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DISCLAIMER

The journeys, plants, diets, and recipes offered in this book are for interest purposes only.

The exercises we present have been tested in many workshops, client healings, and other real-life applications. No harm has ever arisen for any participant as a result, and most have benefited enormously. It is important, however, to act sensibly and responsibly when using any plant medicines and to double-check all formulas and recipes for legality and safety before using them internally or externally. We also advise a medical consultation before embarking on plant diets, to reassure yourself that there are no contraindications to the plants listed herein.

Any application of these exercises is at the reader’s own risk, and the authors and publishers disclaim any liability arising directly or indirectly from the use of this book, its exercises, or the plants and medicines it describes.
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THE PLANTS GAVE ME LIFE

I owe my life to plants, and they have informed everything I have done. From the time when I was very young, I liked to work with plants and knew that they gave me daily sustenance, not just as food for my body, but in my soul. I loved and admired them greatly. In my adolescence they became even more important to me. I was very unwell in my heart,a but I healed myself with the sacred plant, ayahuasca, after years of suffering—something that medicines from the pharmacy were unable to do.

After years of healing myself in this way, I saw a curandera (female shaman) heal my younger sister, also using ayahuasca. My sister had been in mortal agony with hepatitis, but with this single healing from the plants, she was cured in just two hours. That motivated me to start learning the science of vegetalismo.b Later I began dieting with la purga,c and she taught me how to use plants for healing and how to understand their application through visions. That’s how I came to be a shaman, ordained by the spirits.

My visions helped me understand the value of human beings, animals, the plants themselves, and many other things. The plants taught me the function they play in life, and the holistic meaning of all life. We all should give special attention and deference to Mother Nature. She deserves our love. And we should also show a healthy respect for her power!

Plants are essential in many ways: they give life to all beings on Earth by producing oxygen, which we need to be active; they create the enormous greenhouse that gives board and lodging to diverse but interrelated guests; they are teachers who show us the holistic importance of conserving life in its due form and necessary conditions.

For me personally, though, they mean even more than this. Plants—in the great living book of nature—have shown me how to study life as an artist and shaman. They can help all of us to know the art of healing and to discover our own creativity, because the beauty of nature moves people to show reverence, fascination, and respect for the extent to which the forests give shelter to our souls.

The consciousness of plants is a constant source of information for medicine, alimentation, and art, and an example of the intelligence and creative imagination of nature. Much of my education I owe to the intelligence of these great teachers. Thus I consider myself to be the “representative” of plants, and for this reason I assert that if they cut down the trees and burn what’s left of the rainforests, it is the same as burning a whole library of books without ever having read them.

People who are not so dedicated to the study and experience of plants may not think this knowledge is so important to their lives—but even they should be conscious of the nutritional, medicinal, and scientific value of the plants they rely on for life.

My most sublime desire, though, is that every human being should begin to put as much attention as he or she can into the knowledge of plants, because they are the greatest healers of all. And all human beings should also put effort into the preservation and conservation of the rainforest and care for it and the ecosystem, because damage to these not only prejudices the flora and fauna but humanity itself.

Even in the Amazon these days, many see plants as only a resource for building houses and to finance large families. People who have farms and raise animals also clear the forest to produce foodstuffs. Mestizos and native Indians log the largest trees to sell to industrial sawmills for subsistence. They have never heard of the word ecology!

I, Pablo, say to everybody who lives in the Amazon and the other forests of the world, that they must love the plants of their land, and everything that is there!

This expression of love must be a sincere and altruistic interest in the lasting well-being of others. We are not here simply to exist, but to enjoy life together with plants, animals, and loved ones, and to delight in contemplation of the beauty of nature. A shaman has in his mind and heart the attitude of conserving nature because he knows that life is for enjoying the company of this world’s countless delights.

Any painting or book or piece of art that spreads this message is to be respected, and every reader who picks up a book on this subject is to be honored.

I invite you to read on and to learn from the greatest teachers of all—the plants, our sacred brothers and sisters.

