reorganized through a psychedelic experience, what remains afterward tends to be more stable, more joyful, and safer than any other structure that lives with the fear of being deconstructed or confronted.

Beyond that, as I have already mentioned, every medical substance has indications and contraindications. Even aspirin, which some people use for life as a cardiac protector, has them (and many). MDMA really has some very clear therapeutic uses: in post-traumatic stress disorder it acts by unlocking emotions. In extremely vulnerable people, very rarely, it could produce self-referencing, psychotic profiles. However, used in the correct doses, with a safety distance in time between each intake, in the right place, with the appropriate companions, we find ourselves facing a substance safe enough that it would be absurd not to tap into its therapeutic benefits. If we are speaking of ayahuasca, whose neurotoxicity and hepatoxicity simply don’t exist, we find ourselves facing a substance with an even greater capacity to evoke memories, relive them with the intensity with which they were created, rearrange them; we might not be able to change the reality of the traumas experienced, but we can reconcile ourselves with the past, no matter how traumatic it may have been. In Brazil, a Chilean torturer came to take ayahuasca in a session that I witnessed. Unaware of it, in that group there was another man who had been a victim of tortures during the Argentinian dictatorship. Both had the opportunity to contact the immense pain that those life situations had meant for them. They both were able to purge and harmonize that past.

In Psychedelic Explorations, Claudio talks about his own experience with substances that seem to be, on the one hand, safe enough, and on the other hand, very suitable for undertaking psychedelic therapy with them. These are MMDA, MDMA, ayahuasca, ibogaine, psilocybin, and more. One cannot ignore that the personal experiences described by Claudio, those wonderful sessions transcribed from his psychedelic groups, where marvelous insights and existential gifts of an overwhelming magnitude occur, represent one of the great gifts that this book contributes to the advancement of knowledge. This represents the most luminous aspect of research with psychotropics.

On the other hand, there are substances such as cocaine or heroin that it seems do not present that potential to help. I would find a group dynamic supported by beer or vodka very strange, although Gurdjieff used it with his disciples. In my opinion, the main difference between them is that the first are consciousness expanders, while cocaine is a focalizer of attention and heroin, as benzodiazepines and alcohol, is a depressor of the central nervous system.

Following two decades in which unsound research teams of suspiciously biased 
financing dedicated themselves to scaring the community describing catastrophic 
effects of the consumption of almost any known psychedelic substance, today we 
find a revival of scientific interest in the therapeutic potentialities of 
psychedelics, and every year more studies appear in specialized journals; with ample guarantees, the beneficial potentialities of these substances are evaluated. Researcher Teri Krebs and clinical psychologist Pål-Ørjan Johansen, of the Neurosciences Department of the Norwegian University of Science and Technology, used data from a United States national health survey with 130,000 people to see if there was a correlation between the use of psychedelic drugs and mental health problems. The authors did not find any links; however, they did find some significant associations between the use of psychedelic drugs and a lesser prevalence of mental health problems. A couple of studies on ritual ayahuasca users in which I have participated reveal similar data. We carried them out, with authorization from the government of Brazil, together with scientists, doctors, and researchers such as José Carlos Bouso, Débora González, Sabela Fontdevila, Marta Cutchet, Xavier Fernández, Paulo César Ribeiro Barbosa, Miguel Ángel Alcázar-Córcoles, Wladimyr Sena Araujo, Manel J. Barbanoj, and Jordi Riba. The studies, “Evaluation of the Severity of Addiction among Ritual Users of Ayahuasca” and “Personality, Psychopathology, Life Attitudes and Neuropsychological Performance among Ritual Users of Ayahuasca: Longitudinal Study,” published respectively in Drug and Alcohol Dependency and in PLoS ONE, revealed that ritual use of ayahuasca does not induce the psychosocial alterations that the abuse of other substances typically causes, and that all the ayahuasca users studied (with fifteen years of consumption twice a week) scored better in resolution ability tests and did not present a higher incidence of psychopathological problems or cognitive deterioration.

Nevertheless, these studies present methodological limitations, such as the self-selection phenomenon, which is that we are unaware of how many individuals have given up consumption due to presenting harmful effects, or the fact that we do not have previous evaluations from before these groups started consuming ayahuasca. Nonetheless, we discover that long-term ayahuasca users obtained much higher scores in matters relating to the meaning of life, personal satisfaction, humanism, intrapsychic life, capacity for empathy, and the like.

Another important methodological limitation for the scientific analyses of the benefits and contraindications of psychedelics is the importance of the setting: it is not the same to take ayahuasca connected to sensors in a hospital, as at a ceremony in the middle of nature, therefore evaluation in a laboratory becomes a complicated procedure.

Moreover, the world of psychedelics is not and cannot be solely in the hands of the medical, scientific, or psychotherapeutic community. Only in the very diverse world of ayahuasca do traditional shamanic lineages, the religious world of the Brazilian ayuasquera churches like the Santo Daime, and the Western representatives of the research and psychotherapy world coexist. The Brazilian government brought together these three lines in a symposium some years ago: the aim was to tell the world that ayahuasca was not a drug, and neither should it be prohibited. Getting these three lines to agree was a real feat, for each group defended itself as the genuine bearer of knowledge.

As I have previously mentioned, Claudio Naranjo is someone who has many merits, and I believe because of this he is someone who should be at the forefront of the fight to make the world understand the importance of research and psychotherapy with psychedelics. Claudio is a shaman recognized by the world of Amazon indigenous Taitas as an equal; likewise, he is someone who has been invested with authority to officiate the ritual reserved for the padrinhos of the Santo Daime; lastly, his rise and referentiality as a researcher from universities such as Berkeley, and professor of the University of California in Santa Cruz, psychiatric doctor, and pioneer researcher in psychopharmacology, is already more than accredited.

I still think that his idea of creating a psychedelic therapy facilitator training school goes beyond the visionary. Such an approach represents an overcoming of the disparities between the three lines described, for such a school would invariably integrate them all. Moreover, it would be the opportunity to rescue from anonymity many psychiatrists, psychotherapists, and other daring people who, today, continue to discretely practice psychedelic therapy, as they did back in the sixties when psychiatrists could still provide their patients with psychedelics freely in many parts of the world without it generating criticism or legal problems. It is high time this open secret is made public.

The school that Claudio Naranjo advocates would avoid, moreover, another of the evils that I believe stems from prohibitionism: shamanic amateurism, weekend “training” courses, and feather and maraca commercialism. Who has the right to decide that another is authorized or not to administer sacred plants or psychedelic substances? There is merit, there is greatness and perseverance, and Claudio has all of these, as he has the traits needed to be a reference in the subtle territory of psychedelia: being a shaman, an experimenter scientist, and a humanist teacher simultaneously.

A new chapter in the history of psychedelia is beginning. We are facing a very promising future. We know already that LSD helps patients that suffer from debilitating headaches, according to a study. That microdoses of LSD, it is being reported, are extremely beneficial for the development of creativity. That psilocybin helps to alleviate the anxiety of patients with advanced cancer, that it reconfigures the brains of people with depression, and eliminates the loop of negative thoughts—there are already studies that suggest it. That ketamine is promising as a fast-acting antidepressant, as another scientific study argues. That ibogaine is extremely useful to detoxify recalcitrant addicts. We have already referred to the many benefits (without forgetting, of course, that there will always be contraindications) of MDMA or ayahuasca. A revolution, then, is drawing close. One that will probably overtake Prozac, Haloperidol, and Valium—and that will finally deal with the root of psychiatric and psychological ills, instead of persisting in the error of treating only the symptoms. Psychedelics act on the root of problems. They are direct, clear, inspiring, and although the contraindications are not negligible and therefore they are not a panacea, it is evident that we can no longer prohibit or ignore them: the health of our civilization needs this opportunity for knowledge.

Claudio Naranjo has written, regarding all this, an essential book. In it is traced a pathway to a future where society disposes of what Claudio has come to call the “psychic dynamite” that we need to avoid the perilous and grim future that is on the horizon if we do nothing to raise the level of our consciousness as a civilization. In that sense, Claudio can be likened to a prophet who restores our hope that an awakened, loving, and pacific world is possible. For just this (and for much more), My Psychedelic Explorations is a journey worth initiating. I believe that, for its value, our children and our children’s children will continue to find inspiration in these pages.

JOSE MARIA FÀBREGAS,
M.D., is a psychiatrist specializing in substance abuse treatment. An advocate of the transformational power of ayahuasca in overcoming addiction, in 1981 he created his own clinic, the Center for Research and Treatment of Addictions (CITA), with the objective to develop a therapeutic community.



PROLOGUE

Psychedelics as a Transformational Resource

I feel that it is the right moment to return to a subject I have said relatively little about since the sixties, when providentially I became the discoverer or first researcher of the therapeutic effects of a number of substances (such as ayahuasca, the “empathogens,” and ibogaine) of which much has been said recently and that, since then, have affected the consciousness of multitudes.

Lately I am often asked to share my experience as a witness of my experimental or therapeutic use of such substances, especially after I accepted some years ago the invitation of the publisher La Llave to finish a book on ayahuasca written in the sixties. Thus, for example, its publication led to me being invited to deliver the keynote address at the first international conference on ayahuasca, which took place this year (2014) in Ibiza, and to Italian publishers in turn becoming interested in publishing both this new book and my old book The Healing Journey, written in the sixties.

