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What people are saying about


Herbs of the Southern Shaman


Another fine book from the always-interesting pen of Steve Andrews. Concise, knowledgeable, clearly and distinctly written, it can be enjoyed on many levels: as a reference book, a spiritual guide, a horticultural manual, or simply for entertainment. A welcome addition to any ethnobotanists library.


C. J. Stone, author and journalist


The Bard of Ely’s deep delve into the shamanistic properties of the herbs of this world’s southern hemisphere is a triumph. Where to find your sample, what you do with it, and more importantly what happens next are all covered in fine and easy to understand detail. A psychonautist’s Rosetta Stone.


Peter Finch, poet and author


Once again, Steve Andrews manages a mix of fact, fantastic detail, wise reflection, and unique insight in order to enlighten us about the herbs of South and Central America, their histories, properties, uses, and influences upon the modern world. This timely tome is as entertaining as it is educational; as thought-provoking as it is thorough. The style is clear, engaging, and accessible, whilst the subject matters remains crisp, sharp, and intelligent. A well-written, well-researched book that deserves to be widely read, Herbs of the Southern Shaman is undoubtedly set to become a classic. I enjoyed the book immensely.


Mab Jones, writer and poet


As a practicing ‘white witch’ and lover of plants and nature, I found Steve Andrew’s book Herbs of the Northern Shaman invaluable. Clearly written and beautifully illustrated with detailed photographs that help identify the plants, I can’t wait for a ‘Southern’ version to come out as a reference and companion on my globe trotting adventures.
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Foreword


Following on from my book Herbs of the Northern Shaman, I felt that a sequel should be written to detail the wealth of herbs that can be described as entheogens that come from the southern hemisphere, and the more southerly parts of the north. I had considered writing a book to cover the middle zone and equatorial regions because Central America has a large proportion of herbs that can be used for shamanic purposes. It is a bit tricky trying to decide what falls within this middle zone and some countries at the top of South America are definitely considered as being in the south. I finally settled on calling this book Herbs of the Southern Shaman.


Of course, Mother Nature is not to be bounded by our unnatural divisions and boundaries between countries and territories. So many herbs grow wherever they can take root and flourish.


For some reason, Mexico, in particular, and Central America, as already noted, appears to have more species of psychoactive herbs that can be used shamanically than anywhere else on the planet. This has meant that many American Indian cultures have been very strongly influenced by these plants and the use of such herbs has been widespread among the shamans of the many tribes for thousands of years. The remaining architecture and cultural artefacts of great civilisations like the Incas, the Aztecs and the Mayan Indians often depict sacred ‘power plants’ like the morning glory, the datura and the magic mushroom amongst their iconography and symbolism. In fact, the Aztecs had a semi-divine figure known as Xochipilli, which translated means ‘Prince of Flowers’, and his statue is adorned with many stylized glyphs depicting sacred shamanic herbs. It is easy to conjecture that these people believed that this prince ruled over the hallucinogenic plants he is shown with, or maybe that he derived his magical powers from them. We can tell from many such sources that these herbs were used in religious rituals and ceremonies. The use of entheogenic herbs has been carried on and practised still by the shamans and neo-shamans of today.


Some of these shamans have become famous for their knowledge and skills in practising shamanism and herbal medicine, people like Maria Sabina of the Mazatec Indians of Mexico, who is featured in many books about these subjects.


The knowledge of such plants and their cultivation and use has often spread far from the original source and is happening now with the worldwide interest being shown in ethnobotanical plants and shamanism. Salvia divinorum the diviner’s mint, for example, as far as we know originated in Mexico, but it has since been propagated on the other side of the globe. Many other species like the morning glory have proved so popular with gardeners that the plants are grown worldwide wherever it is warm enough. Others have territories that extend and overlap within countries in the northern and southern hemispheres.