PABLO C. AMARINGO, OCTOBER 2005

(TRANSLATED BY PETER CLOUDSLEY)

Pablo Amaringo is one of the world’s greatest visionary artists. A member of the Shipibo tribe, he trained as a curandero (shaman) in the Amazon, healing himself and others from the age of ten, but gave this up in 1977 to become a full-time painter and art teacher at his Usko-Ayar school. His book, Ayahuasca Visions: The Religious Iconography of a Peruvian Shaman, co-authored with Luis Eduardo Luna, was published in 1993 by North Atlantic Books. He has a Web site at www.pabloamaringo.com.
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SINS, SOULS, AND SUN FLOWERS

DISCOVERING THE POWER OF THE PLANTS

By Ross Heaven

In the County of Hereford was an old Custom at Funerals, to hire poor people, who were to take upon them all the Sins of the party deceased . . .

The manner was that when a Corpse was brought out of the house and laid on the Bier; a Loaf of bread was brought out and delivered to the Sin-eater over the corpse, as also a Mazer-bowl full of beer, which he was to drink up, and sixpence in money, in consideration whereof he took upon him all the Sins of the Defunct, and freed him (or her) from Walking after they were dead.

JOHN AUBREY, 1688

When I was a young boy, about nine years old, my family moved to the Herefordshire countryside, a place of mystery shadowed by the Welsh Black Mountains and the soul of Celtic myth.

At the edge of the village, alone and isolated from the rest of the small community, there was a cottage, long fallen to disrepair; it was a place I was warned to stay clear of. For in this cottage there lived a madman, unsafe and undesirable to the village. It was said that his house was haunted and a “place of strange lights.” Of course, I found my way there almost immediately.

His cottage stood at a crossroads, just back from the road itself, and was surrounded by tall bushes and trees. It was a walk of about a mile from the village and there were no other houses near it. It looked and felt like the fairy-tale cottage of a witch, a place you stumble upon in error, after which your life cannot be the same.

As I stood looking at this mysterious cottage whose lopsided architecture had begun to take on the form of the land itself, the door opened and its single inhabitant emerged. He was old, dwarfed with age, and thin, dressed oddly for the times (the 1970s) in a white collarless shirt, black trousers, and waistcoat, like an old-fashioned country doctor or the cinema version of a period railroad signalman. A gold chain and fob watch hung from his waistcoat.

So this was the madman I had been warned away from. His name was Adam, and he began to talk to me about flowers and herbs and the story of his life. He had been a sin eater.

There is little written or known about sin eating, beyond that it was an ancient profession, once practiced in many countries of the world but now largely gone. As a healing tradition, it supposedly derived from the scapegoat ritual described in Leviticus, where the wrongdoings of the people were ascribed to an innocent. In the Biblical reference, Aaron confessed the sins of the children of Israel above the head of a goat that was then sent into the wilderness, carrying their wrongdoings and releasing them when it died.

In a similar way, a sin eater would be employed by the family of a deceased person, or sometimes by the church, to eat a last meal of bread and salt from the belly of the corpse as it lay in state. By so doing, it was believed, the sins of the dead would be absorbed by the sin eater himself and the deceased would have clear passage to the Kingdom of Heaven. The sin eater was given a few coins for his trouble, but other than that, he was avoided like the plague by a community that regarded him as sin filled and unclean because of his work. That is why sin eaters lived at the edge of the village and children were warned away from them.

The role of the sin eaters was, in essence, that of shamanic healers. Their job was to remove the spirit of disease from the dead (and often the living) and make the gods available to them. Their teachers in this work were the spirits themselves and the natural world.

Many sin eaters, because of their closeness to nature and rural location, were also skilled in folk medicine, “root doctoring,” or herbalism, and they worked with both the medicinal properties and the spirit of the plants.

For example, vervain was known, medicinally, for its relaxing qualities and its ability to lift depression and restlessness. Adam, however, would interpret such symptoms as diseases of the soul, which were caused by guilt or by the shame of being in the presence of sin.a The spirit of vervain did more than heal the body, therefore; it eased the burden of the soul and drove away “evil spirits” (the effects, or the aura, of sin). By the same token, marigolds could be used to treat skin rashes, inflammation, and ulcers—but these were often also considered sin induced and symptoms of a deeper pain. Because marigolds were “bright like the sun” (“sun flowers,” as Adam called them), they would soothe and uplift the soul.