However, being asked for interviews and conferences is not the only reason I have decided to now write a new book about psychedelics, but also because it is no longer reasonable to think that at eighty-two years of age one can leave things pending for the indefinite future, and I soon ought to do what I think is important enough to do. In addition to these there is an even more important reason, which is that I think it is the opportune moment to do so; it is evident that the authorities are beginning to question the staunch prohibitionism they have embraced so far regarding the use of these substances, and I sense that my voice can serve to proceed most appropriately among the alternatives that have been discussed for decades. For similarly to the situation of the long-standing cold war between the United States and the Soviet Union, it seems to me that the impasse between the repressive spirit and libertarianism has not been overcome—more precisely the conflict between the war on drugs and the call to freedom and autonomy regarding the exploration of one’s own consciousness.

Feminism has already weakened the patriarchal culture that has dominated throughout the history of all current civilizations, taking us to the threshold of what has been glimpsed as a new era, but it is also obvious that our crumbling patriarchal order defends itself by way of intensifying its violent, exploitative, and dehumanizing nature, and therefore we are witnessing an increasingly critical situation. On account of this, for the past fifteen years I have been preaching the need for a change of consciousness through education; however, lately I have begun to feel that both the fossilization of our educational institutions and the negligence of most governments concerning the need to reform the current education for mediocrity has reached such an extent that it is possible that the necessary change of consciousness that may put an end to the multifaceted crisis of our corrupt and dying society will make the wise application of the healing potential of so-called hallucinogens imperative.

Apropos of this term, I will explain from the outset that I have chosen for the title of this book the word psychedelic, the etymology of which refers to the “expansion” (delos) of consciousness, instead of the more common and formal medical term hallucinogen, which is literally incorrect (as the images that are typically visualized under its effect are not true hallucinations, which by definition are confused with reality*2). Moreover, I do not share the prejudice of those who want to avoid the alleged vilification of the association of the more appropriate term (psychedelic) with the time of half a century ago when, in the midsixties, the youths around the universities of Harvard and California (and then all over the United States and even beyond) felt that the perversion of the usual ways of life and existing institutions justified a counterculture.

Certainly, a “New Era” (which we are still awaiting) was spoken of prematurely then, not only the concept, born at that time, of a “revolution of consciousness” seems valid to me, but also the countless fruits of that fertile period that the authorities tried so hard to combat and discredit seem to have been validated by history: the new therapies, the interest in the spiritual traditions of the East, pacifism, ecology, a new phase in the development of feminism, solidarity with the civil rights movement, and so on. And while the authorities’ fear of the voice of youth led to the intensification of repressive and conservative tendencies (that have prevailed in the world since), I think we should not fall into the deception of condemning something that, rather, we ought to be able to appreciate; because the psychedelic consciousness that inspired that time may be what works best today for the sociocultural and political-economic transformation that we are already entering to flow in consonance with a wisdom that our science would barely be able to comprehend, and that only our matured consciousness will know how to navigate as it awakens. For, as Einstein said and as is often repeated: “No problem can be solved from the same level of consciousness that created it.”

Nietzsche famously said that only the Dionysian spirit can free us of the repressive spirit of a fossilized Western Christian society, and Alain Denielou has argued eloquently about the identities of the god the Greeks knew as Dionysius and the god the Hindus called Shiva, from whom the Hindus have awaited the transition of our dark Kali Yuga to a new golden age. So, the Dionysian spirit that characterized the libertarian spirit of the counterculture in California during the sixties (as commemorated in the book To a Dancing God by the theologian Sam Keen) is closely related to the dissolution of the ego under the influence of psychedelics. Not only is it revealed by the phenomenology of relevant experiences, but also by the history of the oldest of the Western religions, which informs us that the wine that was used in the mysteries of Eleusis contained more than fermented grape juice.

It is understandable, then, that for one who intuits that both Nietzsche and the Hindu prophecy were right, and one who has seen also the deeply transformative effect of a single psychedelic experience in many people, to account for such experiences constitutes not only another book, but one written with a special sense of social responsibility. What is more, I write in the hope that just as in the sixties life made me the discoverer of important psychotropic drugs, it may be giving me the opportunity to contribute now to the knowledge of psychedelics becoming appreciated and recognized as a necessary resource to the collective evolution of consciousness that we have so problematically been resisting.

I have begun this book with a “psychedelic autobiography” that, as an implicit overview of my activities, will serve as a framework for the following chapters, and also for a series of scientific papers or press articles that I have relegated to a section of appendices, or inserted as illustrations.

Then, it seemed appropriate to reproduce the chapter on “Pharmacologically Induced Altered States of Consciousness” that I was requested to write in the eighties by Benjamin Wolman (editor also of the largest encyclopedias of psychology), for a manual on altered states of consciousness.*3

Thirdly, I address the issue of “interpersonal psychedelics” that I had the privilege to discover and that I baptized as feeling-enhancers (or affective optimizers) although they are better known today as empathogens; and I start to do so with the transcript of a lecture I delivered at the Unitarian Church of San Francisco in response to the invitation from the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS) on the fiftieth anniversary of the discovery of LSD-25. This transcript already appeared in Julie Holland’s book about ecstasy.*4

Furthermore, provided in the section of the book dedicated to interpersonal psychedelics, I have included and discussed the transcription of a group session with MDMA (3,4-methylenedioxymethamphetamine), and also some advice for the use of MDMA in individual psychotherapy. In an appendix I have selected some passages from a never-published book about the therapeutic use of MMDA (3-methoxy-4,5methylenedioxyamphetamine), which seems to me the most appropriate psychedelic for potentiating Gestalt therapy.

Fourthly, I dedicate some words to oneirophrenic substances—that is to say, beta-carbolines and ibogaine. Although regarding the first I have already written enough in my book on ayahuasca, I include in this volume some new texts. I also include as new chapters on ayahuasca the transcription of what was said at the roundtable on ayahuasca and human development at the international conference on ayahuasca in 2014 and the conference on ayahuasca and psychotherapy given online under the auspices of the Open University of Catalonia, which took the unplanned form of a conversation with Mia Fàbregas, who introduced me. I have also included a brief synopsis by Asunta de Hormaechea about her experience taking ayahuasca more than a hundred times with the “Union of the Plant.”

Concerning ibogaine, regretfully, I mislaid the article I wrote in preparing my visit to the University of California conference on LSD in 1967, but it seemed to me appropriate to reproduce here a conference given in a California hospital during 1968 (later published by the Journal of Toxicology) that contains the first written description of a session with ibogaine.

The next chapter about the use of ibogaine in small doses in a context of meditation, self-knowledge, and liberation, is a recent work that I wrote as the closing speech for the first international conference on ibogaine that was held in March 2016 in Tepoztlán.

The next section of the book contains a couple of articles on a classic hallucinogen: the psilocybin mushroom, in which I have emphasized different aspects of this experience of immense potential for transformation when it is done in a group setting and following a few days preparation through meditation, self-knowledge, and expressive activities.

I turn next to the theme of the spiritual, and after making a few general remarks about the theme I present an essay on how the psychedelic experience is often an awakener of the psycho-physiological process that Hindu spirituality describes as “the awakening of the kundalini.”

Next, I include an essay on the interpretation of the psychedelic experience in the light of the psychology of meditation, which was originally written as a contribution to the Festschrift in honor of Albert Hofmann*5 and then included in the Yearbook of Cross-Cultural Medicine and Psychotherapy.†6

Also, I have included in this section of the book devoted to the spiritual aspects of psychedelic trips the particularly lucid account of a transformation process written by Monica Udler, a professor of philosophy and a Sufi, who through several sessions with MDMA and ayahuasca realized a stable connection to her fundamental consciousness.

Finally, this book ends with a chapter I have entitled “The Role of Psychedelics in a Policy of Consciousness,” in which I argue that the debate between prohibitionism and libertarianism can only be addressed from the perspective of a consideration that has never been explicitly raised, about the alternative between control policy and the policy of promoting human development, which has been systematically but unconsciously postponed in our patriarchal culture in favor of earnings or profit utility.

I conclude my book proposing that if one wanted to finally realize the potential of psychedelics for mental health and social evolution, it would not suffice to end the problematic criminalization of drugs, but it would be essential to train expert psychonaut guides who, like the shamans of ancient cultures, would be able to provide the community with the highly sought after and rewarding experiences of expansion of consciousness; experiences that certainly are not of interest to all, but are to the seekers who (also like the shamans of ancient cultures) constitute something like a fermentation agent of healing transformation. This, of course, would require that in addition to establishing training centers for psychedelics therapists (or whatever they may be called), they be allowed to practice in the future, so that regardless of the restrictions that may continue in effect with respect to the distribution or free use of drugs, at least a channel of legitimate use may be opened to the community through these licensed professionals.

One of the reasons for my long silence about psychedelics has been a move away from the psychedelic community; I was encouraged to revisit the issue, however, by the idea that my voice can break the impasse between a tragicomic prohibitionism and anarchical libertarianism—and this by promoting initiatives that result in the establishment of vocational training centers for specialists and in the review of the laws or regulations necessary for the community to access psychedelics with maximum benefit and minimal complications.