I wish to point out that were it not for Dr. Richard Evan Schultes and Dr. Albert Hoffmann’s ground-breaking ethnobotanical classic – Plants of the Gods – much of the information we currently have, would I fear, not be available for examination and debate. All authors on these subjects clearly owe them a great debt. However, whilst researching for this my own book, I became acutely aware of how many writers have merely re-written and recycled the information from this past masterpiece about entheogens. Sometimes it can be difficult to find fresh material. Often nothing new is added and nothing questioned. If possible, I have tried to break this mould, whilst still acknowledging our debt to these and other ethnobotanical scholars and pioneers.


I also wish to state that the purpose of this work is for educational reasons and to provide horticultural and botanical information for consideration. Even though I have included personal descriptions of hallucinogenic experiences by users of some of the plants detailed in this work, I am in no way advocating the ingestion or use of any of these herbs, many of which are very poisonous when consumed and can present a very real danger. It will be pointed out in the text when a species is particularly toxic, and I also wish make it clear that the shamans of the cultures that use these plants often obey very strict dieting and other rules and regulations when they partake of sacred herbal preparations. Often, these rules have been formulated after countless years of hard-won experience for particular tribes and there is a very good reason for them. For example, the herbal mixtures that make up the brew known as ayahuasca are only safely consumed when dietary restrictions are followed. Many of the peoples that used these herbs treated them as religious sacraments, as ‘teachers’, to help divine something, or maybe to treat an illness. The idea of taking such plants for fun and recreational purposes would have had no place in their understanding of the world. The laws relating to supply, possession, cultivation and use of many of these herbs varies from one year to the next and is different in one country to another. The reader is advised to be aware of this and to find out the laws that apply in the lands that he or she may be in. Neither the author or publisher are condoning breaking the law, and neither do they accept any responsibility for harm resulting from the unwise or incorrect usage of such herbs as those described in this book.


I intend showing medicinal uses of herbs described and also, if I can find the information, details of astrological planetary rulers and associated deities as well as magical properties assigned to them. All these attributes and many more are in the domain of a shaman, who is an explorer of worlds and a practitioner of knowledge gained. Let us now explore the magical world of the plant kingdom.
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Acacia


Fabaceae


Other common names: Wattle


The genus acacia is made up of hundreds of species of tree, mainly from Australia, but now distributed in many parts of the world. These trees are often grown for their ornamental appeal with their finely divided foliage and attractive flowers, but the trees have many other uses. The acacias are included here because DMT (Dimethyltryptamine) and other psychoactive alkaloids have been isolated from the bark. Acacia maidenii is one of the species that has been used, and A. simplex is another.


There is much debate about the authenticity of claims about psychoactive substances contained in acacias and the aboriginal people of Australia do not use the trees for these purposes. However, this has not stopped neo-shamans of the modern world being very interested in these trees and from experimenting with extracts taken from them. Acacia bark has been used as a DMT-containing herbal ingredient in ayahuasca mixtures (see the description of ayahuasca later in this work).


Acacias can generally be legally grown and so the seeds of various species are readily available.


Agara


Galbulimima belgraveana


Himantandraceae


Other common names: Kombe


The agara is a large tree growing to 90ft. in height and found growing in Malaysia, Papua New Guinea, Molucca and Northeast Australia. The flowers are yellow or a brownish-yellow and are composed of stamens only, having no petals or sepals. The agara bears red fleshy fruit, which smells of resin. The leaves are a metallic shade of green above and quite glossy in appearance, while the undersides are brownish. They are elliptic in shape and reach about 6in. in length. The tree has a greyish brown bark that has a strong aroma.


Natives of Papua are reported to make an intoxicating tea from the leaves and bark by boiling them with the leaves of the plant called ereiba (Homalomena lauterbachii) and to employ this for a pre-battle hallucinogenic experience. Psilocybin-containing mushrooms may also be consumed with this mixture. This shamanic brew is said to produce a state of intoxication in which visions of men and animals are seen and followed by a deep slumber. However, there are no records of Australian Aborigines using the tree in this way.


