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      Magic Mushroom Explorer

      “Psilocybin is getting a lot of attention lately as its therapeutic potential is being rediscovered after decades of not simply neglect, but of active suppression and prohibition. Those who follow this blooming resurgence of psychedelic research will already be aware that this simple, nontoxic molecule may harbor the potential to treat addictions, depression, traumatic memories, and even blunt the sting of death itself by alleviating the existential anxiety and loneliness of terminally ill patients about to cross that final threshold. What is rarely acknowledged in the staid scientific literature of clinical studies and neuroscientific assessments of psilocybin is that these emerging therapeutic applications, as important and promising as they are, barely scratch the surface of what we can learn from the intersection between a suitably primed hominid nervous system and this ancient fungal teacher, far older and far wiser than our species.

      What Simon G. Powell articulates clearly and argues compellingly in Magic Mushroom Explorer is that psilocybin not only opens the portals to visionary dimensions but also constitutes a tool for the exploration of reality, a tool every bit as important to scientific inquiry as the telescope or the microscope. While these instruments open sensory windows on realms of cosmic vastness or microscopic dimensions, psilocybin is another kind of ‘lens,’ a lens that enables us to interface with and engage in dialog with the inherent intelligence that permeates all of nature.

      Simon’s book discusses all these highly charged ideas in a charming, easily understood, humorous, and utterly engaging manner that will resonate with experienced psilocybin explorers and that may just open the eyes of those who are not (yet) experienced to the possibility that nature is richly blessed with unimagined realms of intelligence, mystery, and complexity. With this book, his third, Simon has knocked it right out of the park (or perhaps right into the park, since parks seem to be the frequent home of his little fungal friends).”

      DENNIS MCKENNA, PH.D., ETHNOPHARMACOLOGIST, COFOUNDER OF THE HEFFTER RESEARCH INSTITUTE, AND AUTHOR OF BROTHERHOOD OF THE SCREAMING ABYSS

      “Here is the thought-provoking description of the author’s spiritual quest, his profound discoveries, and their implications for renewed research with psychedelic substances, reawakening us to the sacredness of nature and life itself. In and through the pitfalls and pinnacles of his journey is the transformation of a curious and courageous young man into a mature modern prophet and social critic. Fascinating read!”

      WILLIAM A. RICHARDS, PH.D., JOHNS HOPKINS SCHOOL OF MEDICINE

      “Simon G. Powell, a credible psychonaut, has written a book that should be welcomed as our overpopulated species attempts to transition to sane drug policies and respect for native wisdom, integration with nature, and, ultimately, planetary maturity and ecological stability.”

      DORION SAGAN, AMERICAN SCIENCE WRITER, ESSAYIST, AND THEORIST

      “The author informs, muses, and amuses as he chronicles his psilocybin explorations and insights into natural intelligence. He writes in joyfully plain English, tells compelling stories, and gets excited by all of life. Definitely outside the box.”

      JEREMY NARBY, AUTHOR OF THE COSMIC SERPENT

      “Simon G. Powell’s most profound insight is that nature is intelligent, not in the way that we think of intelligence as confined to the human mind, but that intelligence is an intrinsic property of the whole of nature. He calls for a new science of ‘psilocybinetics’ that views life anew under the ‘perceptual lens’ afforded by the mushroom. It is an interesting and provocative read!”

      DAVID E. NICHOLS, PH. D., PRESIDENT AND COFOUNDER OF THE HEFFTER RESEARCH INSTITUTE
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      By Rick Doblin, President of MAPS

      Simon G. Powell is a literary and cultural figure visioning a new reality. Magic Mushroom Explorer: Psilocybin and the Awakening Earth is devoted to the author’s search for truth, using psilocybin as a guide. Simon’s personal experiences and deep connection to nature and psilocybin balance his philosophic inquiry and political commentary. Innovative concepts such as natural intelligence (chapter 3) and the sacred pattern (chapter 5) are informed both by psychedelic journeying and evolutionary science. Firsthand experiences are recalled throughout the book. Psilocybin is at the crux of Simon’s search for truth, and both the substance and the man come through in this writing.

      For every advance in psychedelic science there are many setbacks. In 2005 Simon, who is British, presented the Powell Report (chapter 4) to the House of Commons in an attempt to keep fresh psilocybin mushrooms legal or at least to persuade the U.K. government to gather more safety evidence (unlike other countries, fresh unprocessed psilocybin mushrooms were legal to possess in the U.K. at that time). On July 18 of that year, the U.K. Home Office labeled the mushroom as Class A, illegal. Simon and I share a common goal of ending prohibition and making psychedelics legally available. This book is one effort to communicate the benefits of psychedelics and the harsh reality of their criminality.

      The 1950s and early 1960s were a time of discovery. Psychedelic research flourished. A renewed focus on health and well-being emerged. People embarked on personal and spiritual exploration, both with and without the aid of psychedelics. In the mid-1960s and ’70s, fear began driving drug policy, escalating the War on Drugs and rendering the use of psychedelics for research into therapeutic, religious, and neuroscience purposes taboo, as well as outlawing all nonmedical use. The Controlled Substances Act was passed in the United States in 1970. In 1973 the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) was established, merging the Bureau of Narcotic and Dangerous Drugs and other federal offices. Marijuana, LSD, and psilocybin were criminalized.

      We are progressively recovering from the trauma caused by years of misinformation and reactionary politics. Since 1986, when I founded MAPS (Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies), we have made several breakthroughs. None of the drug breakthroughs was a big surprise; psychedelic therapists and users knew the benefits. The most celebrated breakthroughs have been bureaucratic and political. The year 2014 brought forth exceptional success at MAPS: we published our study on LSD-assisted psychotherapy in subjects with anxiety from life-threatening illness, which was the first new study of the therapeutic use of LSD in more than forty years; after twenty-two years MAPS overcame the emphatic and antiscientific blocking by the National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) and the DEA of our medical marijuana research and obtained approval for our marijuana/PTSD Phase 2 drug development study in veterans; our MDMA-assisted psychotherapy research expanded into an international series of Phase 2 MDMA/PTSD pilot studies; a new study was initiated into the use of MDMA in reducing social anxiety in adults with autism; and two new studies were planned for the use of MDMA in subjects with end-of-life anxiety related to life-threatening illnesses and tinnitus. Similarly, the Heffter Research Institute has supported studies of psilocybin for the treatment of anxiety associated with cancer, alcohol, and tobacco addiction, and for catalyzing spiritual experiences; and the Beckley Foundation has initiated LSD and psilocybin brain scan studies. There is now more psychedelic research taking place than at any time in the last forty years. The messages and understandings written in this book will further facilitate the expansion of psychedelic research and the mainstream use of psychedelics for beneficial purposes.

      Simon writes about the world’s environmental peril. His entire motivation is to bring up from the underground the potential of psilocybin and other psychedelics to profoundly contribute to a healing process that is desperately needed. His book makes a compelling argument for the need for Western society to move to a post-prohibition world. Magic Mushroom Explorer presents a glimpse of what lies beyond the War on Drugs and offers insights about how to get there and what to do once there. Read it and wake up!

