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About the Author


Ross Heaven is the author of several books on shamanism, plant teachers and healing and runs workshops on these themes in Europe and Peru, including Shamanic Practitioner training programmes; Shamanic Healing and Soul Retrieval courses; plant medicine retreats with San Pedro, Salvia and ayahuasca, and journeys to Peru to work with indigenous shamans. He is also a shamanic healer and therapist and offers counselling, soul retrieval and healing in the UK.


He has a website at www.thefourgates.org, where you can read more about his work as well as forthcoming books and other items of interest. He also provides a monthly newsletter by email, which you can receive free of charge by emailing ross@thefourgates.org.


His other books on plant teachers and medicines include Cactus of Mystery, The Hummingbird’s Journey to God and Drinking the Four Winds (about San Pedro), Plant Spirit Shamanism (about ayahuasca and Amazonian plant healing) and The Sin Eater’s Last Confessions (about Celtic methods of soul healing with herbs and plants). Others in the Shamanic Plant Medicine series include Ayahuasca, San Pedro and Sacred Mushrooms. His full book list can be viewed at Amazon Books.










Introduction


Shamanic Plant Medicine The first practical guide to working with teacher plants


Shamanic Plant Medicine is a series of books written to provide you with a succinct and practical introduction to a specific teacher or power plant, its history, shamanic uses, healing applications and benefits, as well as the things to be aware of when working with these plants, including ceremonial procedures and safety precautions. These plants are also known in the Western world as entheogens: substances which ‘reveal the God within’, and in shamanic cultures as allies: helpful spirits which confer power and pass on insights and information.


The first in this series are Ayahuasca: The Vine of Souls, San Pedro: The Gateway to Wisdom, Salvia Divinorum: The Sage of the Seers and Sacred Mushrooms: Messengers of the Stars. It is a series which reveals the truth about these plants and provides an insight into their uses as well as the cautions to take with them, so you are properly informed of your choices not reliant on sensationalism and disinformation.


The shamanic use of plants and herbs is one of the world’s oldest healing methods and, despite propaganda to the contrary, it is usually the safest and most effective form of medicine too.


In 2005 for example the British Medical Journal warned that, ‘in England alone reactions to drugs that led to hospitalisation followed by death are estimated at 5,700 a year and could actually be closer to 10,000’. By comparison, between 2000 and August 2004 there were just 451 reports of adverse reactions to herbal preparations and only 152 were considered serious. No fatalities. That statistic equates to just 38 problem cases a year resulting from plant medicines compared to perhaps 10,000 deaths a year as a result of accepted mainstream medicine. Reviewing these figures the London Independent newspaper concluded that, ‘Herbs may not be completely safe as critics like to point out – but they are a lot safer than drugs.’


The situation in America is very similar. Here, orthodox medical treatment itself is now the leading cause of death, ahead of heart disease and cancer, and, ‘Infections, surgical mistakes and other medical harm contributes to the deaths of 180,000 hospital patients a year [and] another 1.4 million are seriously hurt by their hospital care.’ (Consumer Reports online: www.consumerreports.org). Other studies reveal that adverse drug reactions are under-reported by up to 94 per cent since the US government does not adequately track them. Death as a result of plant healings meanwhile remain next to zero.


It is worth asking why these figures so often go unreported, and why the medical profession continues to treat people as it does, even with full awareness of the risks and comparisons. Another good question would be why plants and herbs more than drugs and orthodox medicine are the focus of governments for stricter regulation (see for example the current codex alimentarius proposals) despite their effectiveness and comparative freedom from risk. Who benefits?


More remarkable even than their ability to heal the body is the ability of some plants to expand the mind, raise consciousness, release stuck or damaging emotions and connect us more deeply to spirit. These are the teacher plants. By showing us our true power and potential they enable us to see through illusions and explore the real nature of the dreaming universe so we discover our purpose on Earth.