According to Schultes and Hofmann in their classic work Plants of the Gods, although some 28 separate alkaloids have been isolated from the tree, none of these have been demonstrated to be psychoactive. Included amongst these alkaloids are himandrine, himbacine, himgravine, himbosine and himbadine.


Anadenanthera


Anadenanthera colubrina, A. peregrina


Fabaceae


Other common names: Vilca, Cebil, Yopo, Cohoba


Anadenanthera is a genus of tropical trees from South America with seeds, pods and bark that contain DMT, bufotenin and other short-acting tryptamines. The seeds are ground up to produce a hallucinogenic snuff which shamans of indigenous tribes of Colombia, Venezuela and the Brazilian rainforest area use to experience visions and in healing ceremonies and rituals. Yopo snuff was also commonly used in the Caribbean islands, where the trees also grow, up until the time of the Spanish Conquest.


The snuff is often administered by having another person blow it into the nostrils using a bamboo tube, or it can be snorted up bird-bone tubes. Archaeological research has shown that these trees were used as hallucinogenic snuffs 4,000 years ago. Puma bone smoking pipes have been found along with anadenanthera beans at Inca Cueva in Argentina, and snuff trays and tubes were discovered in the central Peruvian coast dating back to 1200 BCE.


Anadenanthera tree bark and seeds have also been used by various tribes in ayahuasca mixtures where it is combined with the caapi vine to increase the potency.


Ashvaganda


Withania somnifera


Solanaceae


Other common names: Kuthmithi


This plant from the very large nightshade family is a semi-hardy shrub found growing in parts of Africa and India.


In Indian Ayurvedic medicine it is used as a tranquiliser and narcotic. Its sedative properties are suggested by its botanical species name somnifera, meaning ‘bringing sleep’. The roots of ashvaganda are used for this purpose in Africa. It is also employed as a health-giving tonic and as an aphrodisiac, and these are qualities said to be provided by the closely related orobal (A. aristata), a medicinal shrub found in Tenerife and some of the other Canary Islands where it is regarded as a most important herbal medicine and all-round panacea. The whole ashvaganda plant has medicinal and psychoactive properties and it can be used to make a pain-killing tea.


Ashvaganda is an easy plant to cultivate, and once established, after a period of winter dormancy, will regrow itself quickly from the rootstock.



Astrophytum



Astrophytum asterias, Astrophytum capricorne, Astrophytum myriostigma


Cactaceae


Other common names: Peyotillo, Bishop’s Cap


The Astrophytum cacti, which are to be found in Mexico, bear a superficial resemblance to peyote, and have been reported as regarded as peyote substitutes by the Tarahumara tribe. The name ‘bishop’s cap’ is mainly used for the species myriostigma and indicates the shape and appearance of the cactus. These unusual and attractive desert plants are popular with cactus-collectors, as well as being sought after by would-be ‘peyotists’ and have become very rare in their wild habitats. Due to the ongoing threats to their survival, the Astrophytum cacti are protected by conservation laws. Although various potentially psychoactive alkaloids have been identified, the amounts are very small and the stronger hallucinogenic substances mescaline and macromerine have not been found in these plants.


Ayahuasca


Banisteriopsis caapi


Malpighiaceae


Other common names: Caapi, Yagé, Vine of the Soul
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Ayahuasca Vine (Photo: Iolo Jones)





No book about the use of sacred herbs by shamans of the south would be complete without including the psychoactive and healing brew known as ayahuasca, which is also known as iowaska, or yagé. There are books and other publications about ayahuasca, and its use has even caused religious movements, such as Santo Daime, to come about that use it as a sacred healing ritual. The word ayahuasca actually means ‘vine of the soul’ and refers to a beverage made by brewing bark-covered sections of the caapi vine along with other herbal ingredients.