      RICK DOBLIN earned his Ph.D. in public policy from Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, where he specialized in the regulation of Schedule I drugs. He is the founder (in 1986) and president of the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS, 
www.maps.org), a nonprofit research and educational organization that sponsors FDA-approved research into the risks and potential therapeutic benefits of Schedule I drugs such as MDMA, psilocybin, and marijuana.

    

  
    
      A Note to the Reader

      Please note that all recounted actions undertaken by the author were done so at his own risk and with the benefit of years of experience. None of the author’s ventures, particularly those that transpired outdoors or that involved substances that may be prohibited, should be blindly copied by others.

    

  
    
      PROLOGUE

      
        A Question of Substance
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      The modern age in which we live is marked by a number of great triumphs. The gradual eradication of diseases such as smallpox and polio, for example. Or the development of rockets able to leave the firm grip of the earth’s gravity and boldly venture into outer space. Or the technological ability to communicate across the globe in the blink of an eye. But there is another triumph of the modern age that is rather more sinister and not as widely acknowledged—namely, the triumph of image over substance. Images are easy to manipulate. That we are so easily swayed by them means that we ourselves are easy to manipulate. Political propaganda relies heavily upon image manipulation, as does the consumer market. The aim is to control our attention and our values, to make us think in a certain way and to conform to the wishes of the image manipulators. Political parties, for instance, present the public with well-manicured images, beneath which may be nothing permanent or substantial. Their catchphrases, emblems, smiling faces, and sound bites might be appealing, yet they often lack real substance and guarantee nothing. Likewise, the world of commerce involves engineering brand images that may camouflage a lack of anything truly substantial underneath. The creation of a brand or a new political party is a game of imaginative fakery, the sort of activity traditionally practiced by illusionists. But rather than conjuring something out of thin air on a theater stage and making a local audience gasp in awe, political maneuvering and brand development take place on the cultural stage and garner the collective attention and financial support of millions of people. In one way or another, images lacking substance now dominate people’s lives.

      What modern culture lacks is something beyond consumerism and politics, something more fulfilling than mere words and slogans, something more rewarding than passing fads and fashions. What we rightly yearn for is some sort of real substance, a substance that delivers, a substance that can grant us real, lasting meaning and that can genuinely empower us. To really empower us would be to make us feel really alive, really inspired, and full of joy, hope, and even unconditional love. In other words, a real substance would provide us with spiritual sustenance—something we would know by the undeniable feeling of it. By spiritual, I do not mean anything wishy-washy or “New Agey”—I am referring to a positively charged, emotional connection to some larger pattern of meaning beyond the shallow promises of political parties and the corporate advertising industry. Spiritual sustenance implies feelings connected to the larger biospherical (and cosmic) whole within which we live and which sustains us and from which we have become inexorably alienated.

      Not to be confused with religion, this notion of spirituality gels with popular science author Carl Sagan’s take on spirituality. With sentiments echoing Einstein’s pantheistic views, Sagan describes spirituality as follows in his book, The Demon-Haunted World: Science as a Candle in the Dark (1995):

      When we recognize our place in an immensity of light-years and in the passage of ages, when we grasp the intricacy, beauty, and subtlety of life, then that soaring feeling, that sense of elation and humility combined, is surely spiritual.

      Whatever your metaphysical stance, it is evident that many of us suffer existential malaise and are very far from enjoying such transcendent feelings. New commercial brands might look bright and colorful, new political slogans might arouse enthusiastic cheers, but by buying wholeheartedly into these kinds of thing we are simply going around and around in the same circles. The props may change their name and shape, but the game we are asked to play remains the same. Real meaning is not forthcoming, and the prizes are illusory.

      When you boil it all down, when you get to the heart of modern Western culture, the acquisition of more possessions, more dollars, and a higher social status are touted as the chief aims of existence, certainly over and above any spiritual interests we might have. To amass as much cash as possible and to surround ourselves with as much stuff as we can find room for are the overt agendas of our consumer culture. Yet huge houses, designer clothes, flashy cars, and fancy restaurants don’t provide what the human spirit yearns for. They can certainly provide novelty and a sort of instant feel-good factor, but they generally lack lasting meaning and fail to deliver spiritual nourishment. In fact, if you really think about it, the race to acquire material stuff is just another case of chasing substances with no real substance.

      Many of us are so famished inside that we will latch on to virtually anything that convinces us that it has substance. We grab meaning from a pompous job title, the size of a bank account, the breadth of an audience, the number of names dropped in an online career profile, the volume of social media friends we have, the amount of letters we have after our name, the logo emblazoned on a wristwatch, or the sight of a brand-new car parked in our driveway. We chase after mirages and idols, driven by the belief that if we obtain some social circumstance, or surround ourselves with prestigious items, or achieve some social status, then we will be happy and fulfilled. But when we get there, or we obtain the stuff we desired, we soon become accustomed to that new state of material affairs and find that those things do not really satisfy after all. So we strive for yet more stuff; we aim for even greater social heights. The game of “chase the image” takes over. It is like the world we are holding in place consists of things that cannot really be held, hugged, or cherished because they are no more substantial than projected images and empty promises.

      In an age when image has triumphed over substance and in which we are obedient consumers buying an endless supply of objects that never really give us meaning, and where we vote for political parties that invariably end up doing what we in no way voted for, eventually the proverbial shit will hit the fan. More and more people will wonder how on earth they believed all the hype and worshipped so many insubstantial images. Why did we think some politician could really change anything? Why did we put our well-being and autonomy in their hands? Why did we buy into consumer materialism? Why do we continue to pillage the environment for profit? Why do nations continually exploit one another? Why have we played these banal, divisive, and ecologically damaging cultural games for so long? Note that I am not having a go at civilization or technology here—at least not in the pure sense of those terms. I am not suggesting we should abandon technological society and head back to the caves. Far from it. My point is simply that we worship material wealth and accept status-quo thinking at our peril. Everything in its rightful place is all well and good. And technology and goods do have their place, as do civil servants. Ultimately, their place is defined by how much we value them.

      This implies that our value system is in dire need of an overhaul. We need to reappraise our core values. We need to reevaluate those substances, drives, and yearnings that we currently endorse and esteem. We also need to redefine what wealth really means—whether it is to be measured in terms of material substances or is more to do with inner well-being. Once our value system has changed along with our ideas about what constitutes real wealth, then culture will change. Until this change in values occurs (which is really a change in consciousness), we will continue to be robotic consumers obediently buying into an endless mass of insubstantial stuff that does not fill the existential void within. In consequence, both the biosphere and the collective human spirit will continue to suffer.