A sin eater might also offer his patient advice from “the land of the dead” (the spirit world) for how his or her sins could be atoned for. This advice was often of a practical nature, the belief being that sins need to be reversed in this lifetime, not in the hereafter, and with action in the world, rather than prayers for forgiveness. The penitent might therefore be advised to make an offering, not to the spirits, but to the person he or she had wronged. The word atonement was key in this, such recompense being not a punishment but a means of rebalancing the soul so the patient could come back to at-one-ment.

In this way, sin eating—a practice thousands of years old—anticipated a mind-body-spirit connection that modern science is only just starting to notice, for its rituals and plant medicines worked not only on the patient’s body, but also on the mind and emotions—and always on the troubled soul.

The introduction to this new realm was a fascinating adventure for a young boy and, as a result, I developed an enduring interest in plants and the spiritual, psychological, and emotional reasons for their use. When I grew up and began to travel, I explored other indigenous ways of working with plants. What I found among traditional healers was a remarkable consistency of approach. Whether in Greece, Turkey, North America, Haiti, Ireland, or Peru, wherever plant work was done by a healer rather than a medical doctor, it was the spirit of the plants that mattered and not their chemical properties.

Of course, the plants themselves varied (but then, not always—rosa sisa, or marigold, is used in the Amazon, for example, to “call back the soul” in the same way Adam had used these “sun flowers” in his quiet Hereford village) but the approach remained the same: “The plants tell us how to use them,” these healers would always say.

And how do they do this? “They talk to us in dreams, in visions, and in journeys.” This is a totally different way of working from the way a medical doctor might go to some dry book to look up the effects of a synthetic medicine derived from a plant, without once going near the plant itself—perhaps even without realizing that the pills he or she gave out were developed in a lab to synthesize the actions of a plant.

The exact means of using plant magic might also vary among healers—in Haiti, as we will see, the shaman uses a pouch of herbs called a paket to draw out illness from the body of a patient, while in the Amazon the shaman uses a bundle of leaves called a chacapa to stroke or gently beat a patient and achieve the same result—but these are cultural nuances. What is more amazing is that healers on different continents, who have never heard of each other, practice much the same methods—and they do so, not because they’ve read it in a book, but because the spirit of the plants taught them how.

Eventually, I came across the work of another writer who had explored the world of plant spirit medicine, Elliot Cowan. His observations of Mexican Huichol practices were the same: “The spirit of that plant must come to you. It [plant medicine] won’t work for you unless the spirit of the plant tells you how to prepare it and what it will cure.”1 It is always the spirit that heals.

My interest, then, is the cross-cultural use of plants and the intriguing possibility of distilling all of these approaches to their essential core to discover how this healing works. I am sure there is much more to learn, but the message I have received so far, in its simplest form, is this: Listen to the plants and they will teach you all you need to know. This is good advice, and we will practice it throughout this book.
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THE CALL OF THE PLANTS

By Howard G. Charing

We are not talking about passive agents of transformation; we are talking about an intelligence, a consciousness, an alive and other mind, a spirit. . . .

Nature is alive and is talking to us.

This is not a metaphor.

TERRENCE MCKENNA

My first real encounter with the plant world occurred when I first arrived in the Amazon ten years ago. The moment I stepped off the airplane in Iquitos, I felt as if I had been hit by a bolt of energy. I felt so energized that I didn’t sleep for the next two days: my senses were at a heightened state of awareness, and it was as if I could hear the heartbeat of the rainforest itself.

Iquitos is a city in the Amazon rainforest. There are no completed roads into it, and the only way to get there is via airplane or riverboat. In the nineteenth century it was the center of the rubber industry, but by the early twentieth century the rubber trade had moved to the Far East and the city had fallen into neglect and disrepair. It is now a place without apparent purpose, resplendent in postcolonial splendor, but literally in the middle of nowhere—a true frontier town.

I recall my first moments in Iquitos: standing on the malecon (promenade) at the edge of the city, overlooking the river with some three thousand miles of pure rainforest spread out beyond me, I felt an exhilaration that still fills me with wonder and awe. I had come to Iquitos out of a longstanding interest and desire to experience at firsthand the living tradition of plant spirit medicines and of course the magical ayahuasca I had heard so much about. I was not to be disappointed; my first ayahuasca sessions with a shaman in a jungle clearing brought about a spiritual epiphany that changed my view and understanding of life. I experienced being at the very center of creation, with the realization and experience that I was not in any way separate, but an intrinsic part of the vast cosmic mind or field of consciousness, and that we were all connected, all part of this one great mind, our experience of separateness being no more than an illusion generated by our senses.