Ayahuasca has a long history of use by shamans of tribes from the Amazon rainforest areas. It contains beta-carboline alkaloids harmine, harmaline and tetrahydroharmine which are monoamine oxidase inhibitors (MAOIs). MAOIs should not be consumed along with any foods containing tryptophans, as well as sauerkraut, coffee, cocoa, chocolate, cheese, dairy produce, avocados, bananas, figs, pineapples, broad beans, pickled herring, chicken liver, nutmeg, liquorice and yeast extract. Antihistamines, amphetamines, sedatives, tranquilisers and narcotics should all be avoided too, along with the drugs ecstasy, macromerine, mescaline, ephedrine and the essential oils of fennel, dill and parsley. This is because a MAOI in the presence of any of the foods, ingredients and drugs on that long list can produce a potentially dangerous condition in which headaches, vomiting, blood pressure crises and heart failure can occur. Ideally, several days before and after consumption of an MAOI or ayahuasca should be observed before any of those foods or substances are consumed. This is why tribal shamans often stick to strict diet restrictions before the use of the brew. However, there are ayahuasca groups that do not adhere to dieting restrictions which suggests that dangerous situations regarding the health of the consumer are not encountered often. It is still better to be safe than sorry though!


The reason that ayahuasca is such a well-respected psychoactive drink is because the exceedingly potent hallucinogenic substance DMT (dimethyltryptamine) becomes active in anyone who has consumed it along with the MAOIs supplied by the vine. Otherwise DMT only works if snorted as snuff and is of much shorter duration. The ayahuasca brew is a mixture of the caapi vine and other plants which contain DMT. The main ones of these are chacruna (Psychotria viridis) and chaliponga (Dilopterys cabrerana).


The ayahuasca experience is very intense and often includes a period of vomiting but this is regarded as beneficial as a purge. Extreme hallucinatory states ensue and there may well be voices heard and encounters with beings viewed as spirit guides and other-dimensional entities. Healings of physical and mental conditions may occur and the ayahuasca user may have life-changing realisations. Shamans and experienced ayahuasca users recommend that you do not take this brew on your own.


Author and conspiracy theorist David Icke used his ayahuasca sessions as the inspiration for his book Tales from the Time Loop.


The laws covering ayahuasca vary from country to country and are subject to change. DMT is a controlled substance in the UK, US and elsewhere but plants containing it are often legal to possess.



B



Bakana


Coryphantha compacta


Cactaceae


Other common names: Beehive Cactus, Bakanawa, Hikuli, Wichuri


The cactus known as bakana is found in dry, hilly locations, and is difficult to spot as it nestles concealed and camouflaged against the sandy soil. To avoid confusion, it is worth noting that the name ‘bakana’ is also used by the Tarahumara Indians of Mexico for a totally unrelated but equally psychoactive plant – the sedge Scirpus atrovirens (covered later on in this book). The Tarahumara consider bakana, a small, round and spiny cactus, as a variety of peyote (covered in depth in a later section), and this is not surprising because this species and many other cacti in this genus have been found to contain a variety of psychoactive phenethylamines.


The alkaloid macromerine, which is similar to mescaline but weaker in action in proportion to the amount needed, is derived from its well-known cousin the Donana cactus (C. macromeris) from the northern part of Mexico. The species compacta is greatly feared and respected by Indian shamans from the areas in which it is found, and its close relative C. palmerii is also used as an entheogen in Mexico.