      Needless to say, I am not alone in stating this. At the current time there are all manner of social movements and social ideologies that are challenging our value systems and our modern way of life. There are the various Green Movements, the Occupy Movement, the Zeitgeist Movement, the growing interest in permaculture and self-sufficiency, and all manner of sustainability movements. In one way or another, large groups of people, particularly the youth and the dispossessed, are challenging the status quo and looking for alternative cultural modes of being. All I am really offering to this fervent mix of transitional ideologies is knowledge of a substantial substance that can act as a useful catalyst, particularly with regard to helping us retune to a larger pattern of meaning.

      So what is this substance that I have been carefully spiraling around? Let me cut straight to the chase. The substance in question is found inside an actual living organism—namely, a mushroom—seemingly no more than a humble fungus. I say “seemingly” for good reason, for the truth is that this mushroom is actually a catalyst for the aforementioned lofty spiritual feelings described by Sagan. I would go a bit further, however, and submit that at the very deepest core of spirituality there is a felt connection not just to the larger cosmos but to some kind of “higher-order purpose” within it and, moreover, that this mushroom can potentially connect one to it. That is its ultimate promise and payoff.

      Endowed with that sort of power, this particular mushroom is assuredly a candidate for the legendary philosopher’s stone of the ancient alchemists. Sought after for millennia, the hallowed philosopher’s stone lay at the heart of alchemy. On a superficial level the philosopher’s stone was deemed to be able to transform base metal into gold. Although gold was thought to be obtainable through convoluted alchemical dabblings with forge and furnace, at the end of the day gold is but a physical metal. Any true mystical seeker would well know that gold could not be the real pursuit of alchemy. There had to be more to alchemy than the quest for a cold and inert shiny metal. Indeed, the real meaning of the philosopher’s stone was its ability to perfect and enlighten humankind and to confer immortality. This suggests, of course, that the philosopher’s stone had to be some kind of substance with real substance.

      Here is a description of the mythical philosopher’s stone from Through Alchemy to Chemistry (John Read, 1957):

      They held that although the Stone was infinitely difficult to attain, yet it lay at hand, diffused throughout Nature and awaiting anybody having the clear alchemical vision enabling them to pick it up.

      And here is a really fascinating description from the anonymous author of the 1526 alchemy book Gloria Mundi:

      It is familiar to all men, both young and old, is found in the country, in the village, in the town, in all things created by God; yet it is despised by all. Rich and poor handle it every day. It is cast into the street by servant maids. Children play with it. Yet no one prizes it, though, next to the human soul, it is the most beautiful and the most precious thing upon earth, and has power to pull down kings and princes. Nevertheless, it is esteemed the vilest and meanest of earthly things.

      Although I have handpicked these descriptions for purposes of effect, they really could be veiled descriptions of a mushroom. Indeed, as evidence that most Europeans distrusted mushrooms during the heyday of alchemy and really did consider them to be the “vilest and meanest of earthly things,” we need only consult the Grete Herball, by Peter Treveris, published in the same year as Gloria Mundi and which had this to say about them:

      There be two maners of them; one maner is deadly and sleeth them that eateth of them and be called tode stooles, and the other dooth not.

      Even this latter it was claimed: “be peryllous and dredfull to eate.”

      Whatever the popular consensus is today regarding mushrooms, I specifically have in mind mushrooms that contain psilocybin, one specific “brand” of mushroom, if you will.*1 However, unlike manufactured brands that may be all glitz and packaging, the psilocybin brand of mushroom really delivers. Thus, the rest of this book concerns the astonishing realms of experience that psilocybin can potentially grant. I would hope that long after I have left this mortal coil, other informed and educated adults might follow the same trail and delight in the same perceptual wonders that I have been fortunate enough to have experienced. That is actually my main wish—that other bold voyagers educate themselves, ready themselves inwardly, and share the same majestic forms of consciousness that I have repeatedly enjoyed and can thence spread good word of this—for the benefit of both humanity and the biosphere.

      All this might sound overly bold, pretentious even, yet such is the psychological power of psilocybin. Indeed, recent studies at the prestigious Johns Hopkins University in which psilocybin was administered to healthy volunteers found that most of them described the experience as being one of the five most spiritually significant experiences of their lives. Even more impressively, almost one-third of those volunteers described their psilocybin experience as the most spiritually meaningful experience of their lives. Strange how this kind of thing is not permanent front-page news.

      Elsewhere, I have talked about the psilocybin mushroom as being an “antidote” against ecological destructiveness and ecological insensitivity (I state this in my Manna documentary film, which can be viewed on YouTube). But it is much more than an ecopsychological catalyst. The main virtue of psilocybin is the incontrovertible spiritual charge that it carries. This charge is so strong that one becomes immediately empowered. Through psilocybin, the “center of action” is not some trendy nightclub or some new mobile app. The “place to be” is no longer some other city or the fashionable part of town. Where “it’s happening” is not some new art scene. The place to be is not somewhere else. You become where it’s at; you become the center of significant action. Which is to say that psilocybin can initiate the most profound state of consciousness imaginable. It brings you into the full glory of the living moment. In terms of your own life story, the psilocybin experience can be of immense significance, similar in scope and kind to the moon landings or the fall of the Berlin Wall.

      If you are really fortunate, the psilocybin mushroom may grant a full-blown mystical experience—as it seems to have done with some of the subjects in the Johns Hopkins studies. This is not to be sneered at. Such mystical peak experiences are likely the greatest psychological events that one can go through in this lifetime—although they are beyond words. One’s being becomes fully connected to the whole. One feels the interconnectedness of everything along with the wisdom that somehow suffuses all life on earth. It can feel as though one is suddenly awakening from a long slumber into some larger transcendental reality. No wonder then that these mushrooms were considered sacred by historical native peoples in Mesoamerica. Psilocybin mushrooms are like living symbols that can literally be digested. It is as if human life is part of an epic, unfolding cosmic story, or cosmic game, and that within this game-cum-story are buried here and there clues and “power-ups,” these being special “plot devices” to help us on our way. Moreover, I suspect that once psilocybin’s potential is fully realized and harnessed by modern humans, then everything will change for the better, particularly in terms of our relationship with the biosphere and with one another. On that quixotic note, let us jump right in at the deep end.
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      Psilocybe semilanceata, or Liberty Cap,
the world’s most prolific magic mushroom
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      All of us, at some time or another, ask deep questions about the meaning of life. Why are we here? Indeed, why is anything here? Why are there three spatial dimensions and a temporal dimension? Why are there specific laws of nature and specific forces of nature? What happens when we die? And so on. Some of us look to science for an explanation of how and why we are here. Some find answers in religion. Some find answers in New Age ideology. Others think that there are no answers to be had and that we should just get on with life. Still others, like tireless alchemists, spend their whole lives searching for an elusive “something”—some revelation, some encounter, some discovery—that might resolve these biggest of existential questions.