My ayahuasca sessions showed me much about the great dream of the Earth and how disconnected we humans had become from our relationship with the living planet. I experienced the evolutionary process of DNA and was shown that many of the problems that we as a species experience occur because we are basically primates, driven by our monkey glands and hormonal systems; yet at the same time we are also in harmony with a higher consciousness that approaches that of dolphins, which I experienced during the ayahuasca ceremonies as being part of a group consciousness.

In one of my most profound experiences, I found myself transported to what I perceived as the center of creation, where I witnessed planets, stars, nebulae, and universes being formed. Everywhere stretched vast patterns of intricate geometric and fluid complexity, constantly changing in size and form. The chanting of the shaman was filling every cell with an electric force; every part of my body was vibrating, and I felt as if I was being lifted into the air. I was in a temple of sound, vibration, and bliss. Gathered around me were giants in ornate costumes of gold and multicolored feathers blowing smoke and fanning me. These were the spirits of ayahuasca, whose soft, gentle, and exquisitely sensual voices spoke to me of creation and the universal mind. To reinforce this poetic insight, their words appeared before me in bold neon script.

Many of my visionary experiences with ayahuasca were personal, leading to a deeper understanding of my life and the role that various people had played in it. Sometimes I became those people, lived their lives, and came to understand why they did what they did, what decisions they had had to make in their lives. These experiences invariably led to either some form of closure, as if an open chapter had been completed, or a profound healing of my relationship with that person.

An example of this pertained to my mother. We had had a difficult relationship, a part of me never fully trusting her. During one session, I experienced a deep visionary communion with the Earth Mother; I understood the love that the spirit of our planet has for all who live within her. The vision and the experience of being gently held in a loving embrace was exquisite and sublime. Then the vision changed to my own mother—and I relived her life, her childhood, the things that had happened to her, the reason why she was taken away from her family home, the decisions that she’d had to make to have a child. And then I realized that I had judged her, and it was her misfortunes that had created this lack of trust between us.

After the session I was filled with joy, knowing that the gulf between us had been bridged; and ever since then the affection between us has flowed freely. That wonderful insight I owe completely to ayahuasca, the exquisite gift of the plant world.

I discovered that ayahuasca is a medicine, but one so unlike the Western understanding of medicine, which applies mainly to healing of physical symptoms. Ayahuasca is a medicine that works on every level: on the physical and nonphysical being, on our consciousness, on our emotions, and on our spirit. It is as if we are imbibing not just a liquid brew, but an “other” intelligence that knows exactly what is needed to help us. This act constitutes a communion in the true sense of the word. It can be an intense experience of euphoria: a journey of deep and profoundly meaningful personal and transpersonal insights. It can shine a searchlight on the hidden thoughts and feelings in the subconscious mind. It can bring an erasing of the ego boundaries and a merging with the whole of consciousness and creation.

There was more and more to experience. With some of the shaman’s other teacher plants, such as ajo sacha, I felt my senses being altered—expanded in some ineffable way—and I became aware of the song of the rainforest. There were sounds, smells, and sights all around me that I had not been aware of in my normal everyday waking state. I could zoom in on the scents and the sounds, knowing that the rainforest is one entity, with the insects, birds, and animals as parts of its totality. I was in paradise lying in my hammock there, floating in a living, three-dimensional experience of sound, color, smell, movement, and vibration, all in harmony and great beauty.

Since that first encounter, I have spent many months in the rainforest working with and learning from the shamans, the holders of this beautiful knowledge. My enthusiasm and interest has never flagged. Plant knowledge has helped my life become vibrant and vital in so many ways.
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THE WAY OF THE PLANT SHAMAN

 

The first act of awe, when man was struck with the beauty or wonder of Nature, was the first spiritual experience.

HENRYK SKOLIMOWSKI

Since the beginning of human experience, plants have been partners in the evolution of our species, not only by the provision of food and medicine but in our spiritual experience and developing consciousness. The form, beauty, enchanting scents of the plant world, its healing and spiritual qualities, all provide a gateway to the Great Mystery of nature that our Celtic forebears called “the visible face of spirit.”