I hope, then, that all the comments, information, and ideas presented here provide a stimulus for a social shift that promises as much as feminism and the sexual revolution have meant for us, and that in turn allows us to leave behind the patriarchal paradigm to enter the much-heralded “New Era.”

POST SCRIPTUM

Lastly, a note about the title of this work that I originally entitled Psychedelic Explorations, for explorations is the term that best describes the spirit in which I have addressed the personal experiences, scientific experiments, clinical sessions, and intellectual essays that I give account of in these pages.

My editor, David Barba, tells me that a better title would be The Pathway of Psychedelics, but although one can certainly talk about “the pathway of yagé” or “the pathway of peyote,” I do not think one can talk about a “pathway of MDMA,” which is a great help for those who ingest it but only for a few sessions, or the “pathway of ibogaine,” which constitutes an experience of initiation in the original culture of the Bwiti-Feng, and not one that is intended to be repeated throughout one’s life path.

Indeed, in my own use of psychedelics I never proposed them as a pathway, but rather, I have insisted that their best use is the special and occasional stimuli along a path defined by ideas and practices whose effectiveness is independent of such stimuli—and that I have developed as a novel integration of elements of Buddhism, the Fourth Way, psychotherapy, and music.

I understand, however, my editor’s feeling that what I am offering in my book is more than a series of explorations, and that the title should announce something of great importance to the world. Did I not write it precisely because doing so seemed very important to me?

Searching for an alternative, then—or rather a main title that allows me to keep “explorations” in the title—I have accepted my editor’s suggestion to add a subtitle acknowledging the potential of psychoactive substances for a collective transformation of consciousness, from the belief that the intelligent integration of psychedelics into our culture of psychological and spiritual ignorance may be the salvation that we can barely imagine now to the critical state of our agonizing and destructive patriarchal society.
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LSD-25 IN THE DARK CHAMBER

My first step toward what later came to be a long exploration of the psychedelic field was accepting the invitation to be an experimental subject for research on the effects of LSD in conditions of sensory deprivation. It was headed by Dr. Marconi of the psychiatric clinic of the University of Chile where I was doing my internship at that time, and I think that I had already read the now-famous book by Aldous Huxley entitled The Doors of Perception, in which he narrates his experience under the influence of mescaline and perceives a world not only of beauty but of Being—Istigkeit, he calls it, using a term of Meister Eckhart.

Marconi had surely been encouraged to conceive this experiment by reading a publication of John Lilly, who had written something about his first experiments of sensory deprivation and cited as relevant material things such as the experiences of solitary isolation of Eskimos, sailors, and hermits.

The conditions of the experiment were not suitable for use with humans, as the only facilities deprived of light and isolated from sound in the psychiatric clinic had been built for dogs. There was, however, enough room for a person to lie down in the chamber, which I entered once they had injected 40 micrograms of LSD intramuscularly in my left arm. I was about twenty-nine years old.

Once in this dark chamber, the experience began like any other of simply being in the dark, and I awaited with great expectation the first signs of an altered state of consciousness. When the effects finally came, I knew it through the appearance of a sharp image in front of my eyes that might have been one imprinted on the ceiling of the place where I lay—if it were not for the complete darkness. It seemed to me to be a translucent paper, with the word Sandoz repeated in greenish letters.

Later I recognized the image on the paper accompanying the vials of LSD that Sandoz offered to doctors for experimental use, but I do not remember being shown the wrapping of the capsule that they administered to me via injection, so I would say that my first “hallucination” was a phenomenon of clairvoyance; I am still struck by the humor of my first introduction to the hallucinatory state having the laboratory mark on it, as if an expert propagandist had arranged it this way. Beyond this initial symptom, I cannot say that the experience of the next few hours was of any great interest.

At first, I saw a light behind my left shoulder, or I felt a luminosity rather than saw it, and then I saw many spirals. All there was were a few images, and I cannot say that my awareness or my identity, or my emotional state had changed. I did, however, feel a philosophical curiosity about what those lights and those spirals might mean.

Then, however, I had something that seemed more like a hallucination for its realism. A lizard came in, apparently through a hole in the wall just beyond my feet and in the right corner of where I lay. I think it was then that I first wanted to communicate with the outside world, as I had been told to do. Or perhaps I had already given notice of Sandoz’s sign, the light, and the spirals? I no longer remember, but I am sure that until that moment, to report such experiences would have seemed very ordinary, and only when I tried to talk about the lizard did I realize that I could not reach the end of a thought without forgetting what I was talking about. When, after the experiment, I mentioned it to the experimenters—Marconi and my colleague Wilma Armengol—they seemed content that this episode was proof of the famous psychotomimetic (psychosis inducer) effect of the drug.

Apparently, I could not remember what I was trying to communicate because as soon as I tried to, I was offered countless associations that distracted me. I would let it go, and only then remembered what I had meant, or rather I rediscovered it, wanting once again to mention it, and so my explanation started over, only to find myself once more with the same difficulty of saying no more than a few words—and continued in this way many times in succession.

Yet, was this disturbed thinking a psychotic symptom? It seems too rough an analogy. Mainly, I would say that my problem throughout those hours in the dark chamber was that while I waited lucidly to be presented with something new, nothing happened. Something seemed to happen only when something distracted me from my alertness; only, my alertness seemed necessary to speak, and it was so incompatible with the dream world I had peered into that whatever I came to glimpse seemed destined to remain unconscious, for in wanting to communicate it, again it became secret to me.

Everything I have described was relatively indifferent to me, however, apart from moments of aesthetic interest, and something of greater emotional depth was made present to me only fleetingly. I felt like one sailing in a small boat alongside a steamboat on which, opposite me, were the experimentalists who I was speaking to, and I felt at times that they might forget me, and I would get lost in the ocean. Or that the bond between us might break. . . . While I was talking to people beyond a dark glass invisible to me, it seemed to me that I was on a lifeboat following the larger ship they were sailing on, but I feared the bond might break, so that they would forget me, or I them, and in this there was something akin to a hint of panic of desolation or the possibility of rescue, and a feeling of helplessness. Thus, a feeling of insecurity in how I experienced my relationship with others became manifest, and also a fear of abandonment that I had known little in my conscious life except for an episode in childhood when I got lost in a forest, which had no doubt resonated with a much more ancient anguish.

However, I found the experiences I recorded after returning home even richer. Some effect lingered in me, and once back in my usual environment and with eyes open, I noticed new things. The ornamental creeper in the corner of my home (an agapanthus of very fine leaves and more or less spiral formation, danced very pleasantly, and also other things seemed to breathe as if everything had a life of its own).

I also began to hear voices in my mind, and when I started writing, the prevailing voice was one similar to that of Pablo Neruda, whom I knew closely, as a friend of my father’s and as a neighbor, and whose poetry was very familiar to me, but in whose voice I had never perceived as now a quality that at this moment seemed “oceanic.” It was as if a great oceanic space had a voice of its own, or a cadence that also evoked in me the cadence of Shakespeare and the vastness of the inner world of this prodigious mind that could contain within it both the footman, the murderer, the courtier, the king himself, and his jester.

At other times, I heard a woman’s voice with a Spanish accent, and this was not something I remembered from my immediate environment, unless perhaps during my childhood I had heard Spaniards when visiting my father’s family. By then, however, I had already traveled to Europe, and I had felt very attracted to the way the Spanish spoke, so I wonder if perhaps such a way of talking, which I associated with my father’s environment, revealed an implicit love toward aspects of my family’s cultural heritage that I became distanced from; as I later realized, this was due to my mother’s decision and aristocratic prejudice. I cannot say I understand what those voices were saying, but I could interpret them as a manifestation in my consciousness of something dear and rather forgotten, according to the etymological sense of the term psychedelic that is explained as “amplifier of consciousness.”

Another image that I remember seemed to me, as soon it started to appear, an intuition of something beyond my ordinary consciousness for having avoided or suppressed it. It was a scene from the opera
Carmen,  that I had been greatly impressed by in its American musical 
version: a film called Carmen Jones in which the role of the leading man was not represented by a bullfighter, as in the original opera, but by a black boxer. The scene I saw before my eyes as if it were continually recurring, was the one in which Carmen is about to be strangled by her spurned lover. My thoughts on this image that must have lasted at least an hour, while I thought of a thousand other things and I moved about the house, was that it confronted me with a tragic sense of life that I had always felt removed from, in an implicitly optimistic, but superficial indifference, as a result of a lack of contact with my emotional world. The image left me feeling that one day it would be my turn to experience that tragic sense of life, so unfamiliar to me in my almost autistic isolation.




A SMALL DOSE OF PSILOCYBIN

The second episode in my psychedelic life was after ingesting a small amount of psilocybin. The story is as follows: I had visited Harvard in ’61 or ’62, and my trip was due to my mother, suffering from a rare disease that was destroying her retina and already making her a little blind, who needed me to accompany her to consult an ophthalmologist in Baltimore. A philanthropist named Gildemeister, widower of a friend of my mother, had created a foundation to support the development of thoracic surgery and thus honor the memory of his wife, complying with her wish after being saved by this emerging specialty. My mother, who had trained as a lawyer and was, along with her friend, the first woman lawyer in Chile, had never felt competent to practice her profession because due to a very scrupulous character she had never felt assured that one of the litigating parties was more in the right than the other. So, she had offered her services to the foundation of the husband of her friend Gabriela Gildemeister, well known for being a lover of the arts, as she herself was, and for her musical salon. It is not surprising, then, that as an expression of gratitude for her many years of volunteering, this philanthropist offered my mother, now that she was losing her sight, the tickets so that she could travel in my company to the United States to consult the specialist she had been recommended as the most knowledgeable about her condition.