      Whatever we conclude about the meaning of life, we can all agree that life is astonishing. I mean, really, it is truly incredible that there is a reality process replete with law and order on all scales and that we can consciously delight in it—maybe not all the time, but at least some of the time. To exist within a universe too big and too old to really grasp, whose complexity and ability to surprise appear infinite, cannot be brushed aside as if it was some minor incident. Even a single, solitary sunflower seed is remarkable when you think about it, when you consider what it can grow into and that its future young flower buds will track the movement of the sun and dine on its generous output. Who would imagine something so tiny could be in harmony with something as massive as a star? Further, the explosive birth, long life, and eventual death of energy-emitting stars also ties in with a bigger picture, as stars arise only because of cosmic laws and forces. The universe is not just vast but interconnected in more ways than we can ever imagine. Even the tiniest details link up to bigger and bigger webs of relationship. We thus find ourselves part and parcel of an especially interesting and especially profound reality process.

      Curiously, some scientists go out of their way to contest such sentiments. Take popular physicist Lawrence Krauss, who in a talk titled “A Universe from Nothing,” delivered to the 2009 Atheist Alliance International annual conference and available on YouTube, says this about the universe: “It’s big, rare events happen all the time, including life, but that doesn’t mean it’s special.” I see. We must have been hoodwinked. Then again, if a universe able to craft smart, multicellular, bipedal scientists such as Krauss from humble bacterial origins is not “special,” then what sort of universe would make us raise an eyebrow in surprise? How high do we set the bar? What kind of creative potential does a universe have to be endowed with before we concede that we do exist in extraordinarily special circumstances?

      To be sure about all this, the mystery of existence becomes even more profound when we consider consciousness. Given that our conscious experience is the only thing we know to exist with absolute certainty, this means that the universe we know is the universe as perceived and conceived by consciousness. This applies as much to aboriginal conceptions of the universe as it does to the latest scientific conceptions of the universe coming from physicists and cosmologists. In other words, consciousness is fundamental and certainly not a trivial, insignificant feature of reality. Consciousness actually matters more than so-called matter.

      It is also the case that consciousness is not fixed. There are different kinds of consciousness. At any one moment we can be more, or less, conscious. The more conscious we are, the more awake we feel and the more real reality feels. In fact, the word consciousness means to “know together.” By definition, an increase in consciousness therefore involves the knowing of more together, or more at once. This explains why the “expansion of consciousness” is often talked about in terms of an increase in perceptual clarity and conceptual clarity.

      Following on from this, the suggestion arises that if we want to understand something as deep as the meaning of life, then it makes sense to do this with a very clear kind of consciousness. Answering a question like that, or formulating some sort of answer, should not be undertaken casually or sloppily. The mind needs to be keen. Consciousness needs to have clarity. Serious questions whose answers might well affect what we make of our lives and how we live our lives warrant a seriously sound kind of consciousness. Thus, are there actual means and methods of attaining a more enhanced kind of consciousness? Are there tools available that facilitate the expansion of consciousness into some kind of “higher” state?

      Clearly there are. Indeed, there exist all manner of pursuits, regimens, and teachings that concern the development and evolution, in this lifetime, of our consciousness. Think of Buddhism or the many other spiritual teachings that promote, in one way or another, the cultivation of mindfulness and whose tacit inference is that there are levels of consciousness, that consciousness is mutable and that our inner world can exist in different qualitative states. There are, of course, also certain substances traditionally held to embody “spiritual” power that are deemed to enhance and expand consciousness. These are psychedelic agents such as psilocybin and ayahuasca. The latter of these is gaining much popularity these days, and there is much so-called ayahuasca tourism transpiring in Peru and other countries.

      The former substance, psilocybin, is much closer to home (for most of us) and is found in various species of fungus long deified by those native cultures that used them. Such psychedelic fungi grow all over the planet, particularly in wilderness areas in my vicinity here in the U.K., as well as in Europe and North America. For this and various other reasons pertaining to the “quest for truth,” I have spent the greater part of my adult life exploring these mushrooms, in particular, exploring the numinous realms of conscious experience that their active ingredient, psilocybin, can potentiate within the human psyche.

      My personal independent research with these mushrooms has been, thus far, utterly fascinating and deeply rewarding. As to whether I have glimpsed the “meaning of life” and have had valid insights into certain age-old mysteries—well, that remains to be seen, as does the usefulness of such alleged insights in affording us a more healthy relationship with the biosphere and with one another—two issues that ought to rate highly in any personal growth endeavor. What I can say for sure is that my experiences with psilocybin mushrooms certainly felt profoundly significant, particularly in terms of their ecopsychological impact, and that I therefore felt obliged to spread word of such a remarkable natural resource. These mushrooms are really a catalyst that can galvanize new ways of thinking and feeling and can help retune the human race into harmony with the larger biospherical environment. If this sounds grandiose, then that is because the mushroom experience is so utterly compelling. An unleashed force exists there, some spiritual presentiment within the human psyche that the mushroom stirs into action. Consuming the mushroom is not like having a beer or dropping some party drug. The psilocybin experience can be life changing.

      To study the roots of my long and winding psychedelic mushroom journey requires a trip back in time—all the way back to 1984. To re-create that era in your mind, know that it was the year that “Relax” by Frankie Goes to Hollywood got to number one in the U.K.; a BMX bicycle craze hit the U.K.; Carl Lewis won gold medals at the Olympic Games in Los Angeles; Madonna performed in a sexually suggestive way to “Like a Virgin”; Hollywood actor Ronald Reagan was reelected president; and Sir Bob Geldof ’s epic Band Aid project took off. There were few or no personal computers to speak of back then, no mobile phones, no DVDs, no MP3 players, and no Internet. But there were plenty of phone boxes, whopping great stereo cassette players, hefty digital calculators, and chunky digital watches. As ever, what we didn’t know about, we didn’t miss.

      In 1984 I was young, naive, uneducated, and, like most people, had never really heard of psilocybin fungi. To be sure about it, I had an aversion to mushrooms and always avoided them if they showed up on a dinner plate. They were to be pushed aside and discarded like limp lettuce or overcooked cabbage. Mushrooms meant nothing to me whatsoever, and if I ever saw any fungi on a country walk, I was liable to kick them over. In those days, I was little more than an unemployed, malnourished punk rocker living on welfare and residing in the East London high-rise council flat of a friend, who shall herein be known as the Tall Guy. Clad in studded leather jackets and studded leather belts, we were in an amateur punk band—an extremely noisy and distorted affair. I think we were called Toxide or some other deliberately unsettling name. I would much rather tell you that I was the son of a diplomat living in trendy Kensington and that I was studying to be a classical musician of repute. Or that I was an ex-public schoolboy who, by the age of eighteen, had invented some new scientific instrument. Alas, there were no gold cufflinks, brogues, and fine educational pedigrees for my ilk—rather it was a case of scruffy old Motorhead T-shirts; mean, black Dr. Martens boots; and an avid interest in dog-eared Philip K. Dick books. Come to think of it, maybe this is how the psilocybin mushroom lines up its disciples. It settles not on orthodox and conventional people, but on those with some sort of persistent attitude of dissent. In retrospect, the mushroom must have seen me coming a mile away.