Though our lands are no longer forested as they once were, we try to re-create this beauty and tranquility with our flower-filled gardens and parks. The green spaces within our modern cities give us at least a taste of nature with which we can sustain ourselves against the soulless backdrop of the steel and concrete jungles that most of us now call home.

For many people, plants are still the messengers of divinity, harmony, and beauty. They are also the source of our health and well-being, not just as medicines but by their innate ability to relax, refresh, or excite us. Many readers will remember making a home in the arms of great trees in the treehouses we built as kids, for example, or lying in lush meadow grass gazing up at a clear blue sky on some perfect summer’s day, and even the memories of these things can nourish us. They tell us there is still a possibility for poetry in our souls, no matter how mundane our lives have become.

Some deep part of us knows that the healing power is inherent in what plants are as much as what they do. We give flowers to friends who are unwell, for example, understanding in our souls, if not our conscious minds, that such gifts are uplifting and affirming of life. Flowers have a role to play, in fact, in all of our most primal celebrations of life and death—birth and birthdays, comings of age, marriages, illnesses, funerals. They are there for the beginnings of things, at the first “I love you,” and they are there for our endings too. Even after death our connection to the natural world continues, as our ultimate spiritual destination within many religious myths is some form of paradise often symbolized as the “heavenly garden,” or the Garden of Eden.a

Our relationship with the plant world is embedded within our consciousness, but since the advent of our materialistic civilization, we are often no longer aware of the mythic and spiritual connections to nature that we feel. In our synthetic world where, for example, we treat diseases with laboratory-developed chemicals, many people literally do not know that most of these drugs owe their existence and effectiveness, not to scientists in white coats, but to rainforest shamans and the plants that they work with. We have lost our connection to, and understanding of, nature—all that it gives us and all that we owe it—because, instead of remaining a part of nature, human beings have chosen to redefine themselves as the “masters” of nature.

MASTERS OF NATURE?

The earth does not belong to man; man belongs to the earth.

CHIEF SEATHL

This redefinition of ourselves as masters of the Earth has been most pronounced in the three hundred or so years since the start of the industrial revolution, but in fact goes back many thousands of years, to a time when we ceased to be nomads and became agriculturists, remaining in one place and harnessing nature to our needs.

The historical fact is captured in the mythology of the Bible where, in the book of Genesis, we read that we were “given dominion over all living things.” Some anthropologists argue that this reference was, in fact, a form of agricultural public relations, as the settlers fought a war for land with the nomadic tribes of the early Middle East. For these anthropologists, the Fall, when humankind was evicted from Eden, is symbolic of agricultural victory. The nomads, once an intrinsic part of nature, were no longer free to roam their gardens, for now the gates were guarded.b

Our separation from nature reached another critical point in the sixteenth century, with the birth of modern science and the work of the French philosopher, Rene Descartes. When he was a young soldier in the Hapsburg army at the siege of Ulm, Descartes had a vision in which a supernatural being (a giant winged angel) appeared to him and told him that “nature can be conquered by measurement.” This message transformed his life and led him to develop the rationalist philosophy that came to be known as Cartesian dualism. This is the belief that body and mind are separate and that human beings, and all natural phenomena, are merely physical entities. In this philosophy, the soul—which cannot be “proved” to exist, and so doesn’t—is quite unnecessary. And from this all science stems.

Of course, there is an incredible irony in this—that material science was founded on the words of an immaterial being. Nevertheless, it was the message of measurement that stuck and not the spiritual source of the words.

Where this denial of the soul, this separation from nature, and this fixation on measurement has led us is apparent. An estimated 100,000 chemicals are poured into our environment every day by companies operating within entirely scientific principles. Even our foods are not safe. Since we no longer trust nature to provide and care for us, millions of tons of pesticides are used on our crops each year. Millions more tons of toxins are released into the atmosphere through our food production techniques. We know that these are poisoning our immune systems because of the growing incidence of diseases such as asthma, irritable bowel syndrome, food allergies, yeast infections, Crohn’s disease, colitis, arthritis, anxiety, insomnia, and depression—and yet we seem unable to stop killing ourselves, using processes that are destroying our rivers, air, and land. As long as we can “measure” the outcomes of pollution, the pollution itself has almost ceased to matter.

