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For my beloved pilgrim, Susana


THE JAGUAR THAT ROAMS THE MIND 

“Like the twists and turns of ayahuasca, the sacred vine of the Amazon, this wonderful narrative of love and self-discovery connects vast inner worlds of dream and vision, power and magic, with a passionate pilgrimage in time and space. A joy to read.”

LUIS EDUARDO LUNA, AUTHOR OF AYAHUASCA READER: ENCOUNTERS WITH THE AMAZON’S SACRED VINE AND COAUTHOR OF INNER PATHS TO OUTER SPACE

“If you want to know what vegetalismo is really like, you could go to the Amazon, or you could read this book.” 

DALE PENDELL, AUTHOR OF PHARMAKO/GNOSIS: PLANT TEACHERS AND THE POISON PATH
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“Los Blancos son más inteligentes,” he said. The whites are more intelligent. That’s why they go to the Indians to get healed.

PEDRO JUAJIBIOY IN WADE DAVIS’S ONE RIVER

You could not find the ends of the soul though you traveled every way, so deep is its logos.

HERACLITUS



FOREWORD

Mark J. Plotkin, Ph.D.

While walking across Harvard Yard one afternoon in the late 1960s, the great ethnobotanist Richard Evans Schultes was hailed by a fellow Harvard professor. “Greetings, Richard,” he said. “How was your recent expedition to Colombia?”

“Excellent,” replied Schultes. “Very productive. We found a new species of hallucinogen!”

“Just what we need at Harvard—more drugs!” muttered his colleague as they headed back to their respective offices.

Schultes maintained his ever-calm demeanor. He never seemed troubled that his research was sometimes considered peculiar by some of his university colleagues. That these plants often played central roles in the lives of his beloved indigenous colleagues was more than enough proof that he had found something special.

How special is still being determined.

Schultes collected thousands of plants employed for medicinal purposes over the course of decades of research. Most have yet to be examined in detail in the 
laboratory, meaning that their potential importance to the world at large is not yet known. The magical mushrooms he collected in Oaxaca, Mexico, in the late 1930s, however, yielded compounds that helped give rise to the beta-blocker class of cardiac drugs (as well as the music of the 1960s). But perhaps his greatest discovery (and he disliked the term discovery, since he always insisted that “the Indians found these plants first!”), was the botanical identity of ayahuasca, the vine of the soul.

Schultes first encountered this powerful plant in the upper reaches of the Putumayo in the Colombian Amazon. He never failed to puzzle those who sought him out to learn about the effects and potential of the sacred remedio, as the Indians call it. Many is the time when I heard him tell some inevitably disappointed psychonautic pilgrim who had gone to great lengths to seek him out: “It really didn’t have much effect on me—I just saw a few colors.”

Of course, all great shamans have a bit of trickster in them.

I once mentioned Schultes’s comments to Pedro Juajibioy, a Kamsá Indian from the Sibundoy Valley of Colombia who had worked closely in the field with the great ethnobotanist for many years. Pedro smiled and shook his head. “My uncle was a great taita [shaman], and he is the one who first gave Ricardo the remedio for the first time,” he said. “Schultes spent the whole night laughing, singing, and talking in his hammock. Because none of us spoke English, we have no idea what he saw or said!”

Schultes steadfastly refused to write a popular account of his travels through the Amazon, but he did inspire the first noteworthy popular book on ayahuasca, The Yage Letters, by William S. Burroughs. Having read several of Schultes’s technical publications on the vine, Burroughs decided to visit the northwest Amazon to sample the brew. His account of this experience—in which he refers to Schultes as “Dr. Schindler”—has never gone out of print.

Neither Schultes nor Burroughs could possibly have foreseen how this once-obscure Amazonian vine would become such an object of fascination to much of the rest of the world. Ayahuasca is sold on the Internet; 
whole web pages are devoted to its use; ayahuasca workshops are advertised in national magazines; and so many books have been written on the subject that excerpts have been collected into The Ayahuasca Reader.

As one would expect, the literature varies greatly in quality. Few of the articles and books are based on extensive experience regarding the use of this vine as a sacrament by the indigenous peoples who discovered it. This is why Robert Tindall’s book—The Jaguar that Roams the Mind—is such a welcome and valuable addition to the canon.

While the typical hero’s journey involves a Westerner in search of knowledge heading to the mysterious East—the film Lost Horizon and W. Somerset Maugham’s The Razor’s Edge are two classic examples—Tindall turns this model inside out. He starts in the northern deserts of the Sahara and heads west. The first stop is Rio de Janeiro, where the use of ayahuasca has been incorporated into not one but two state-recognized religions. He then heads west again, participating in religious ceremonies entailing the ritual consumption of the vine by Afro-Brazilians. Finally, he reaches the western Amazon—the original home of the vine of the soul—where he has the opportunity to participate in traditional ceremonies with Indians of the Kaxinawa, Asháninca, Cocama, and Shipibo tribes.

Like all great literary heroes, Tindall meets the archetypes: the Herald, the Shadow, the Shapeshifter, and the Mentor. And he is a wounded protagonist—after an exceedingly difficult childhood, a strained relationship with his parents, and challenges with substance abuse, he is in search of healing and wholeness. That the balm he finds to heal those wounds proves to be a combination of ancient wisdom and beta-carboline alkaloids makes it all the more intriguing.