      Living conditions for unemployed punk rockers in the early 1980s were tough. So tough, in fact, that one evening the Tall Guy and I were reduced to eating porridge around a candle because we had no solid nourishment and no money for the electricity meter. I recall that on one morning we even went out and stole milk, which, in those far-off days of yore, was left in bottles outside people’s homes. For this misdemeanor I hereby apologize.

      It was during this period of extreme economic hardship and sporadic delinquency that I went, one bright summer’s day, to the local library. I am unsure why, but I started reading some big thick pharmaceutical volume. I found a section all about psychoactive drugs, which interested me. Some information about nutmeg stuck in my mind. Here was a readily available spice that was apparently “hallucinogenic.” I also took out a book called The Sacred Mushroom and the Cross, by John Allegro, which argued that Christianity was based upon a mushroom cult revolving around the fly agaric, or Amanita muscaria, mushroom. Even if Allegro’s book was little more than sensationalism dressed up in convoluted academic language, I did find myself intrigued by stories of “sacred mushrooms.” This book (along with the nutmeg thing) was drawing me unknowingly toward the presence of the psilocybin mushroom. I had instinctively sniffed a trail, and a journey of sorts had commenced—one that would eventually lead to eschatological visions, sacred patterns, biospherical communions, and much more besides. The psilocybin mushroom was slowly but surely hailing me.

      Having time on our hands and thinking of ourselves as maverick adventurers, we began experiments with nutmeg in earnest. The Tall Guy and I bought loads of the stuff from the supermarket. The check-out woman had no idea why we were buying up all their small plastic pots of nutmeg. She probably thought we were doing some major baking—because, in small amounts sprinkled onto rice pudding or cakes, nutmeg is quite tasty and provides a hint of exotica. Attempting to consume several heaped tablespoons, however, is an entirely different proposition. The best we could do was try to mix it with milk, pinch our noses, and then quickly down the foul, gritty liquid.

      After a number of horrible stomachaches, retching sessions, and severe bouts of nausea, we eventually achieved a kind of strange psychedelic effect. The only thing I really recall about the experience was that I suffered a horrible sort of paranoia (the conditions we were living in were, as mentioned, pretty grim, and I think I became painfully aware of this fact). Nutmeg is not recommended. Actually, the pharmaceutical book I mentioned earlier stated that nutmeg was used by prisoners as a sort of cheap thrill, presumably because it was easy to get hold of. Good luck to them, I say. If an incarcerated person wants to induce searing stomach pains and paranoia and thus learn the hard way never to do it again, then so be it. As for me, I still get the shivers when I even as much as smell a hint of that foul spice.

      Next up for inspection, and of more importance in my tale, was the fly agaric mushroom, as mentioned in Allegro’s book (although, according to the recollections of the Tall Guy, we apparently also experimented in various ways with dried banana skins, horse chestnut bark, monosodium glutamate, dill, and even catnip eagerly unstuffed from a cat’s toy). From what I could ascertain, these fly agaric mushrooms were the real deal. This was a mushroom with a long cultural heritage (despite the fact that it is a species usually listed as poisonous). Apparently shamans in Siberia had used the fly agaric mushroom and venerated its effects. These mysteriously dressed tribespeople spoke of superhuman strength, dreamlike visions, and the like. According to the many literary historical references I was reading, fly agaric fungi had the power to propel people into new dimensions of supernatural reality. I even read that Lewis Carroll was influenced by these shamanic mushroom stories and incorporated the ideas into his famous children’s book Alice in Wonderland. Thus it was that I became fascinated with the notion of locating the fly agaric mushroom. After all, they grew in the U.K., so finding them out in the wild was a distinct possibility. With hindsight, it was as if the psilocybin mushroom was dangling this fly agaric mushroom before me like irresistible bait. My destiny was now firmly set.

      Having concurred with the Tall Guy that nutmeg was obnoxious and to be avoided at all costs and that foraging for fly agaric mushrooms was the next logical step on our quest to attain a rewarding altered state of consciousness, we started visiting a lovely, large forest at Hainault, which is on the outskirts of North East London. Our first visits yielded nothing. Well, we did come across a wide variety of fungi, but not the exact sort we were seeking. I recall that forest very well. In my mind’s eye I can still see the Tall Guy crouching down and examining a fungus and me feeling like we were brothers in some sort of fantasy story, a bit like children in a fairy tale, I suppose. I had the curious sense of some kind of bigger story or bigger picture. Anyhow, although we found a colorful and eclectic array of mushrooms, we failed to locate the legendary amanita.

      I was not prepared to give up. After nutmeg’s spicy diversion, the trail was definitely alive with a more compelling fungal scent. Thus, I repeatedly returned to Hainault Forest on my own. And then one day I found fly agarics! Lo and behold, dozens and dozens of them dotted the landscape, with their scarlet and white-flecked caps glaring brightly in the autumn sunlight! I brought a couple of carrier bags stuffed full of them back to the Tall Guy’s flat. Which meant that I had to work out how best to ingest them. I think I must have tried every conceivable method as indicated in the various library books I had at hand. I tried drying them slowly, drying them quickly, mixing them with milk, grilling them, roasting them, toasting them, eating them raw, eating just the skins, and so on. Nothing ever worked! Well, the Tall Guy and his girlfriend threw up once, but we never, as far as I recall, got a memorable psychoactive effect. Unless of course I am still under their powerful influence thirty years on—which, although a canny notion, seems unlikely.

      Despite my abject failure to elicit any psychological effect from the legendary fly agaric mushroom, I did read about a much more interesting mushroom species. This was the Psilocybe semilanceata, or liberty cap, as it is known in the vernacular (because of its pointy shape). Here was an apparently widespread species that most definitely had a reliable and robust psychoactive effect. I learned that similar species (with the same active ingredient—psilocybin) had been used in Mexico for millennia and that Britain’s native species had been used from about the mid-1970s onward. In other words, here was a species of psychedelic mushroom indigenous to Britain that was, apparently, still having an ongoing cultural impact. Okay, so it might have been long-haired, flared, hippy-type people who had been out picking and consuming this U.K. mushroom since the 1970s, but it was nonetheless a significant psychedelic species. Effectively this meant that descriptions of the psilocybin experience were not confined to historical anthropological accounts but were being conveyed in contemporary academic books. I had, in other words, alighted upon a local living mystery. Needless to say, I was keen to locate and try out this alluring psilocybin substance. Somewhere, out in the wild green countryside, this beguiling mushroom awaited me. However, despite being keen, my initial searches proved totally fruitless. But I was a determined man. Something lodged in my mind, some deep inner need to find this mushroom and taste of its reputation.