For me, probably the most important part of that trip to the United States was visiting Harvard, where on one of my walks around the campus I met Frank Barron. I had gone into the “center for studies of personality” in search of Henry Murray (the famous creator of the Thematic Apperception Test and a great motivation theorist), and while the secretary in the lobby informed me that Murray was no longer working in that building but in another building nearby, my eyes fell on the list of people in the building and I was pleased to find the name Barron, whose works I had been reading for some years since I came across his now-famous article on creative people’s preference for complex images in the Scientific American.

That article had interested me enough to look up other publications cited in it, and so reading about the research of this psychologist who was especially interested in the study of creative people had been a learning experience for me. Barron was working in Berkeley at a center that had invited many notable people from the fields of literature, architecture, and other activities to be subjected to interviews and an original battery of tests, but Frank Barron was at that time standing in for the famous Gordon Allport during his sabbatical year, and knowing he was so close to where I was myself, I could not resist asking him for an audience.

He received me without knowing my name, and within minutes we felt like friends. We had several ideas in common, including an interest in psychedelics and an appreciation of Aldous Huxley—and, of course, creativity. He had little time on that occasion, due to an expected visit, but he proposed that meanwhile I visit an exhibition on William Blake in the neighborhood and that we meet at dinnertime.

Shortly after we were gathered at his home with his wife, who reminded me much of my own wife then, and during this dinner, when I explained that I was traveling with my mother (at that time hospitalized in the nearby Massachusetts hospital), they wished to meet her. And they did, and so after my return to Chile, when she chose to stay longer in the United States to visit her brother in New York, the Barrons’ appreciation of my mother led to her being invited to one of the early experimental sessions that took place in Harvard with psilocybin.

At the meeting, naturally, were the researchers that included Frank, Tim Leary, and Dick Alpert, but there were also among the experimental subjects most remarkable people, like Alan Watts, who was trying a psychedelic for the first time and would thereafter write The Joyous Cosmology, and Dizzy Gillespie, the famous jazz trumpeter, who spent hours lying like a baby on my mother’s lap.

Perhaps Frank’s friendship with my mother further strengthened the bond of great appreciation that he had established with me and led him to make an exception in his usual research, in which he had only given psilocybin to people physically present: he sent me a dose to take for myself and asked me to send him an account of the results.

What I did, however, was divide that dose into three parts, so as to share it with two friends: Rolando Toro and Ludwig Zeller, a surrealist artist and great admirer of André Breton who because of this had had some contact with my mother. Rolando Toro, my partner at the School of Medicine, is today remembered as the creator of Biodanza.

I do not remember in what order we did the three experiments, neither do I remember anything about the experiences of my friends. All I recall now is that for a long time we were in a place near the base of Santa Lucia Hill opposite the small apartment where I was staying in central Santiago, and that there we spent at least half an hour talking about what I saw in a flower. It was a “thought,” and I did not tire of looking, for in what I looked at I discovered not only meanings, but also harmonious relations, just as an expert who teaches others to look at a work of art might do.

At another point in the session I was contemplating the expressive qualities of phonemes and syllables: the sibilant S, the wonderful M, and how the M and the S together evoked for me something like an elephant, with its soft shape and benign character and its sinuous trunk; and then the syllable mat, that I later had in mind in naming my son Matías: mat as in mathematics, the science of sciences, which seemed to me a sound that exuded wisdom. Later these reflections inspired an investigation into the expressive qualities of shapes and sounds, which I carried out when a psychology student asked me for inspiration and supervision for her doctoral thesis.




LEO ZEFF: MY FIRST THERAPEUTIC SESSION WITH LSD

These two glimpses of the psychedelic world, first with a small dose of LSD, then with a very small dose of psilocybin, was what my experience amounted to when in the year 1962, in Berkeley, I had the opportunity of a first therapeutic experience with LSD in the company of an expert. Leo Zeff was a psychologist who had worked at the Menninger clinic before settling in Berkeley, a person of predominantly spiritual interests who had just completed his doctoral thesis on self-realization. He had also trained in Judaism, which might not be the training of a rabbi, but which was deep enough for him to feel one of those paterfamilias who, as he once explained to me, should take over the transmission of Judaism since the priesthood ceased to exist in the temple of Jerusalem.

Years after I met him—after receiving from me a session with what I at that time called “yagé” but that was more precisely a combination of harmaline with a small dose of LSD—he wished to repay that experience with five gifts, which felt like the material support of an act of transmission: the Torah (that is to say, the parchment with the five books of the Pentateuch), the Kiddush cup, the Mantle, the Kippah (the skullcap), and a small book: the Pirkei Avot (Chapters of the Fathers).

However, having taken a great leap forward in the chronology of my story I must go back to the time when my friends Tony Sargent and his wife Vicky, after learning of my wish to have a therapeutic experience with LSD, invited Leo and myself for dinner in order that we meet. On this occasion Leo already accepted my request for a therapeutic session before my imminent return to Chile, and the session took place on the day before my departure.

In the morning, when I went to Leo’s office and we had a brief preliminary discussion, he asked me what experience I had with psychedelics, and I spoke very briefly of my minor experiences with LSD and psilocybin. He then asked me if I had experienced a “bad trip,” and I asked him what that was. He told me it was a psychotic state, like a state of paranoia. “Could it happen to me?” I asked, and his response was that anything could happen. “The important thing is to not identify with it,” he added. He advised me to take the experience as the tunnel of terror in Disneyland: no matter how many ghosts and skeletons or corpses appeared, the thing was to not forget that they are only projections of one’s own mind.

In retrospect, I was very grateful to him for preparing me for a possible descent into hell, for I think it was acceptance of that possibility that allowed me to reach, beyond the usual promised lands, a place beyond time and space that I have never again come into contact with except, in a sense, through Buddhist meditation in recent years.

When during the session itself Leo asked me if I liked the music that was playing, I was able to appreciate that where I was, there was no music or anything that could be named, only a current, flow, or continuous emanation of something that could be called “being” and that was accompanied by a vision of golden rays that, with the music, emerged from nothingness or from something comparable to a mother’s breast.

At some point, however, the experience became abominable, first while still listening to the music, and then during hours of contact with Leo, who later told me that he had left me in silence for at least four hours, and that it had seemed to him that I was emotionally dead. I was disappointed by such a comment from him because I had experienced the deepest of ecstasies and the deepest plenitude conceivable, in spite of my face not showing any emotion and my emotional-expressive system remaining still.

During the abominable period, when Leo and I were sitting face to face, his face became a mountain that was also something like an amusement park, and when I tried to speak I found myself silenced from the first word due to a deep sense of shame. This feeling made what I pretended to communicate to Leo over and over so unspeakable that I forgot it as soon as I started to enunciate a sentence, just as during my experience in the camera obscura, only then I forgot what I was saying without being aware that an emotion was preventing me from speaking. This feeling now was more than a guilty feeling, as it implied, rather, something monstrous, but what kind of monster I cannot specify, other than to say that at the center of this experience was self-shame.

Finally, after a couple of hours, the experience progressed to a third phase. The abominable state gave way to one in which I felt that I was back in the world and with the great satisfaction of serene well-being where everything was fine. Sitting beside Leo during this part of the session, I spoke at length about what looking at the back of my hand brought to my mind; however, I do not remember now what I said except when I compared my state to that of Brahms the moment just before he died, when, moved, he thanked the landlady where he was staying for the care received by her. The contrast between this state of grateful plenitude of Brahms’s and Beethoven’s attitude in the face of death, with his compelling question Muss es sein? (Must it be so?) was something that Tótila had called my attention to apropos a passage from the poem he had written while listening to the slow movement of Brahms’s double concerto for violin and cello.

In this part of the session, also significant was something that Leo told me and that nobody had told me before: that I was a very special person, and he was sure that one day I would be recognized as such in the world. It is true that my friend and teacher Bogumil Jasinowsky had considered me the greatest of the talents he had known, but Leo’s impression mattered more to me because it did not refer to talent but (implicitly at least) to a fruitful life.

Only very briefly will I add that the effect of this session was such that it marked a before and after in my life. I might describe it by saying that now, for the first time, I was on my path, and that if I had previously felt unable to help others therapeutically, I knew now that I could be helpful to others in spite of not knowing how I would do it. I simply trusted that, moment by moment, I would know what I should do, and that was enough. I trusted in life, or in myself, and that was new for me, for I would now say that until then I had never had faith in myself. Now it was as if I had freed myself of a deep implicit doubt or invalidation that had prevented me from functioning properly up until now.