Betel Nut


Areca catechu


Palmaceae


Other common names: Areca Palm, Areca Nuts, Guvka, Pinang, Pinlang


There exists a lot of confusion with the plant substance known as ‘betel nut’ because the ‘nut’ that is chewed by millions ofpeople is actually a combination of the seed of the areca palm mixed with lime and wrapped in a leaf from the betel pepper (Piper betel). The areca palm tree bears yellowish-red fruit the size of hens’ eggs, which contain the brown acorn-sized seeds or ‘nuts’ and these are mottled inside like nutmegs. These seeds are cut into pieces before being rolled in lime and wrapped in the leaves of the betel pepper. The betel nuts are then generally held in the mouth rather than actually chewed, although the terms ‘chewing betel nuts’ and ‘betel chewing’ are commonly employed to describe this very widespread practice. It is estimated that as many as between one quarter and one tenth of the world’s population indulge in this habit which is practised from East Africa to Polynesia, including India as a stronghold of the practice. In fact, shiploads of the seeds are exported annually from Sumatra, Molucca, China and Siam.
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Betel Nuts (Photo: Iolo Jones)





Betel nuts are so popular because of the stimulant and intoxicating properties of the alkaloids arecaine (also known as arecaidine) and arecoline, which are released as a result of a chemical reaction engendered by the alkaline lime in the mixture. The people of these countries chew betel nuts all day long, and regular partakers of this custom have stained teeth and mouths because the seeds release a strong red dye into the saliva. The taste is actually very acid and astringent, which causes users to spit it out as they continue chewing but it is also aromatic. In India and other parts of the world, perfumes and other additives are often added to the broken up seeds to further improve the mixture, and this product is known as supari. It is readily available from Asian grocers and food-stores.


The betel nut also contains large amounts of tannin, giving it astringent properties, as well as another alkaloid known as guracine together with gallic acid, fixed oil gum, volatile oil, lignin and various saline substances. Arecoline hydrobromide, a commercial salt related to one of the main alkaloids, is a strong stimulant with laxative properties. In veterinary practice it is used to treat colic in horses. The betel nut has been made into a dentifrice because of its astringent qualities. In India it has been employed as a means of removing tapeworms from the body.


In a much more shamanic way, the sweet-scented flowers of the tree are used in Borneo as medicinal charms to aid the healing of the sick. The betel nuts are also made into magical amulets to ward off evil. It is believed in parts of India that the deities in the heavenly worlds lack betel there, so this makes it an excellent offering to the gods.


The betel pepper grows in the same countries and is cultivated on trellises as a climbing shrub, with the leaves being harvested and dried. The plant contains cadinene, betel-phenol, chavicol, and a volatile oil, which is yellow when it is a good quality. The leaves have similar properties to the ‘nut’ being a stimulant, an aromatic and an astringent bitter. They also have antiseptic qualities and the oil from them is used against respiratory complaints in the form of a gargle and as an inhalant.



Blue Water Lily



Nymphaea caerulea, N.ampla


Nymphaceae


Other common names: Blue Lotus, Egyptian Lotus, Sacred Narcotic Lily of the Nile
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Blue Water Lily (Illustration: Aziz Ipsule)





The blue water lily is a truly beautiful flower and just looking at it in awe and wonder it would be very easy to think it had magical qualities, and from what we can tell it does in a chemically-driven mind-altering way. It is believed by many people to have been used as an entheogenic herb for shamanic purposes, and also perhaps for recreation, by the ancient Egyptians. This is because the plant’s leaves and flower-heads are often conspicuous in artwork that survives from the period of the mighty empires of the pharaohs. It was even discovered in an excavation in 1922, that the blue lotus lily had been scattered over the mummified body of Tutankhamun when he had been laid to rest in his tomb.


Other scholars have argued against its entheogenic usage, possibly in an effort to hold the Egyptian culture somewhat above the world of drug-users. The viewpoint that this water lily was used for its psychoactive properties was, however, demonstrated to be very likely, when in a British Channel 4 television series called The Sacred Weeds, a couple of volunteers ingested the plant and became clearly intoxicated. In fact, they enjoyed the experience so much they were allowed back for a second portion. An expert non-believer and sceptic was clearly challenged by this demonstration and had to concur that it looked as if the blue water lily might be psychoactive after all.