      Two years passed. In the autumn of 1986 I finally located the psilocybin mushroom in London’s Richmond Park, which is now listed as a nature reserve and London’s largest Site of Special Scientific Interest. I would like to say a word or two about this wonderful region. Although it is deemed a part of London, Richmond Park is so vast (some 2,500 acres) and has such refreshing wilderness patches that one can be forgiven for thinking that London is another world away. There are always large herds of freely roaming deer in Richmond Park; big old oak trees that look as if they have been lifted straight from the set of The Lord of the Rings; secret woods surrounded by ancient rusty wrought-iron fences; artfully sculpted gardens; towering sweet chestnut trees; large ponds; futuristic dragonflies; more than one thousand species of beetle; docile rabbits; horse enclosures; plantations; and vast swathes of ferns, whose dried remains appear like crispy bronze fractals every autumn. For lovers of nature, Richmond Park is a true wonderland. You can walk for miles and miles and lose all sense that a massive city lies somewhere around you. Certainly it is intriguing to realize that London was once like this all over. Strange as it seems, thousands of years ago Oxford Street, Leicester Square, and Piccadilly Circus probably all looked similar to Richmond Park.

      So there I was strolling around the vast wild grounds of Richmond Park. It was autumn, and I knew there might be a chance that I could locate some liberty caps—or “magic mushrooms,” as they are often referred to. I was searching for the mushroom in the open grassland areas of the park. These are patches of ground not interfered with by the park’s various managers and that have what I call a “wilderness tang” about them. Wilderness tang is a term I coined that implies that the ground vegetation and localized area looks, and feels, wild—so much so that you can, as it were, taste that wildness, or at least feel a certain innervating something when you encounter it—in much the same way that a good mug of tea has a tang, which, to tea aficionados, will make them smack their lips and breathe out loudly with much gusto and appreciation. Or like satsumas—which can have a nice, sharp, fruity tang. These wilderness tang areas of Richmond Park that I am speaking of are, by definition, not mown and are not touched much by human hand. Such areas are somewhat akin to the shaggy mane of a lion. In other words, they are wild, unkempt, and, to my sensibilities, beautiful. As a chronic biophiliac (i.e., one who has an excessive love of nature) I confess to adoring wilderness tang and have immersed myself in large throws of it many times.

      In searching the wilder areas, I eventually arrived at a small hilltop meadow a good few miles from the park’s main entrance. To my astonishment, this meadow was adorned with hundreds of psilocybin mushrooms. They were everywhere! Although Psilocybe semilanceata is a small brown species when first sprouting, as they become dried by ambient wind and sunshine, they appear white and readily stand out among tufts of grass. There was another chap there picking them, and he confirmed what they were. I picked maybe a hundred or so and took them back home to Ealing, where I was then living. I ingested a dose of about forty specimens one evening a few days later. Everything changed from that moment on.

      It would be a lie to say that my first full introduction to psilocybin was straightforward, that I slipped with ease into a transcendental embrace and became instantly engulfed in spiritual light. This was not the case. Far from it. About an hour after I consumed psilocybin for the very first time, I felt like I was losing my mind. It is amazing how naive a young man can be. You read about these long-revered fungi, about how they have been used for spiritual purposes for thousands of years, how they are deemed to be loaded with sacred shamanic power. You read about the colorful closed-eye visions people report. Jeweled landscapes are spoken of, or mythical cities and the like. Then there are stories of mystical union with the universe. Even the most academic books about psychedelic drugs are brimming with this sort of extravagant reportage. It all sounds decidedly illuminating and alluring. And yet nothing can prepare you for what really happens once millions of psilocybin molecules are coursing through your brain. If you are taking an effective dose of psilocybin for the first time, it is like nothing you have ever experienced before. It cannot be imagined prior to the event. It is not like going to the movies. It is not like falling into a soft, warm, multicolored pillow. It is not like slipping into a magical fairy tale. It is none of these things. These are all ideas that we conjure up when we read about the psychedelic experience or hear distant tell of it.

      Until that point my only real experience with psychoactive drugs was connected with alcohol and cannabis. Alcohol is easy to take and essentially dissolves consciousness (although initially there may appear to be a certain brightening of the mind—if one can call it that). It is so easy, in fact, that my school friends and I used to readily drink too much of the stuff at the age of about sixteen. This might sound daft, but at that age and in the prevailing social climate, it was a regular fun thing to do. Alcohol requires no inner preparation whatsoever—it is an extremely primitive drug. For the most part, people do not have their life transformed by alcohol unless it is in a negative way. Cannabis is a bit more interesting. Cannabis can be mildly psychedelic but is still nothing whatsoever like psilocybin. The same is true of ecstasy (MDMA), which can take one to the threshold of a psychedelic experience but only hints at what psilocybin might be like.

      With only my experience with cannabis (and nutmeg) to go on, I guess I was expecting a simple transition to a psychedelic state of mind in which I would perceive the oneness of all things. Perhaps it would start with some nice colors? Or a warm glowing feeling of transcendence? Not so. What was happening to me was horrible! As the effects of psilocybin started to take hold, it was like my head was becoming filled with noise and garbage. Or maybe it would be better to say that the mushroom revealed to me that my psyche was full of noise and garbage. In any case, this was totally not what I had been expecting, especially given that I had spent two years enthusiastically on the trail of this legendary fungus. Yet here I was, caught up in some kind of rapidly escalating nightmare—as if what I had been long searching for was some kind of sick joke. If my psyche at that moment had been turned into an illustrative scene, then imagine a room crammed full of people all shouting different things really loudly. Rather than being transformed into a heavenly place, my youthful mind had been suddenly transformed into a madhouse asylum. A fiendish, hideous cacophony was overwhelming me, and I felt as if I would become trapped forever in that foul state of mind.

      Other disturbing things were happening as well. I had, at that time, a number of astronomical photographic pictures on my wall, and they began to grab my attention. These pictures were of planets, such as Jupiter. I recall that Jupiter, with its fluidic whirls of color, suddenly appeared like a zany, bouncy rubber ball in some lunatic circus. It was like parts of my environment were mocking me. That, combined with the inner cacophony in my head, convinced me that I was going insane.

      A classic response to this kind of bad-trip scenario is to go to bed and curl up like a fetus. That is exactly what I did. It must be an instinctive response when faced with any kind of unstoppable psychological onslaught. I had this notion that if I could cover myself up with blankets and sheets, then the mad, malevolent dissonance inside my mind might be assuaged. Unfortunately, this was not the case. Indeed, if you try to fight this sort of thing, it gets worse. If you try, as it were, to shut the door to the experience, the knocking gets louder. The eminent twentieth-century psychedelic guru Terence McKenna used to say that a bad trip is having to learn faster than you are accustomed to learning. Bad trips are not inside the mushroom. Bad experiences and frightful ideation are not part of psilocybin’s chemical structure. What psychedelic substances such as psilocybin do is amplify the contents of the psyche, raising unconscious material into conscious awareness (the word psychedelic literally means “mind manifesting”). They show you clearly the underlying composition and deepest recesses of your psyche. They show you what you are and of what you are made. They reveal what is just beneath the surface of your conscious life—which will invariably be surprising to you and maybe even shocking. The human psyche is very big and very complex.