Plant teachers are used by shamans the world over in a sacred ritual context to divine the future, enter spirit realms, learn the deepest truths of themselves and the universe (although many shamans see little distinction between the two since, as they say, ‘the world is as you dream it’; that is, each of us is the universe). They also enable them – and us – to perform true healings which go beyond the abilities of modern medicine and its reliance on intrusive treatments and often damaging drugs.










Ayahuasca: The Vine of Souls


The ayahuasca landscape is a virtual battleground populated with malevolent spirits but also with allies, plant teachers, animal spirit guides, ancestral spirits and other morally ambiguous entities. The shaman’s task is essentially one of extra-dimensional diplomacy; that is, to identify and forge alliances with the beneficial entities while guarding against those that don’t necessarily have one’s best interests in mind.


Dennis McKenna, The Brotherhood of the Screaming Abyss
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The Vine of Souls and the Amazonian Approach to Healing




My experience was nothing short of life-changing. I was led into a new world where darkness and fear is transformed into love and light. My ceremonies showed me far more than I thought possible and have given me a true understanding of what is necessary to return to my natural state. I purged years of physical pains, fears and cultural programming from my mind, body and spirit. I also received downloads of spiritual knowledge and instructions on how to remain connected to god/nature.


Shane, Australia1





Ayahuasca – a simple Amazonian vine – has, in the past few decades, spread its tendrils from the remote forests where it grows to destinations worldwide and has come to be seen by some of those who have drunk it (a varied bunch including musicians, models, doctors, lawyers, nurses, actors, artists, tradespeople, businessmen and women, to mention just some of those who have attended my workshops with the plant) as a sort of panacea for our age; a ‘living God’ which can put us back in touch with our souls and lead to new understanding and the potential for a peaceful Earth.


The vine seems now to be everywhere – almost an ‘overnight sensation’ – known to Western shamans far removed from the Amazon rainforests, and to non-healers alike. Even the mainstream media is aware of it and, while it would normally fly into a moral outrage about the brew (as it does with all ‘drugs’, calling for them to be banned as soon as it is aware of them), it has until now at least taken a more restrained and considered view about ayahuasca, perhaps partly due to the positive words that have been spoken about it by celebrities and musicians including Sting, Tori Amos, Paul Simon and even the fresh-faced and wholesome Olivia Newton John.




Every leaf, every blade of grass, every nodding flower is reaching out, every insect calling to me, every star in the clear sky sending a direct beam of light to the top of my head. This sensation of connectedness is overwhelming. It’s like floating in a buoyant limitless ocean of feeling that I can’t really begin to describe unless I evoke the word love. Before this experience I would have used the word to separate what I love from everything I don’t love – us not them, heroes from villains, friend from foe, everything in life separated and distinct like walled cities or hilltop fortresses jealously guarding their hoard of separateness. Now all is swamped in this tidal wave of energy which grounds the skies to the earth so that every article of matter in and around me is vibrant with significance. Everything around me seems in a state of grace and eternal.


Sting (in his autobiography, Broken Music)


It was one of the most influential journeys I have ever had being in ceremony with ayahuasca, the vine from the Amazon … It’s very much a journey that a real medicine woman [or]medicine man has to take you on, where you go inside. It’s not a social thing and it’s not something you should do on your own. It’s an internal experience … And yes, it does sometimes give me visions. But my intention when I am doing it is very different than recreational. I don’t do it recreationally. I do it to go do inner work.


Tori Amos


[My album] ‘Spirit Voices’ is really based on events that happened to me on a trip into the Amazon. We went to see a shaman in a shack in a jungle … first he sang. He sang for a long time, chanted … these beautiful melodies … and then they made up this brew called ayahuasca … which we drank.


Paul Simon


I have realized the ritual of ayahuasca in Pucallpa and I have shared a few days with the Shipibo, whose members are wonderful people … Peru is a charming land.