To give just one example, the 109 wineries in California’s San Joaquin Valley have been calculated to produce 788 tons of smog-forming gases a year. This, according to one vineyard chief, is from an industry that “in general is for clean air. We are environmentally conscious.” When industry decision makers are asked to clean up their act, however, environmental consciousness often takes a backseat to profits. “The problem here is that this is going to cost millions of dollars, and it’s not even proven to work. And there would not even be that much of a benefit, because we really are not gross polluters.”1 How gross do you need to be? Apparently, 788 tons of smog per year is not gross enough.

As garden philosopher Masanobu Fukuoka puts it:

Suppose that a scientist wants to understand nature. He may begin by studying a leaf, but as his investigation progresses, down to the level of molecules, atoms, and the elementary particles, he loses sight of the original leaf. . . . Which is to say that research attempts to find meaning in something from which it has wrested all meaning.2

In other words, all the measurement in the world will bring us no closer to understanding the true nature of the world, or tell us how to behave responsibly, spiritually, and properly within it. Only we can do that.

Perhaps we need to differentiate between fact and truth. Our scientists can measure the facts of the natural world—that our rivers are ten times more polluted today than they were thirty years ago—but they cannot measure the deeper truths of the human condition and what it means to be a part of this polluted world. Nor can science tell us what to do about it. Only people—in touch with their souls—can know the truth.

PUTTING SOUL INTO SCIENCE

What I see in Nature is a magnificent structure that we can comprehend only very imperfectly, and that must fill a thinking person with a feeling of humility. This is a genuinely religious feeling.

ALBERT EINSTEIN

In our cultural imagination and general view of the world, we are still part of an archaic science based on measurement as the determining factor for how we should live: as masters of nature and separate from it. Modern scientists, however, now believe the very opposite of this archaic view that still permeates our culture. They have broken ranks with old science and returned to old ways, where the world is not just material but “soul-filled,” alive, intelligent, and aware. The circle is almost complete as the serpent turns to eat its tail.

The current scientific model is quantum theory, which opens up a very curious universe indeed—one in which nothing can actually be measured, since the very action of doing so changes its nature, and the observer becomes the observed. In this universe, matter is made of particles and waves at one and the same time. To observe them, however, they can never be both. To measure (or even perceive) something, we must arrest the wave in space and time so that it becomes a particle. The wave we were looking at and aiming to measure then ceases to exist. It becomes something else: a wave stopped in time. Or we can continue to regard it as a wave, flowing, changing, and transient—but then it cannot be measured at all and, in fact, ceases to be physical as we understand the term, instead becoming energy in motion (or e-motion, a term that includes our feelings about it).

However we look at it, this “thing” we are observing does not exist in its own right. It is the choices we make and our behavior as observers that determines its reality, and even then, how we see it changes it. All we can really say is, “Things are, if we choose to believe they are,” which begins to sound more like metaphysics than physics.

To make sense of the world at all, our scientists are, furthermore, now forced to talk about a reality founded on the notion of ten-dimensional hyperspace—the idea that there are other dimensions or invisible layers beyond the world we know. There is no proof for this, of course; but only by this supposition does reality become feasible. Without it, the world as we think we know it could not exist. But by believing in something they have no evidence for, our scientists have, in fact become theologians. Their argument that “one day we will find these other dimensions and prove that the world is as we ‘know’ it to be” is about as defensible as the argument of a priest that “one day we will find God and prove that the world is as we ‘know’ it to be.”

What all of this amounts to is this: beyond the physical there is an energetic universe and we create it in our image every second of the day. This is no different than the shaman’s claim that the world is made of spirit, not matter; or that “the world is as you dream it,” as the Shuar people of the Amazon say. By “observing” a spiritual universe you create a spiritual universe; by seeing only the material as “real,” that, also, is what you get.

For many shamans, this act of world creation relies on the spirits of the plants, which provide a gateway to the energy beyond the physical, and to the cosmos as a whole: the oneness of creation that we are part of, not standing back from as “caretakers,” “conquerors,” or “measurers.”