      If the dark chaotic inner turmoil had continued for much longer, I would likely never have taken psilocybin again. But something happened that radically changed the course of my first psychedelic voyage. I called to mind something said by George Gurdjieff, whose teachings I had recently become deeply interested in. Gurdjieff ’s teachings chiefly revolve around the art and science of self-knowledge, with how to turn on a light within one’s inner world. Recalling Gurdjieff ’s teachings and the feelings his teachings inspired, I was able to impartially observe my psyche; I was able to see the negative thought patterns within my inner world as clearly as I could see physical objects in the outer world. This meant that the psychological torment began to lose its grip on me as I studied it. Indeed, the longer I was able to objectively observe my inner turmoil, the more and more clear it became. And the more clearly I saw it, the less powerful it became and the more I became free of it. The erratically careering negative thoughts were akin to wild animals that lose their power and momentum once they are caught in the headlights of a car. In other words, my newly mustered, objective, conscious attention was like a powerful headlight that had just been switched on. This was one of my first insights into the power of consciousness when it is in a focused state and into how the dynamics of one’s inner world will change through the bright, all-seeing light of consciousness.

      As soon as this happened, as soon as my inner world became illuminated, the negative chaotic activity halted, then quickly began to evaporate altogether, leaving me in a state of extreme bliss, with waves of mystical energy pulsing through me, making me feel as if I had suddenly entered the realm of the gods. I shall never forget lying in that bed, breathing very heavily, each breath an orgasmic testament to some higher state of being. I felt as if I was enveloped in some ancient divine energy. It seemed utterly momentous to my young mind (I was but twenty-two). I also recall thinking that I was a reborn Native American of some kind. I could hear tribal voices, or at least I had the sense of a native tribal language deep within me. In retrospect, I think this was in all likelihood a result of my interest in Native American culture at that time. Or maybe it was a kind of spiritual archetype welling up from my unconscious, an archetype that was actually to emerge many more times in the following decades. In any case, that initial mystical psilocybin experience made its mark, and I was never the same again. I knew something that other people didn’t. I knew there were realms of experience in which some bigger meaning could be grasped. I knew that we were part of a bigger picture and a bigger purpose. I knew what it meant to wake up more.

      The next phase of the mushroom’s influence began some six years later, at the Glastonbury Festival of June 1992. Primarily about music but with most artistic endeavors on display, the Glastonbury Festival is assuredly one of the most famous annual musical festivals in the world. This is especially the case if you are young. I had first “done” Glastonbury in 1986 (about four months prior to my first psilocybin experience), and it was a real eye-opener. Drugs play a key role at such festivals—or at least they used to. Back in the day, pretty much everyone was “off their heads” on some substance. To this day I vividly recall walking through fields packed with colorful people and hearing the earnest cries from an endless chain of drug salesmen advertising their wares: “Acid! Speed! Spliff! Acid, speed, spliff!” It was all very surreal and dreamlike, as if I were wandering around some weird manifestation of the collective subcultural British psyche.

      I attended the festival again in 1989 and then later still, as mentioned, in 1992. It was during this latter occasion that I detected, and was drawn toward, a strong shamanic current—and once I was in this current there was no going back. With hindsight, this curious current must have always been there—it was just that I was not much part of it. The exact moment I got “swept up” was when I went to watch the Shamen play their set. The Shamen were a popular techno rave band at that time and were just then reaching the pinnacle of their career (some years later I befriended the main chap behind the band and even wrote a series of short fictional stories called “The Adventures of Lord Hempton” for their website).

      I was very stoned and was standing right at the back of the large crowd of people that had gathered at the music stage where the Shamen were performing. It was late evening, and the band was using lasers. The performance looked cool and futuristic. At the end they played a lengthy track that featured a man talking. His voice was absolutely mesmerizing, as were the mystical, otherworldly topics he waxed lyrical about. The weird thing is that after the piece ended I was utterly awestruck, even though I could not recall exactly what this man had said. Somehow his words alluded to everything that I needed to hear—even though I was not really conscious of what it was that I wanted to hear. I just knew with absolute conviction that this man’s quixotic assertions were the key to my immediate future, as if I had been exposed to an informational code of some kind that had triggered something deep inside of me. It was as if I were a nonlethal version of the Manchurian candidate, like I had suddenly been primed. But for what?

      I raced back to tell my companions about what had just happened and to convey to them how incredibly inspired I felt. They just looked at me in a perplexed way. They wondered if I had been smoking too much dope. Regardless, the effect on me of the man’s inspiring words lasted for days.

      When I got back to London I immediately bought the Shamen’s album Boss Drum and soon discovered the charismatic raconteur’s identity. It was none other than Terence McKenna, who delivers an eight-minute speech on the track named “Re:Evolution” on the album. The band had played the self-same “Re:Evolution” recording of McKenna at the festival (I later learned that it was actually the first time they had played that particular piece).

      McKenna—who died in 2000—was without doubt the greatest spokesperson for the judicious use of psilocybin that the modern world has known—so it was no surprise that I picked up on his rhetoric. What Timothy Leary was to the acid-dropping 1960s McKenna was to the shamanic fungus-wielding 1990s. He came across best in his lengthy talks—of which there are hundreds, if not thousands, to be found on the Internet. He was a psychedelic polymath, a turned-on Carl Sagan, a spellbinding bard of the highest order. He could weave together stories of the cosmic human journey that would enthrall and inspire. More important, he was stating in a cogent and convincing manner that psilocybin fungi were a valuable spiritual resource and that their visionary effects were of profound importance for the future of our species. For young people unsure of the value of the psilocybin experience and unable to really qualify its worth as an epistemological tool, McKenna’s talks were a supportive nod, an intellectual thumbs up, a way of cross-referencing and validating certain transcendental experiences.

      Despite the great esteem many people still hold for McKenna, it is clear that he erred in many of his speculations. This is particularly the case with his lifelong obsession with the year 2012 and what he called the “end of history.” The notion of an eschatological event, or an Omega Point, as the Jesuit mystic Teilhard de Chardin called it, set to occur at the end of 2012 (as opposed to being a far-off event as Teilhard envisaged) was bound up with McKenna’s time wave theory, the idea being that there is a mathematical fractal pattern governing the rise and fall of novelty in the world. While it is undeniable that the universe is forever conjuring up novel phenomena (such as solar systems, life, and consciousness, for example) and while it is certainly plausible that nature is teleological (as I myself have repeatedly argued), there is no compelling evidence that the ebb and flow of novelty follows mathematically determined dynamics that can be mapped out in advance. Thus, whenever McKenna would attempt to fit historical events into his beloved time wave theory, it would always seem rather arbitrary. Moreover, did it mean that other biospheres in the universe were constrained to follow the same developmental rules? How could such a theory apply everywhere? In any case, nothing untoward happened at the end of 2012, and it was basically business as usual on the cultural front.