The herb contains apomorphine, nuciferine, and nornuciferine as alkaloids that have been extracted from the rhizome, and these substances are thought to be responsible for its psychotropic activity in humans who ingest it.


Besides growing in Egypt and in the area of the Nile, this water lily is also found in Tanzania and Kenya, as well as being cultivated around the world for its very great ornamental qualities.


Similarly, the Mexican water lily with the botanical name of N. ampla, has been linked with shamanic usage by the American Indian tribes of the Central part of the continent, and is again depicted in architecture and artwork. It has been reported to have been used in recent times as a recreational drug-plant with narcotic and hallucinogenic properties. This water lily is very similar in appearance and growing habits, found in lakes, slow-moving rivers and in large ponds, but the flower is white. It is also found growing in other temperate and tropical zones of both hemispheres of the planet.


It is perhaps significant that the ancient empires on both sides of the ocean appeared to employ the water lily as a sacred shamanic herb in their ceremonies and artwork. Several authors have commented on other similarities such as the pyramid-style buildings once made, as well as many similar etymological roots and derivations in the languages and dialects. The probable use of the blue water lily as a sacred narcotic herb by cultures of the Old and New Worlds certainly points the argument in favour of a belief in a common ancestry or origin.


The water lilies are governed by the Moon in herbal and astrological lore.


Brugmansia


Brugmansia arborea, B. aurea, B. insignis, B. sanguinea, B. suaveolens, B. versicolor, B. vulcanicola


Solanaceae


Other common names: Angel’s Trumpet, Angel’s Tears


The Brugmansia species grow as large bushes and small trees. They come from South America, from Colombia, Chile, Brazil, Ecuador and Venezuela, though all seven named species are now thought to be probably extinct in the wild. However, because of their very great beauty and ornamental value, the Brugmansias are often grown in gardens and parks in subtropical and tropical areas of the world.


They have large trumpet-shaped flowers that hang down in bunches and come in a range of white, pink, yellow, orange and red shades, according to species or variety. There are many cultivars and hybrids, and the plants are usually propagated by cuttings. The flowers are pollinated by hawkmoths and emit a strong perfume, especially at night. The red-flowered B. sanguinea emits no scent, however, and it is pollinated by hummingbirds.


The Brugmansia genus is closely related to the very similar Datura genus of plants, and Brugmansias used to be called ‘tree daturas’. The Brugmansia species tend to grow a lot taller than the Daturas and they have pendulous flowers that are followed by smooth-skinned seedpods. The Daturas have upright flowers and their seedpods are usually protected with spines, hence the name ‘thorn-apple’, which is applied to the species D. stramonium. Brugmansia and Datura species all contain the tropane alkaloids scopolamine, hyoscyamine and atropine, making them very dangerous poisonous plants. The alkaloids are concentrated in the leaves and seeds but all parts are toxic to humans. Scopolamine has been used by criminals as an aid to robbery by rendering their victims unconscious or controllable. It has been linked too with cases of rape, and has acquired a very ‘bad’ name as a drug.


Hallucinations are part of the intoxication brought on by Brugmansia poisoning and so the plants have been used by shamans as entheogens in religious ceremonies and rituals, however, the consumption of these herbs puts the user in very great danger. The poisons in a Brugmansia can cause insanity, long-term physical and mental harm and death. Nevertheless, dangerous as they can be, the Brugmansias are sometimes added as ingredients used to make ayahuasca brews.



C



Calea


Calea zachatechichi


Asteraceae


Other common names: Dream Herb, Leaf of God


The Dream herb has fast become a plant of increasing interest in ethnobotanical circles of enquiry, and not surprisingly, for this herb has a long history of shamanic use by various Mexican tribes. Besides this, the plant exhibits some effects quite unlike those of many herbs of this nature, the chief of these being its ability to induce dreaming and recollection of these reveries. This effect due to the consumption of this herb has been called ‘oneirogenic’, meaning dream-inducing.
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