Coming to terms with this concept can be a challenge for the rational Western mind. The proposition that a plant has intelligence or consciousness and we can communicate with it is something many regard as preposterous. For one thing, it requires an acceptance of the idea that plants can “speak,” not only among themselves but with animals and humans as well.c This is not an easy idea for us to understand or accept. It requires a leap of imagination for us to open to the possibility of a direct encounter with the “other” consciousness or spirit of a plant.

Another challenge to our rational minds is that the entrance to this magical world is mainly through dream language or an expansion of the senses. This is less of a problem for non-Western cultures. For example, Loulou Prince, a medsen fey (leaf doctor and shaman-healer) in Jacmel, Haiti, says this of his own work with plants:

I receive a lot of my knowledge in dreams. If I am treating a sick person, I often ask for a dream where I see the leaves I should give that person. In these dreams, the spirits come to me and tell me what to do, or I see that I am in the woods, and leaves are pushing up in front of me and these are the ones I should pick. Once I have this knowledge, I can make a remedy for the person who is suffering.

We in the West have tended to belittle our dreams. Our educational, political, economic, and legal systems are all based on measurement instead. Through these, we have become unused to working with our intuitive and imaginative selves and are often dismissive of them, regarding them as unimportant or in some way “second class.”

Nevertheless, dreams and visions are our doorways to plant consciousness, and if we stop to think about it, this is not such a stretch after all. Every great achievement—whether a tall building, a child’s birth, or a breakthrough discovery, such as Descartes’ invention of rational science—begins first with an idea, a dream, or the revelations of the spirit. It does not just suddenly appear in the world. “Imagination,” said Einstein, “is more important than knowledge.”

THE MAGIC OF THE PLANTS

Despite the challenges for the Western mindset, there has been a huge surge of interest in plant spirit medicines in recent years, and in the knowledge of these plants that indigenous peoples hold. There is a growing belief that plants comprise a kind of “medicine for our times,” offering new possibilities to people whom science has failed and providing inspirational solutions to the problems of civilization. In this book we look at the wisdom of our plant allies and show you how to work with them to develop your own communion with these great healers.

In chapter 1 we look at the range and scope of how plants heal. Healing is a concept that, in many cultures, goes beyond what Western culture normally regard as medicine (i.e., the administration of “physical cure” for a “physical illness”) into the world of the spirit, where we can hear the underlying message of our disease and heal it through understanding, divination, the blessings of the plants, a change of luck, and by entering new realities so we experience a world beyond the physical, where all things can be known and there are still great frontier adventures left. Chapter 1 also explains, in practical terms, the shamanic principles underlying these different approaches so you can use them to make spirit allies of your own.

In chapter 2 we look at the concept of the shaman’s diet, a body of practices that helps the shaman incorporate the plant spirit into his or her own. From this union, the plant itself informs and teaches the apprentice how to invoke its power so it can be used in healing. We also introduce some of the plants that shamans consider most important to develop a relationship with, such as ajo sacha and chiric sanango. All of these have psychospiritual as well as physical qualities that, interestingly, are able to adapt themselves to the needs of the culture and the person who diets them (i.e., ingests them in a disciplined and sustained way, with spiritual intentions). Thus, in the Amazon, where the diet is central to the training and initiation of the shaman, ajo sacha is used for hunting (to disguise the smell of the hunter and help him focus on his prey); in Europe and North America, however, this plant will help the dieter stalk (hunt down) more psychological, inner issues. The quality remains the same but the healing takes the form that is required.

Of course, knowing what happens in the Amazon or Haiti and what plants are available there is of limited value for a Western apprentice. For this reason, chapter 2 offers suggestions for more readily available plants or plant mixtures that will help you achieve the same effects, so you can heal yourself. (Also see appendices 1 and 2.)

Chapter 3 considers sacred hallucinogens. One of the ways that plants have always been used is (in Aldous Huxley’s words) to “open the doors of perception” into new and other realities. This is a form of initiation into self; new neural pathways open up through communion with the plant, and the dieter may gain unusual and important insights into the nature of his—and all—life. In this chapter, we look at the ceremonial use of ayahuasca in the traditions of the Amazon, as well as the San Pedro ceremonies of the Andes. We also discover how to work with the essence of the universe opened up by such plants, in a way that does not itself involve the ingestion of hallucinogens.