AN EXPEDITION TO THE PUTUMAYO

Instead of dedicating myself to the incubation of this experience, however, I kept to my fixed schedule that would now take me to Chile through Colombia for the purpose of a short expedition to the Putumayo in search of yagé and developments about its uses. During the first night in Bogotá (before taking the bus that would take me overland to Sibundoy and then to the land of the Cofán Indians), I had an experience that, like the one with LSD, I have not experienced again in my life: I was conscious throughout the whole night, although I was not aware of dreams or the external world or of anything corporeal or imaginary. I know that the sixteenth Karmapa, whom I had the opportunity to be close to for a while some years later, only lost consciousness briefly the moment he fell asleep, regaining lucidity during the rest of the night, and that this achievement is well known among Tibetan teachers. Beyond this first night, however, I would say that the many things I had to attend to during the trip, including visits to indigenous people or anthropologists, were somewhat comparable to an intensive film session, not very conducive to experiencing something deeper that required being with myself; even so, I would say that I left Berkeley in a state of spiritual insufflation, which lasted until I was faced with a thwarted love affair shortly after arriving in Santiago. My partner at the time had tired of waiting for me and was leaving the country, and I succumbed to the temptation of becoming enraged. Although the intensity of my pain and anger persuaded her to give up a scholarship to remain with me, I had fallen from heaven to such a state of emotional disturbance that it was no longer compatible with our living together.

Naturally, I thought that nothing could rescue me from my fall but to again turn to Leo, and it was not long before the opportunity arose when the Guggenheim Foundation allowed me to return to Berkeley for a further season. Moreover, not only did I have the opportunity to have a second individual session with Leo, but also, I now started LSDassisted group therapy, which I attended (monthly, I think) for approximately one and a half years.




COMPARATIVE RESEARCH ON THE EFFECTS OF HARMALINE AND MESCALINE

I will not speak here of my trip to Putumayo, about which I have already written in my book on ayahuasca and during which I only collected plants (that are now in the botanical museums of Harvard and Bogotá) and stories. Rather, I shall jump forward a little to the time after my return to Santiago, when I took it upon myself to start the research on the effects of the plants collected during my visit to the Sibundoy and the Cofán.

As I have already explained in my book on ayahuasca, I ended up focusing on comparative research of two alkaloids rather than on the corresponding plants: harmaline and mescaline. Later, I had the opportunity to present the results of these at the conference on psychoactive substances that took place in San Francisco (with the support of the Karolinska Institute in Sweden and the Health and Welfare Service of the United States).*7

Four things drew my attention more than anything during this experiment, and one of them was a certain similarity between the images described by my volunteers (particularly the animal images described by these Chileans who had not been informed that they had ingested a substance related to a plant from the Amazon). The fact that 30 percent of them saw snakes and many others saw tigers, and also that many eagles appeared (as well as all kinds of animals) answered a question that I had posed myself at Harvard: was the similarity between the experiences of indigenous people recorded by travelers or anthropologists explicable as a result of expectations passed on by their culture? I could no longer think that it was so, and as my volunteers in Chile had not harbored the expectation of seeing such images, one might consider that the drug was activating archetypal images.

A second thing, which interested me even more, was the idea that all these animal images, as well as the frequent images of indigenous or black people, constituted symbolic translations of a greater presence of the instinctual in the minds of those under the effect of yagé. In this case it could be said that it was acting as a liberator of the reptilian brain.

In addition, I noticed that the experiences of my subjects revealed not only a concurrence with the instinctual, but also stimulation of intuitive thinking and of the philosophical spirit. Today I might ask myself whether the approach to the instinctual is related to the activation of intuition, but I think it appropriate to bear in mind that these two effects are related to two neurologically distinguishable phenomena: activation of the primitive brain in the case of the instinctual, and activation of the right hemisphere in the case of intuition (a capacity phenomenologically conceivable as a receptivity to an implicit inspiration, like when a poet invokes his muse). My subsequent experiences throughout many years make me feel that in the experience of ayahuasca, not only is openness to instinct important, but also an opening to something akin to an inner guide that teaches (sometimes through angels, gods, guides, a mere voice, or through an intuition of a deep self that is like a teacher).

Lastly, this preliminary exploration of the effects of harmaline confirmed its therapeutic effect, and hence I subsequently experimented with its use in the context of group therapy. Could it be that the healing effect of ayahuasca was due, as the Freudian psychotherapy of psychoanalysis claims, to a reintegration of the instinctual? Very likely; however, sometimes the therapeutic effect could be understood rather as a result of stimulation of the intuitive mind, and therefore we can say that ayahuasca therapy is an implicit “therapy for the spirit,” in which “the spirit” guides us from within and rescues us. Following this interpretation, the role of the person administering the ayahuasca perhaps should not be “therapeutic” in the habitual sense of the word, which usually refers to a repertoire of interventions that in this specific altered state of consciousness tend to be, rather, interruptions or distractions.




MDA, FIRST OF THE EMPATHOGENS

I met Sasha Shulgin through Tony Sargent shortly before I met Leo Zeff, and I met several times with him during my first brief visit to Berkeley. He was at that time very interested in the various alkaloids of peyote, and at one of these meetings, while I was preparing for the trip to Putumayo that Shultes had recommended, he told me of the experiment Gordon Alles (known for the discovery of the effects of amphetamine) had carried out on himself to ascertain whether MDA might be useful as a vasodilator.

During this experiment, Alles was struck by how he became very talkative, and also by how, for a moment, he thought he saw smoke rings even though no one was smoking. Sasha thought that the chemical similarity of MDA to mescaline (as well as that fleeting hallucination) suggested that MDA could be a hallucinogen, and he provided me with a small amount to investigate. I proceeded to do so, starting with myself, accompanied by Lee Sanella.

I have already described my experience in an autobiographical book as yet unfinished, and I will just mention here briefly that as the dose that I tentatively calculated started having its effect, I was telling Lee about the history of my relationships, which I continued explaining throughout the hours that followed, but with a very different attitude to my habitual one; because throughout my life I had felt very guilty regarding women, and now for the first time I felt innocent, as one who simply did what he could in view of his previous experiences and circumstances. I remember mentioning that for the first time I felt I was “the hero of my life,” and today I would say that for the first time I was contemplating myself with self-love. Moreover, it was not only a temporary effect, lasting the duration of the drug’s effect; it was as if I had left a great burden of guilt behind, and I was feeling happier and lighter.

The effect of MDA was apparently very different from that of LSD and in no way could it be called a hallucinogen; however, it was definitely a drug of great therapeutic promise, as I found soon after, first through a joint session with my partner that left me feeling how much it could facilitate communication, and then through therapeutic sessions with acquaintances. I later referred to these sessions in an article published by Medical Pharmacology in collaboration with Shulgin and Sargent, in 1967.*8

Back in Chile, I suggested to my boss at the CEAM†9 that I conduct more systematic research of MDA, to which I invited not only acquaintances but also patients of my colleagues in the psychiatric clinic. Among them I was able to observe the remarkable regression experiences that I described years later in my book The Healing Journey and that later also came to draw the attention of those who have published their work with the amino derivative of MDA—MDMA or ecstasy—similar in its effects but without the occasional toxicity of the first.




SHULGIN’S PHENYLISOPROPYLAMINES

Meanwhile, Sasha had become interested in the study of the relationship between the molecular structures of amphetamine derivatives, and suggested that I investigate the effects of a series that he had already succeeded in synthesizing in humans. We assembled an informal team with Tony Sargent, with whom we had already published the first reports about the effects of MDA, and we then published an article in Science on these relationships between structure and effect (followed by further articles about new compounds such as 4-bromo-phenylisopropylamine). We also published a study of the physiological effects of MMDA in animals, as befitted before proceeding to the study of the psychological effects on volunteers—which constituted the next research project in Chile, and the results of which I gave a rather impressionistic account of in another chapter of The Healing Journey.

I explained in this that unlike MDA, which led people to regressive experiences and did not lend itself, to the extent I had imagined, to working with Gestalt therapy, MMDA did admirably allow the concentration of attention on the present moment and dream work. So much so that I thought to publish a book, which I tentatively considered entitling Gestalt Therapy Revisited—and that I could have entitled, echoing Susan Langer, rather than Huxley, Gestalt Therapy in Another Key. Although I never got to publish it, that book project influenced my life, because Fritz Perls,*10 who until then had enjoyed my work, became so enraged over the proposed title (interpreting it as an expression of a competitive attitude on my part), that this led to the breakdown of our friendship.

When I returned to Chile at the end of my time as a research associate at the University of California under the auspices of the Guggenheim Foundation, I had already researched another of the substances synthesized by Sasha, TMA-2, which after a personal experiment of his, had left him with the impression that it induced paranoia. I had the chance to carry out a group experiment by invitation of a therapist in Los Angeles who was conducting group therapy with LSD (that had been one of the premises in Leo Zeff’s training), in which approximately fifteen people sampled TMA-2 in a dose that I must have previously determined on an individual experience, although I no longer remember. The expectation of paranoid reactions was not confirmed, but neither was it a good group experience, and I think the reason for this has been that I also ingested the drug (something I had never done before and that I did not do again except many years later with ayahuasca, by adopting in my sessions the model of the Santo Daime Church in Brazil).

The problem with having ingested TMA-2 myself was that, as I found the next day, instead of perceiving the pathology in others, I found all of them too admirable and therefore perceived myself as inadequate to help them. Furthermore, although one might think that if the therapist treats everyone affectionately it favors the establishment of a positive transference, I imagine they must have perceived that my admiring attitude had revealed too great a need for affection, and I was not treated as a therapist. However, it was too long ago to be able to analyze something as complex as a group dynamic in which I also allowed myself great sincerity about my little esteem of one of the people with whom I was in a small group for part of the time, and though I only take into account this episode now after forty odd years, it seems plausible to me that my seemingly arbitrary lack of sympathy toward that person may have had an impact on the judgment of others.