      McKenna also entertained something popularly known as the “stoned ape theory.” The idea was that our distant African primate ancestors stumbled across psilocybin fungi after they started to venture out of the forest and onto the savannah grasslands. Under the influence of psilocybin, certain novel traits were inspired or facilitated—such as language and art. By means unknown, these new traits then became genetically hardwired. The theory is made explicit in McKenna’s book Food of the Gods, and he also discussed it in many of his talks. While it is a fascinating idea, he never seemed to explain exactly how any genetic changes occurred. For evolution to occur, genetic changes have to occur. Human psychology is bound up with the cortex, and genes connected with the cortex must be affected if psilocybin is to have had a role in human evolution. I know of no way psilocybin could achieve such genetic modification, and I never heard McKenna detail such a mechanism.

      Not all is lost, however. If we still wish to maintain that psilocybin (or a similar environmental psychedelic) had some kind of historical impact upon our species, what seems more probable is that mushroom use may have inspired artistic creativity and religious ideas in our more recent ancestors (which means genes don’t need to come into it), an idea that author Graham Hancock promotes in his book Supernatural. Certainly it is possible, and thus the discovery and use of psilocybin may indeed account for the sudden cultural arrival of cave art and such. Until some kind of evidence emerges (such as fossilized Psilocybe spore samples within human remains), it is a moot issue.

      Post-2012, in the McKenna debriefing era, I think it fair to sum up McKenna’s pronounced shortcomings as the result of excessive wishful thinking. In other words, if McKenna was guilty of anything, it was in being too quixotic. He yearned for something spectacular to happen on a global level, an event of such magnitude that humanity would be pushed out of the rut of profane history and delivered to a new transcendental realm. That kind of idea is indeed wishful thinking and seems to absolve us of responsibility, as if we could regain paradise on earth by some means external to our own efforts and without radically changing our values and our conceptions about the world. It is akin to UFO fanatics imagining that one day “they” will come and that our meeting with “them” will transform everything, or akin to those who imagine that the Lord and his angels will descend from the heavens and bring justice and peace, or akin to the New Age idea that a “hyperdimensional portal” of some kind will appear, through which we will vibrate to some new level of being (whatever that means).

      All these ideas represent sugar-coated wishful thinking, a sort of childish solution to solving the various problems of the world. It seems far more practical and probable that dramatic change will eventually come from within us, from within the collective psyche. We don’t need to locate some “other” paradise or be swept up by some external eschatological force. The biosphere itself, Spaceship Earth, as futurist Buckminster Fuller termed it, is already an Eden and already contains everything we need to build a healthy, sustainable, egalitarian culture. We just need to realize this, stop pointing to the skies for salvation, and change our way of life here and now. This will not come instantly, but it can happen in the fullness of time. As the psilocybin-influenced comedian and raconteur Bill Hicks suggested, if we really put our minds to it, we could create heaven on earth and spend the future exploring the stars together. I reckon Hicks was spot on with that sentiment. Thus, we have to evolve ourselves in order to save ourselves. We have to effect cultural change according to our own inner efforts. Once the collective psyche has evolved and matured, it will be reflected outwardly in a mature culture. That is our only viable long-term destiny as far as I can discern.

      McKenna can be readily forgiven for his overzealous eschatological musings because what ultimately led him to wax so quixotic was the mushroom. This is what psilocybin can do. The psilocybin experience can be so spiritually charged that one can go through a sort of personal eschaton. One can die to one’s old self and feel ecstatically reborn. One realizes that life and consciousness are ultrafantastic and that we should be celebrating this and not be so caught up in things like money, war, and politics. There can also be an overwhelming impression that a principle of purposeful intelligence underlies all and everything, that human life is part of some grand, ongoing natural function. McKenna was keen to project this kind of psilocybinetic inspiration outwardly, and so was born his time wave theory, a means to hasten Teilhard’s hypothetical Omega Point, to bring some temporally distant cosmic attractor right into the present epoch.

      We can, of course, leave aside McKenna’s eschatological fantasies because they were not the only thing he raved about. He had equal time for biospherical concerns and the need to steer human culture in a different and less materialistic direction. He made people question everything, and his voice and rhetoric were like a beacon shining forth among all the meaningless media that clamor for our attention. In any case, the bottom line for me is that hearing McKenna in 1992 helped propel me further on my psychedelic journey that had begun, rather shakily, some six years earlier. For this, I am grateful. I may now have outgrown many of McKenna’s more fantastical ideas, but I still share his core love and high regard for the psilocybin experience.

      Back to 1992 and my first exposure to Terence McKenna. Having bought and avidly consumed his lively and thought-provoking book The Archaic Revival in July of 1992 and being suddenly interested in exploring psilocybin once more, I decided to venture to Richmond Park at the very end of the following month. I was in luck. Even though it was a hot and sunny late August day, I managed to locate hundreds of specimens of Psilocybe semilanceata, the very same species I had picked so naively in the park back in 1986. In fact, that bountiful autumn of 1992 provided me with literally thousands of mushrooms, a wonderfully fortuitous abundance that never occurred again.

      Compared with my situation in 1986, everything was different in 1992. I was older and wiser and no longer a grubby, dim punk rocker. I might still have had rebellious tendencies, but now I had the skill to verbalize any unorthodox points of view. Indeed, a few months earlier I had graduated from University College London (UCL) with a psychology degree. So here I was, an educated young man in the prime of life and ready for psychedelic action. At the very least I was in a position to more properly judge the merits of the psilocybin experience. To be sure, my final year university dissertation had been partly about the psychedelic experience—and I had received top marks for it. So I was basically all hyped up to explore the psychedelic edges of nature. Spurred on by McKenna’s quixotic musings, I saw myself as a kind of bold metaphysical adventurer fated to tackle the ultimate nature of reality by all and any psychoactive means necessary.

      So it was that from the end of August 1992 to late November of that same year, I spent my time in the grip of what I would later call a “mushroom fever.” It was a wonderful period of my life. I felt that I was investigating wild psilocybin mushrooms more systematically and more enthusiastically than any other British citizen before me. For a three-month period it was as if I had found heaven, as if I had awoken from a deep slumber into a reality that was both alive and directed, as though the world was the living text of some ongoing adventure story. It seemed as if I had uncovered a great secret that had lain buried in the English countryside, like a lost alchemical spell, a veritable philosopher’s stone able to bond the human psyche with a greater entity that was all of life. True, I had always been interested in altered states of awareness, true even that this had led me to study psychology, yet I was never prepared for the explosive, vision-inducing power lying latent within a humble fungus. All my previous psilocybin episodes were nothing compared with what was to come.

      Because I kept a journal at that time and documented my most astonishing experiences, I can reprint some of the material here to give a clear picture of what I went through and why the mushroom had such a massive impact upon me. In the “vintage” journal extracts that follow, I should point out that some sound decidedly naïve from this vantage point in time, while others are overtly mystical. Certain concepts like “Gaia” crop up a lot. While this deliberately poetic term (coined by James Lovelock for the self-regulating biosphere) was very popular in the early 1990s, it does sound a trifle dated. These days I prefer to simply speak of the biosphere and the naturally intelligent properties thereof.
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