Olivia Newton John


Cut to February 2012 and the mega-celebrity, Jennifer Aniston, best known for playing perky girl-next-door Rachel in Friends, is tipping a bowl of ayahuasca to her lips in Universal’s newest romantic comedy Wanderlust. In just a few years, the once secret ‘shaman’s brew’ of the Amazon has snaked its way into the popular consciousness, including the entertainment industry, with cameos in the TV shows Weeds and Nip/Tuck and now the movie Wanderlust …


This ancient ayahuasca healing modality has proven effective in cases where Western medicine failed. In Black Smoke, author Margaret DeWys describes how ‘the spirit vine’ cured her of terminal breast cancer … and National Geographic adventurer Kira Salak wrote about how overcoming a ‘devil’ in an ayahuasca vision vanquished her life-long struggle with depression in what has become ‘the most popular article the magazine has ever published, bringing in 20 times more reader response mail than any previous article.’


Jonathan Talat Phillips in The Huffington Post.2





Ayahuasca has always been good at making its own mythology so we must be careful about over-claiming the undoubtedly remarkable qualities of this plant and portraying it as something miraculous.3


Amazing cures and spiritual illumination are certainly possible from working seriously with it. However, although this normally requires more than one ceremony or one drink of the brew, but a rigorous healing process of which ayahuasca is one important part. (More on this in the section below).


An Introduction to the Vine


The word ayahuasca comes from two native Quechua words: aya meaning ‘spirit’, ‘soul, or ‘ancestor’, and huasca meaning ‘vine’ or ‘rope’. Hence it is known as the vine of souls’. It plays a central role in the spiritual and cultural traditions of the Amazon and, in 2008, was constitutionally recognised by the Peruvian government as a National Treasure.


Its ceremonial use dates back thousands of years. One of the earliest objects related to it is a specially-engraved cup, now a museum piece, which was found in the Amazon around 500 BC and shows that ayahuasca has been used as a sacrament for at least 2,500 years.


The brew is made from ayahuasca vine (Banisteriopsis caapi) and the leaves of the chacruna plant (Psychotria viridis), and it is said that a shaman can find plentiful sources of both by listening for the heartbeat that emanates from them.4


The ayahuasca mixture is prepared by adding the vines and leaves to water and boiling it for several hours so that it reduces to a thick brown potion. This is the brew that is drunk. The shaman oversees the entire process, often blowing good intentions for healing and tobacco smoke into the mixture (a procedure known as soplada), singing magical chants called icaros to it and offering prayers to the ayahuasca spirits for a successful ceremony to follow.


Icaros


Icaros, the sacred songs of the shaman, are integral to the ayahuasca experience and direct the ceremony and the visions which may arise. The shaman has songs for each person’s needs, the vibrations of which summon healing energies with words that tell of nature’s ability to heal.


For example, an icaro may call in the energy of a sacred stream to wash away illness or of brightly-coloured flowers with the power to attract good fortune. As the shaman sings you might even see these things in your visions (ayahuasca was once known by the scientific name telepathine because of its ability to work in this way, suggesting that it engenders a form of telepathy among its drinkers so that they share common thoughts, images or experiences during ceremony).


Icaros may also be used to call protective spirits, summon the essence of nature, and to provoke the mareacion or effects of the ayahuasca by making a plea to the spirit of the vine. In the words of one ayahuascero (Javier, quoted in my book, Plant Spirit Shamanism), icaros ‘render the mind susceptible for visions; then the curtains can open for the start of the theatre’.


Icaros are not always songs per se but may also be magical chants or a melody that is whistled or whispered into the ayahuasca brew or into the energy field of a person who is to be healed during a ceremony. Rather than hymns (which are more common in the Brazilian Santo Daime tradition, a fusion of ayahuasca shamanism and Christianity), Amazonian icaros are better regarded as an energetic force charged with positive healing intent. The shaman stores this force inside his body and is able to transmit it to another person or to the brew itself so that this life-giving energy is also ingested when the mixture is drunk.