Back in Chile, however, I experimented with the whole series of the six isomers of TMA (trimethoxyamphetamine or trimethoxy-phenylisopropylamine) but given that I did not get to publish the results of such tests, I can only say that I did not find any of them particularly important in terms of novel therapeutic properties. I think perhaps the one that best served my patients was TMA-1, similar to mescaline, only more active.

I also tested the entire series of six MMDA and DMMDA and cannot remember so far back in time the doses that I found useful or the clinical cases. I do remember, however, that the substance that struck me as the most interesting was MMDA-3a, and my own experience with it was unique in two respects. Firstly, it is the only time I have suffered intense episodes of cold and heat (alternating), which were most unpleasant. Secondly, the focus of my experience was one that has never been repeated in another psychedelic experience, although it led me to what I thought was important work on one aspect of my psyche: a limitation in my ability to attend to what was in front of me, which now led me to perceive a kind of veil that had always covered my visual experience, robbing it of vivacity. It was as if the act of seeing was complicated in me by a will to not see; as if a certain negativism distanced me from the world, preventing me from a real encounter with it. I looked at the palm of my hand insisting on seeing it completely, and apparently, I could only do so for fleeting moments, for it required intense attention.

I would say that this experience was rewarding, because the next day, in the company of Michael Murphy and some friends at the Esalen Institute, someone suggested that we interrupt our conversation and resume it after meditating for a while, and I had the most profound mystical experience that I had hitherto known; one in which I strongly felt to be nothing in the presence of God, and for the first time I understood the mystics who had said the same thing and whom I had misconstrued as masochists. Tears of gratitude ran down my cheeks and when I came out of the trance they were all gone from the room.

To what extent was this experience due to my desire of the previous day to see, a desire that had been like wanting to leave a cocoon through the force of looking? I do not know However, despite the favorable outcome attributed to my ingesting MMDA-3a, I did not try it again until many years later, in 1984, this time in combination with ibogaine—and I found it an excellent combination.

Although already in the late sixties I patented (in association with M. Bocher, the owner of the laboratory at Ivry-la-Bataille) the association of ibogaine with MDA, over time and with the report of accidents I came to understand that the occasional toxicity of MDA necessitated a preliminary check to ensure that this drug was not toxic to the patient prior to the administration of the usual dose, and it was not recommended for general use. However, ibogaine always seemed to me an alkaloid that, like harmine, works best with a complement, and today I would say the best complement I have known is MMDA-3a.




PSYCHEDELIC GROUP THERAPY

When I migrated to California in 1967 my experiences and experiments with psychedelics were interrupted, so I never got to publish more than what is written in The Healing Journey—in part due to turning my attention to my work at the Institute of Personality Assessment and Research (IPAR) of the University of Berkeley, and in part due to my workshops at Esalen and the work on my first books (The One Quest, The Psychology of Meditation, Gestalt Therapy, The Healing Journey, and The Divine Child and the Hero). Neither did I get to include in The Healing Journey anything about my therapeutic explorations in groups, so I will say something about them here.

The first psychedelic therapy group I brought together took place with the people who had already had an individual session with me (either during the brief period when I offered some of them individual sessions with LSD, or during the therapeutic experiments with MDA or MMDA, harmaline, or mescaline). Naturally, the recounting of these individual experiences was a very significant form of presentation, and the whole was of great interest, since the communication of psychedelic experiences is not always easy, and to share these experiences with others who have gone through something similar is, however, something intrinsically interesting—for something like a common framework to always different and unique individual experiences can be intuited—something that favors the establishment of emotional bonds and also a “learning by contagion,” so it was a good preparation for the group sessions that followed. During these I adhered to what had been my experience with Leo Zeff, who on my recommendation had already adopted the use of MDA and harmaline in addition to LSD in his groups, and in whose sessions as a participant I was able to appreciate that integrative learning seemed to take place when people were in different states of consciousness under the effect of different drugs. Thus, for example, in the meeting of those who were journeying in the archetypal world of harmaline with others under the effect of MDA who shared their feelings concerning their difficulties in relationships, the latter were stimulated to a certain archetypal consciousness while the former seemed to be encouraged to translate their experience into words.

The decor that Leo used in his sessions always seemed important to me; he would prepare the space for these sessions with many candles, flowers, and beautiful objects, and I continued taking care of this seemingly aesthetic appearance only with an implicit conviction that it contributed something to the spiritual quality of the sessions, creating something akin to a temple or a place of purity. I also adopted Leo’s rule that invited people to be spontaneous but also to be careful not to be invasive, and that included renunciation of sexual relations with and violence toward other participants in the session.

Unlike Leo Zeff’s groups, however, the first group session with psychedelics I facilitated took place in the context of a program that included gestalt sessions, meditation, and various interpersonal exercises, fencing, expressive movement, and the practice of “surrendering” that I had come to appreciate through my contact with Subud.*11

Over time, this program that came to be called Esalen in Chile and was mentioned in successive Esalen catalogs, received support from the Senate, and would have developed further as the “Institute for Human Development” had I not decided to travel to California again, this time as a resident.

The series of sessions I led with the group I have described, and which more of my volunteers joined for the trials with experimental substances, was not only a confirmation of the therapeutic value of the various drugs used, but also a learning experience for me. In the beginning, I anticipated greater therapeutic intervention, but then I intervened only minimally, just as Leo had done, as good results seemed to depend more on the attitude of the participants and on their preparation than on my interventions in the course of the meeting. I also developed the confidence to trust that a group of people could be led to deep waters without fear of catastrophes occurring, for it would seem that when people surrender control over their own psyche, an intelligence that goes beyond the ordinary mind of each operates in the groups. Things happened as if a greater intelligence orchestrated the group situation in such a way that those with certain needs found what they needed interacting with other significant coparticipants, synchronously and seemingly magically. Something that I found particularly miraculous was that those who were experiencing states of regression in which they needed a safe haven that I would not have known how to provide for more than one at a time, found others who at that time were feeling as if they had just finished flowering spontaneously and were willing to give their attention to whoever needed it.

I never got to publish anything about these meetings, although I did mention something about my groups with MDA and MDMA in a conference organized by Hanscarl Leuner in Hirshhorn, in Germany; as a result, I was invited by Akos Tatar to lead a group in Berlin that was announced in the newspapers (for MDA had not been banned yet) and was attended by several people close to Osho.




IBOGA

It is now time to talk about my exploration of ibogaine, which I became interested in following a meeting with a French missionary named Ireneo Rosier, who had by then published a book about the presence of god in the coalmines of France, where the workers lived in particularly miserable conditions. I was introduced to him at a dinner party by some friends in Santiago, and when at the request of my hosts I told him about some of my research on yagé and harmaline and I mentioned the identification of shamans with jaguars, he remarked that it reminded him of the closeness between lions and the African sorcerers whom he had lived among in recent years.

In the same way that under the effect of yagé Colombian shamans seemed to turn into jaguars in full sight of those present, also African shamans, Rosier explained to me, seemed to turn into lions, and it is even said that after shooting a lion the bullet has been found in the sorcerer’s body.

I wondered if this did not suggest that a hallucinogen was used also in African culture, and my suspicion fell on ibogaine, which was used then as a tonic in cases of convalescence and was sold in pharmacies in France under the name Lambarène. Could it be the case, I wondered, that what Westerners have thought was a mere stimulant used by the natives in their dances was actually a hallucinogen? The information from anthropologists that later confirmed my suspicion had not yet come into my hands, and all I came across in the literature were reports of the use of ibogaine in the vagina of rats and the intestines of rabbits. Since I found nothing on experiments on humans, I took it upon myself, as on previous occasions, to use myself as an experimental subject. I have already recounted this experience in more than one interview, but I will repeat here the essential details, which were a lesson for me and can be one also for those who read me.

Shortly after feeling the first dizziness that announced to me the effect of the drug (I think 300 mg of pure ibogaine), the entire universe seemed to revolve around the place where I lay, and although I cannot say exactly that it was a hallucination, I simply felt (as I lay with my eyes closed) as if the entire universe was revolving, that each celestial body had an orbit, and that all these orbits were synchronized in something like a great cosmic celebration, a dance orchestrated by a mysterious will.

Only I, myself, in the midst of this great dancing universe, remained oblivious to this universal liturgy. Would it not be better that I join it all? Is this not what I had always aspired to, instead of living a kind of ghostly existence? It seemed very simple to say “yes,” which was like saying “be it according to your will”; and it seemed to me as if my finger was already on a switch: Yes? Or no? However, the problem was that if I surrendered to divine will could it not be that in such a divine will I was not meant to be anything significant?

If I surrendered—I felt—I would have to renounce a special importance I always wished to have. Was I prepared for the eventuality that in the cosmic order corresponding to me, I was to be but something akin to dust? It seemed that a decision was expected from me, and I was not risking losing control. First, seconds went by and then a few minutes, but not many. Perhaps I was given around three minutes, after which it was clear that my opportunity had passed, and the rest of the experience was like a Walt Disney cartoon; or, rather, a chaotic succession of images, of which I only remember now the first: a rabbit hiding in a tree trunk.