Chapter 4 introduces two important concepts in shamanic healing—those of soul retrieval and spirit extraction. Though little documented before now, through these two practices the world over, plants are used to return vital energy and remove negative influences. This chapter explains soul retrieval and spirit extraction and demonstrates how plants are our allies in this. Often this healing work does not require the ingestion of plants at all, but their use in other ways, such as in the Mexican “ritual of flowers,” the use of pakets in Haiti, which contain plants for sucking out spiritual toxins, the Amazonian use of chacapas (rattlelike bundles of leaves) to restore balance, and the Welsh sin-eating ritual of stinging with nettles to restore life and vitality. You will read how to make some of these medicine tools for yourself and how to offer a simple ceremony for the return of lost power.

Beautiful fragrances derived from flowers and herbs have long been used for healing and for visionary dreams—from the temple maidens of Egypt who danced with cones of incense to the floral baths of Haiti and Peru. Indeed, the word perfume originates from the Latin per fumer, “through smoke,” a reference to ritual incense.

However, as we see in chapter 5, what has not been widely reported is that flower aromas can be used to change physical reality by altering one’s “luck”—regarded as a real and controllable force in shamanic tradition. In the Amazon, specialists in this form of magic are known as perfumeros, and they are able to use smell, not just for adornment or in ritual, but for highly practical purposes, such as succeeding in business, winning court cases, and bringing back lovers who have strayed. There are parallels here to the Hoodoo tradition of New Orleans, which uses essential oils to similar effect.

These techniques are explained in chapter 5, and one of the best-kept (and most controversial) secrets of plant spirit medicine is also revealed: how the pusanga (the “love medicine of the Amazon”) really works. We teach you how to find and make your own pusanga using herbs and flowers growing locally to you and provide recipes for perfumed oils to change your luck in love, money, health, and magic.

Chapter 6 explores floral baths as another way of removing energy blockages and revitalizing the spirit. These, too, are used in numerous shamanic traditions, including those of Brazil, Haiti, Indonesia, and Peru. They are also alluded to in Celtic legend, which informs the old sin-eating practices and the myth of the Grail. Many such baths exist—from flaming kleren baths, where a person bathes in fire, to relaxing perfumed baths, which cleanse the spirit and draw in love. In all cases, they work on our energies to restore balance and harmony.

Chapter 6 explains the energy body, how and why it becomes “blocked” and unbalanced, and what you can do to restore and re-energize yourself. It also includes recipes for baths you can treat yourself to, using easily found herbs and oils.

Finally, having introduced some of the main concepts and ways of working with the plant spirits, chapter 7 offers suggestions for how you might expand your work with these allies. It explains, for example, how you might conduct a healing in a modern setting, so you can pass on your knowledge in the treatment of others.

In the appendices at the end of the book you will find charts of Caribbean and Peruvian herbs, listing the commonly used plants of each culture, their healing and magical uses, and analogues that will allow you to continue your explorations into the world of plant spirits. Also included are Hoodoo recipes for luck and success. Following the appendices is a glossary of terms used throughout the book.
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NOTHING IS HIDDEN: HOW PLANTS HEAL

Since nothing is so secret or hidden that it cannot be revealed, everything depends on the discovery of those things which manifest the hidden…. He who wishes to explore Nature must tread her books with his feet.

PARACELSUS

One concept that underlies all work with plants is that nature itself will tell you what a plant is used for. And nature’s well-stocked medicine cabinet is right in front of you every day. Shamans distinguish the spiritual powers and qualities of plants in many ways: by the colors of their flowers, their perfumes, the shape and form of their leaves, where they are growing and in what ways, the moods they evoke, and the wider geographical, cultural, or mythological landscapes they occupy.

Although such considerations do not play a role in modern Western medicine (which does not believe in these spiritual powers at all), it was not long ago that we, too, had an understanding that nature is alive and talks to us in these ways. The sixteenth-century alchemist and philosopher Aureolus Phillippus Theophrastus Bombast—better known as Paracelsus—introduced this notion in his Doctrine of Signatures treatise, which proposed that the Creator has placed his seal on plants to indicate their medicinal uses.1 This was not just idle speculation on the part of Paracelsus; nature itself taught him the truth of it.
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