These songs are taught to the shaman by the spirit of the plants themselves; the longer his relationship with these plants, the more icaros he may learn and the more potent they will be. The power and knowledge of an ayahuascero is therefore sometimes measured in part by the number of icaros he possesses. Javier, for example, claims to know the spirit songs of some 1,500 ‘jungle doctors’, including the icaro del tabaco (the song of tobacco – one of the most sacred of Amazonian plants), the icaro del ajo sacha (the song of the plant ajo sacha – see below) and the icaro del chiric sanango (also see below), among many others.


However, it is not always true that a library of songs automatically equals greater power since, with the rise of ayahuasca tourism in Peru, there are now a number of ‘song and dance’ shamans who know plenty of good tunes and are willing to sing them in ceremonies for visitors but who do not themselves have great healing gifts. They are, sadly, more like entertainers. On the other hand, there are also shamans like don Luis of Iquitos who know fewer plants but know them extremely well. His primary ally is chiric sanango, a plant he has dieted many times, the first for a period of 18 months in contrast to the usual shamanic plant diet of just 14 days. In Luis’ view it is more important to know a few plants extremely well and to have them as well-established friends and allies because then they will act as your ambassador in the spirit world and lead you to the plants you need for a patient no matter what his illness.


There are precise and specific icaros for many different purposes – to cure snake bites, for example, or to clarify visions during ayahuasca ceremonies, to communicate with the spirit world, or even to win the love of a woman. Huarami icaros (from the Quechua word huarami which, loosely, means ‘woman’) are of this latter category. Others – icaros de las piedras – are taught to shamans by encantos (special healing stones which offer spiritual protection), while icaros del viento call upon the spirit of the wind and ayaruna icaros (from the Quechua words aya – ‘spirit’ or ‘dead’ – and runa – ‘people’ – are sung to invoke the ‘spirit people’ – the souls of dead shamans who live in the underwater world – so they may help during a healing or an ayahuasca ceremony.


Icaros can also be transmitted from a master shaman to his disciple but it is nature that is regarded as the greatest teacher and the most powerful songs are those learnt directly from plants themselves. To learn these songs the shaman must follow a special diet for many weeks as he treks deep into the rainforest to find the appropriate plants and places of power where the magical music of nature can be heard. The words of the chants he then learns are symbolic stories telling of the ability of nature to heal itself and heal us, since we are a part of nature too. What actually heals, however, is not the words or the tune but the healing vibration they carry and the insights that arise from this, which allow inner feelings to unblock so that bitterness and anger can change to ecstasy and love.


The Shamanic Diet


Ayahuasca is sometimes also called the purge (la purga) and has a reputation for causing vomiting. It is worth saying something about this here. Firstly, it is not ‘compulsory’ that you vomit! Many people do not.


In Peru, however, purging is regarded as beneficial because when people purge the spirit of ayahuasca is conducting a healing. What emerges from the body is often not physical matter at all but unhealthy energies that lead to illness.


During an ayahuasca session, for example, you might make a healing connection between a negative event from your past and a pattern of saladera (bad luck) you are experiencing now, followed by an urge to vomit. What comes up is the negative energy from that event so that new, positive energies can flow. This is a purification of the soul so your luck can change for the better and old attachments and limitations are released.


Adherence to a special diet as part of the ayahuasca process of healing will also reduce the likelihood of vomiting (as opposed to purging). The diet in fact is a key part of the experience and can be a journey of self-exploration and discovery in itself, bringing greater awareness our routines and habits which can limit us. As Barbara, one of my American participants, put it: ‘Judging from people’s comments, I think the diet was harder for me than everyone else. This led to the insight of how much of my life is centred around food.’


Shamanic diets also enhance the visionary experience. They involve purification, retreat, commitment and respect for our connection to everything around us. Through the exclusion of some foodstuffs and activities the diet enables us to purify and take in the spirit of ayahuasca and its healing. They are also key to the training of every shaman as he develops his relationship with new plant allies.


As part of the diet – whether undertaken by a shaman to meet a new plant spirit or administered to a patient to heal a particular illness – other (typically non-entheogenic) plants are usually taken, each of which has a specific healing function on a physical and a psycho-spiritual level.
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