The experience left me feeling that I had been tested by a higher intelligence, and it was evident that I had a long way to go yet. The respect that ibogaine 
instilled in me, however, might have indirectly served the volunteers I invited 
to participate in the series of individual sessions through which I would 
explore its possible therapeutic effects.

I remember my first subject was a dancer whose talent had greatly impressed 
me. In his session, his talent seemed to be revealed again, and I never 
witnessed an experience like it among those to whom I administered this new drug.

At the center of this experience was a blue ray: a wonderful blue light, as I have described in the last chapter of my book The Healing Journey. Another of my subjects, my collaborator at the Center for Anthropology, saw turtles and lions, and that reminded me of the jaguars of ayahuasca, as well as how joyfully my volunteer danced to the melody of Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring. It appeared to be a drug of 
similar effects to the beta-carbolines of South American shamanism: images appeared, insights were gained about life itself, but there were no distortions of time, neither the paradises or infernos of LSD, nor the contemplation of personal relations of MDA.

I had just completed my series of thirty experiences when I was invited to the conference on LSD organized by the University of California in 1966, and when I asked the organizer (now known as Baker Roshi, for he shortly after became Suzuki Roshi’s successor in California’s first Zen monastery) if rather than speak about LSD I could talk about ibogaine, which I had just discovered, he agreed.

I then wrote an article that attracted a lot of attention, not only at the conference but also from the wider public, as a news item of my perspective appeared in the San Francisco Examiner.*12 Unfortunately, however, I lost it, and I doubt that I can find a copy to include in this book. All that I have left now, in addition to the final chapter of The Healing Journey, is a lecture I was invited to give in a hospital in California that later appeared in the journal Clinical Toxicology with the title “Psychotherapeutic possibilities of the new fantasy enhancing drugs.”†13

It seems appropriate to mention at this point in my narrative that the article I sent to the journal Experientia describing the effects of ibogaine and its apparent therapeutic effect was rejected, and in view of the numerous treatment centers now offering sessions with ibogaine to combat states of chemical dependency to other addictive drugs, I find it ironic that this magazine underestimated its therapeutic potential.

Two statements especially caught my interest when ending my presentation at the famous conference organized by the University of California: one by someone, Howard Lotsof, who had been cured of an addiction to heroin by ingesting ibogaine, and would subsequently set up the first clinic for this purpose; the other was a letter from the wife of a celebrated chemist who had been one of the idols of my youth, Linus Pauling, the well-known Nobel Prize winner whose interest represented for me a particularly significant sign of recognition. In those days, however, the time of my move from Chile to Berkeley as a resident was approaching, and I barely experimented with ibogaine again except in a couple of therapeutic group sessions, in which I also tested this substance in association with various phenethylamines. I have only recently used ibogaine again, and I will give account of my new findings in two of the chapters of this book.




10-METHOXY-HARMALAN

During my time at the CEAM, I used to spend periods in the library of the medical school, where I leafed through magazines looking for the latest developments regarding biochemistry or possibly psychoactive alkaloids, and this is how one day I came across the formula of the so-called 10-methoxy-harmalan, a relative of harmine that I had not heard about before. The article featuring the formula reported that this compound could be obtained in vitro from bovine pituitary via transformation of melatonin, and this suggested that it might also occur in vivo. Could this 10-methoxy-harmalan be a hallucinogen that our pineal gland produces in trace amounts, and could it explain hallucinatory states triggered by spiritual practices?

Naturally, it was of interest to begin by researching the psychological effects of the substance in question, and for that the first step would be to find out if it appeared in the catalog of any of the commercial chemical laboratories.

I was very pleased to find that indeed it was on the market, and I proceeded one day to ingest what I calculated (from the effects of other substances in that chemical family) to be a small dose.

I took it upon myself, pencil in hand and blank paper in front of me, to observe my own mind as one who records the protocol of an experiment. Then, letting my mind engage in free association of ideas, I wrote down the word wing, for it was the first thing that came to my mind.

Then I noticed that the sensation of a flapping wing was the memory of an image that I had during one of the LSD sessions in which Leo was listening to Japanese music, the title of which referred to ducks taking flight from a lagoon.

I will not include here the poem that resulted when I consigned this first image to paper in the attitude of one guiding the protocol of a scientific experiment, but when the literary journal Maguey in Berkeley requested a contribution from me, I offered them this poem and this fact, together with the praise it attracted, could be considered arguments in favor of the conclusion that the ingested substance stimulated in me a latent poetic talent, rarely expressed. Could one generalize, saying that 10-methoxy-harmalan is a stimulant of intuitive thinking? It seemed so to me after administering it to two experimental subjects, but since I have lost the notes of that time, and I do not even remember who the people that had had the relevant experiences were, I think this is an investigation that merits being continued.




5-METHOXY-DIMETHYLTRYPTAMINE

Another investigation I carried out on myself and the results of which I confirmed on some friends, was that of a substance whose formula I found among the chemical analysis carried out on the initiative of the Swedish anthropologist Wassen, whom I met with Bo Holmstet at the conference Ethnopharmacologic Search for Psychoactive Drugs. Wassen gave me one of his articles on plant products inhaled by South American Indians. On the list of compounds that Wassen had published in a journal, I found 5-methoxy-dimethyltryptamine especially interesting for its formula, and also in this case I was pleased that it could be procured from one of the commercial laboratories.

The effects of inhaling the vapors was perhaps the most indescribable of all the psychedelic states I have known, inasmuch as it involved a dissolution of thought and also of the imagination—this annihilation of the ordinary mind was extremely attractive to me. When I gave it to my friend Armando Molina to try on one of his visits from Spain, his description seemed very accurate to me. “A delightful dissolving of the mind into nothingness.” Then I shared it with another friend, Peter Gruber, whose verdict was that this was “the H-bomb.”

I smoked this “H-bomb” on many occasions and sometimes it seemed to me, on returning to ordinary consciousness, that under the effect I had moved about without any awareness of doing so, rearranging objects around the meditation cushion I was sitting on. It seemed to me the expression of an impulse to reach beyond, even though it was a deeper dissolving into nothingness. However, not many days passed before I became alarmed by the addictive potential that this substance was presenting to me, and that it could well end up damaging my brain. And I even wonder whether it did not do me some harm, for this experiment coincided with a seemingly barren time in my life during which I felt not only minimally creative but also inwardly impoverished, although I would not be able to say how far this had been the natural result of a process of meeting with my original pathology, or whether an element of toxicity had been added to this natural process.

I gave this “H-bomb” to two others to try: José Matsua, a Huichol Indian who smoked it at one of his ceremonies and stopped singing for the rest of the night; and Sri Harish Johari, a Hindu tantric master, whose repertoire of experiences included cobra venom, and who guessed correctly that it was a tryptamine. Through him, the secret was revealed, and this compound began circulating among connoisseurs of the psychedelic world in my entourage, but I persisted in not talking about it in view of my fear that it might lead to some damage.




KETAMINE

I met the Mexican psychedelics pioneer Salvador Roquet following an annual meeting of the U.S. Association of Humanistic Psychology, which took place in Berkeley. I invited him home for dinner, and this led me to subsequently have a session with LSD and ketamine with him. I suppose that the ketamine dose was too much for me because I was not moved by Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, and it scared me to feel psychologically dead. Fortunately, a little while later I received a visit from Joan Halifax, and she offered me the opportunity to experience ketamine in combination with marijuana, which I found most interesting—although of doubtful transformative value. I repeated the experience several times in the course of subsequent years, confirming the sense that the ordinary mind, seen from the “ketaminic consciousness,” seemed to me a rather trivial dream.




MARÍA SABINA’S LITTLE MUSHROOMS

Another definer in my psychedelic autobiography was a visit, also at the invitation of Salvador Roquet, to the famous María Sabina. I went with him on this occasion to Oaxaca accompanied by the minister of health of a Central American country and a senior mental health official in the United States, and we reached Huautla on a roofless bus when it was already dark, and she was already asleep beside her husband, but the legendary priestess rose and accepted to see us.

I was intrigued by the fact that she offered the mushrooms to each member of our group in a fine banana leaf except to me; I was served in newspaper. I asked Roquet if he thought this was significant, and he suggested that I ask her directly. So, I did, and the answer I received was: “you will write about it,” which I have not done until now, but this did not lead me to invalidate her explanation, since she seems to have perceived correctly in me someone given to writing.

María Sabina assigned us our places in a row on the floor, with Roquet to the extreme right, myself beside him, and the two officials to my left, and she sat in front of me, her back turned to us all, as if she was in front of us on a boat or leading us in a procession. She sang or prayed continually, and she recommended that we pray also, especially in response to the officials when they cried out at the beauty of their visions.

For myself, who spent the entire session thinking about Quetzalcoatl, her special advice was to not forget about Jesus Christ—especially for the sake of others. I suppose this meeting was the main incentive for a couple of group sessions with Psilocybe that I conducted in Chile, which I will discuss later, so I will limit myself to saying here that they led me to feel a gratitude to the mushrooms comparable to that felt by the indigenous people, who named them teonanacatl, or “flesh of god.”




RESEARCH WITH MDMA IN CHILE

I was distanced from psychological research and pharmacologically assisted therapy for several years, but one exception was working with the so-called ecstasy, MDMA, which was provided to me by Sasha Shulgin during the ’80s and that I was able to use during my trips to Chile, since the military dictatorship, in spite of its repression of the local hippie culture, allowed doctors to practice pharmacologically assisted therapy, which was even detailed in the fees.

Once again, I did individual sessions, and in synthesis I would say that my priority, at that stage of my life, was to use the therapeutic context for working on character and personality, which was a field I had specialized in for many years. I sent a written report about my experience in response to the request of the psychedelic community, which at that time wanted to bring the issue of the therapeutic use of MDMA to court, but unfortunately that document was never returned, and I lost my own copy. I can say, however, that these sessions helped me to deepen my own understanding of the twenty-seven characters that result from the application of the Enneagram to personality, and that they confirmed my impression (concordant with David Shapiro’s*14) that the greatest contribution to the profound transformation of people is overcoming the characterological patterns, which should not be conceived as an aspect of the symptoms of neuroses, but as their true skeleton.




THE SANTO DAIME

Another phase of my psychedelic autobiography began when Graciela Figueroa, a collaborator of mine in the first SAT program in Spain, told me about the Santo Daime Church in Brazil and offered to introduce me to its leader (or padrinho) in Rio de Janeiro. I had not taken any psychedelics for some years, since I had separated from a woman whom I had only lived with for a few years but whom I had also felt was the love of my life. I had met her at the same period that my mother died, and she, who had lived in Ibiza, was very fond of both psychedelics and marijuana. Although I joined her on a few MDMA “trips” that seemed to help us speak openly about our conflicts, her addictive personality ended up being a serious problem for our relationship, and no doubt in response to what my body considered an excess, one day I felt that I no longer wanted to take any drugs at all. Rather than a reasoned decision, it was as if my body suddenly said “no” to me, and this preference persisted over the years following our separation.

However, there was an exception to this in 1988, after Graciela Figueroa, who was working with me at that time in Spain, told me about the Brazilian Santo Daime Church. We were working then in an extraordinary place that had been built for us in Almeria by a philanthropist named Ignacio Martin Pollo, who felt that after successfully working in the field of marketing for many years, he owed something to the world. When I was in Rio some time later, for a workshop, not only did I want to make the most of my trip to have a session with this excellent friend who over time has trained many body therapists in Europe and the Americas, but also to meet the padrinho Paolo Roberto.

In my conversation with him I told him about my adventure in the Putumayo, and what most impressed him was how a coral cobra had been just inches from my ankle, so I would not be there telling the story if not for the shaman guiding me who threw his machete from a few meters away and split it in two before I had even seen it. Taita Anselmo, who was guiding me, then made an invocation to the sun, and he explained that the snake was the guardian of the plant. On hearing the story, Paolo Roberto took it as a sign to invite me to a meeting to be held the same day, after our encounter, at the Centro Ceu do Mar where we were having our conversation. I happily accepted, of course, as it was already my wish to be able to experience the “Daime” in the context of one of the ayahuasca religions in Brazil, whose guides were said to act as shamans and who, unlike those working with altered states of consciousness in other parts of the world, in Brazil enjoy governmental protection for the practice of their service that can be described as a combination of therapeutic and priestly.

Like in the meetings of the Santo Daime in general, much singing was going on in this one, and as I did not understand the hymns in Portuguese I decided that I would use them as inspiration to practice my own form of devotion, which was repeating the mantra of Padmasambhava, which in turn reminded me of trying to always see everything that was happening as a dream. The experience of devotion from a perspective of de-identification with everything was enriching for a while, but Paolo Roberto served me one tall glass of ayahuasca after another, as if he wanted to test me, and I have the impression that, past a certain point, its stimulating effect became an overdose that robbed my energy; I listened to the fervor of the strange songs with a feeling that my own fervor was not up to what it had been just before, and as time went by, after the fourth glass, just the effort to stand became too much for me. To my surprise, however, I did not vomit, in spite of the exceptional amount I had taken, but this lasted only while we were in the room. When we left, about four hours later, when the effect seemed to be over, I felt the nausea—perhaps because, distracted with the atmosphere and the encounter with others, I had stopped paying attention to my subtler experience.

The next day, I went back to see Paolo Roberto, this time to invite him to Spain. With the generous help of Ignacio, our host in Babia, who paid for the tickets, Paolo Roberto arrived at the end of the next SAT program in Babia accompanied by his wife (daughter of the famous Padrinho Sebastiao, who founded the church), and of a team of singers and guitarists.

The session was announced as an addition to the third year of the SAT program, which was then the last, and curiously I do not remember anything in particular of it, except dancing in the square of the castle with the full moon over our heads, and where Graciela and I, at the beginning of the row of women and men, respectively, looked at each other, caught up in a continuous interchange of surrender and devotion.

The next morning, we said goodbye to Paolo Roberto before I was to proceed to a retrospective meeting, but we agreed that he would return the following year. However, the next meeting that was held was not related to the SAT program, as it was Ignacio’s wish to have the opportunity to share his experience with a wider Spanish audience, so the Santo Daime Church came into being during those days in Madrid. However, regarding my psychedelic autobiography, this turned out to be one of the important sessions of my life, even though my intention was to not drink the sacramental plant, excusing myself to Paolo Roberto as people received their potions of Daime, explaining that it was my responsibility to preserve my energy for the following day, when the final session would be held. Paolo Roberto listened to me politely, but he suggested that perhaps it would be good to drink a small amount before I went to sleep, and I accepted his offer. I cannot remember now whether or not I did sleep at all that night, but I remember the continuous ecstasy of the songs of those who danced for hours under my window.

The following morning, I was filled with a new joy I had never known before, except perhaps fleetingly. This session gave rise to a new stage in my life that I have sometimes called of “milk and honey” but also of “milk, honey, and war,” but I reserve the explanation of it for an autobiography, and I will just say, to close this brief narrative about Paolo Roberto, that despite having granted me the star that symbolically authorized me to conduct Santo Daime sessions, I later had conflicts with him and did not see him again.

I was of course still interested in being able to offer ayahuasca sessions to my followers while legal circumstances allowed it, and I envisaged the next opportunity in the invitation of one of the successors of Padrinho Sebastiao, who had gone to live in a wonderful country called Aiuruoca, where it is said by local people that alien spacecraft landed before his arrival. My partner at the time, Suzy, and I were visiting this wonderful territory, and attended a session conducted, not by Guilherme, as the Daime friend was called, but by an associate of his from the União do Vegetal, Paolo Maya, who spoke a great deal during the session, and it seemed to me that he wanted to take advantage of the effect of the ayahuasca to impress his audience. Guilherme had promised me a certain amount of ayahuasca, and complied with his offer in spite of the disagreements we had with his partner, and as a result I was able to use it on several occasions over the years, until one of the people who earned a living from my ideas wrote to me threatening to report me to the Ministry of Health, and this seemed to me a sign to interrupt this work.

Guilherme’s ayahuasca was used for some new experiments. In one of them, I wanted to use mythological material, so I read to the group the Homeric hymn that tells the story of the abduction of Proserpine and her rescue by Demeter, and it was a group confirmation of the observation I made at the beginning of my exploration of ayahuasca on how it facilitates, not just intuition, but specifically the understanding of mythical thinking.

On another occasion I conducted work that was focused on reflection about relationships, which together with the work for couples in the light of the Enneagram that I had presented in Brazil in response to an invitation from Suzy Stroke, turned out to be an inspiration for the excellent work she developed later, and thus an indirect gift from ayahuasca to a whole generation.

Eventually, however, it was the success of my own SAT work in Brasilia that attracted people from both the Santo Daime and the União do Vegetal church in that city and having them as disciples led to me receiving invitations from both centers, first to participate, then to guide sessions. Ultimately, the appreciation of the Daime community prompted the possibility of having my own center, which does not carry the name of church but which for the community of Brazilians is another group within the “Brazilian ayahuasca religions.” I will not speak here of my work with ayahuasca, as I have done this in my book on the subject, but to complete my psychedelic autobiography, I must say that for a long time, ayahuasca led me to a loving and devotional ecstasy, and I seemed to function as one touched by holiness, but I lost that state in a specific session in which I wanted to do without any structure. I invited people to spontaneity and I felt paranoidly mocked. I came out of this session feeling utterly crushed, with less authority, less dignity and validity, and I have never since regained the plenitude of the loving ecstasy that for me was the effect of the drink, in contrast to the contents of the many descriptions I have heard about the experiences of others. I remember that Paolo Quatrini once asked me what I felt and saw, and my answer was that I felt one thing, not a thousand things, and that thing was not something I could talk about other than to say that it was simply a state of happiness. However, to say it was a happy state does not say as much as to explain that it was a happiness derived from a state of holiness, which in turn, had something to do with the divine; a kind of friendship with God.

For some years now, I have been conducting ayahuasca sessions twice a year in Brazil, first under the auspices of leaders of the Santo Daime Church, and then by the independent organization of which I am the spiritual guide. I drink the ayahuasca with the groups that I lead just as is done in the Santo Daime Church and the União do Vegetal, for I feel that doing so allows me to be more in tune with the group and lend more valuable service.
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