One of the great strengths of The Jaguar that Roams the Mind is Tindall’s prose; he has a gift for making his characters come alive. His description of the lovely and haunting Susana is one of the book’s strong points. Tindall is skilled at evoking a sense of place, so the reader is right there with him as he moves from Morocco to Brazil and then to 
the Peruvian Amazon. And he is a student of both history and literature, making deft use of them as he draws parallels and analogies from sources as diverse as Shakespeare, the Bible, The Lord of the Rings, the Crusades, and Greek mythology.

Ultimately, the strength of this book—like all classic writing—is that it can be read on many levels: as adventure story, travelogue, personal quest, psychodrama, or even an ayahuasca dream. Tindall has served his time, paid his dues, sought the Tree (or Vine) of Knowledge in some of the most challenging environments on our planet. But he writes with a sense of foreboding: in the penultimate chapter, he tells of oil companies and other commercial interests that have invaded his beloved forest. One sincerely hopes that The Jaguar that Roams the Mind will not become the last chronicle of forests and cultures that have disappeared from the Earth.

Mark J. Plotkin, Ph.D., is an ethnobotanist and president of the Amazon Conservation Team, an environmental organization whose express goal is to conserve biodiversity, health, and culture in tropical America by working in partnership with the indigenous peoples there. He studied at Harvard and Yale and earned his Ph.D. from Tufts University. He received the San Diego Zoo Gold Medal for Conservation (1993) and in 2001 TIME magazine named him an “Environmental Hero for the Planet.” In 2004 he was awarded the Roy Chapman Andrews Distinguished Explorer Award and in 2005 Smithsonian magazine hailed him as one of “35 Who Made a Difference.” He is the author of several books including Tales of a Shaman’s Apprentice and Medicine Quest: In Search of Nature’s Healing Secrets.
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PRELUDE—IT’S BETTER TO PRAY THAN SLEEP

We should go forth on the shortest walk, perchance, in the spirit of undying adventure, never to return—prepared to send back our embalmed hearts only as relics to our desolate kingdoms. If you are ready to leave father and mother, and brother and sister, and wife and child and friends, and never see them again—if you have paid your debts, and made your will, and settled all your affairs, and are a free man—then you are ready for a walk.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU

There comes a moment in long journeys when travel ends and pilgrimage begins. 

That catalyzing moment came to me far from the 
Amazon jungle and the songs of the shamans, arriving as an eerie and strident call, cutting into the womb of my sleep and wrenching me into consciousness in the early morning darkness.

Awaking in an unknown little room, I cast about between the four looming walls for something to orient myself to. Then my hand touched the young woman sleeping beside me and I remembered where I was: the Moroccan city of Fez. I was hearing the cry of the muezzin for the first time in my life. Taking a deep breath, I listened as my pulse gradually slowed. The call to prayer was not the beautiful sound I had expected. It was more akin to a battle cry than a chant.

Lying back in the darkness, I again felt the poor fit between my images of the Islamic world and the reality we were now facing.

Literary ambition and a nascent love affair had already carried me far beyond the green fields of France. I had come in pursuit of a distant figure named Stephen de Cloyes—a character whose spirit still burns like a glowing ember among the ashen footnotes of medieval histories.

According to the sparse entries in medieval chronicles, in the year 1212, at the height of the Crusades, this French shepherd boy turned prophet led an army of children across France to retake the Holy Land while eschewing the violence and corruption of previous Crusades. Carried on a royal palanquin with the oriflamme fluttering before him, Stephen and his charismatic preaching left a swath of abandoned peasants’ huts, tradesmens’ shops, merchants’ houses, and nobles’ castles in his wake. Arriving with his army of children in the port town of Marseille, he prophesied that the Mediterranean Sea would part and they would walk, as Moses and the children of Israel once had, to the Holy Land.

But instead they faced an indifferent sea, and Marseille soon found itself inundated with runaway children. The city fathers, therefore, did not inquire too deeply when a pair of merchants came forward and offered, out of charity, to give the children free passage to Jerusalem.

All accounts of Stephen cease at this point, and nothing more was heard of this children’s Crusade until years later when a friar returned from the Holy Land with word of their fate. The ships had deviated from 
their course and the merchants had taken their cargo to Egypt and sold all the children into slavery.

It was a dark event in a dark time, an age filled with visionary struggles that too often went astray.

Stephen’s career haunted me as a parable of lost innocence. I fancied, however, that he might have encountered a better world in Islam than the barbaric Europe of that age. I had therefore set myself the task of re-creating his passage across worlds, and I felt the best way to pick up his long lost trail was to attempt to approximate it. I was joined on this quest by Julia Caban, an American illustrator I had met in Paris, who remained dozing beside me in the darkness as the Fajr, the morning call to prayer, died away.

Julia and I had met at the Cathedral of St. Denis, on the same steps where Stephen had first preached, and we became enamored with each other in a café on the Left Bank, lingering over Fitzgerald’s translation of the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam. I didn’t know which was more beautiful, the Victorian illustrations of the text or her delicate hands caressing the pages.

The following morning, against the panorama of the Seine and the arching gray stone of Paris illuminated by the winter sun, we had agonized and then made the decision to go traveling together across the south of France and then make a leap into the unknown by following Stephen into the Islamic world.

Julia was no novice at pilgrimage, I quickly learned. She knew how to smuggle herself into mosques to pray as a Muslim, although she hadn’t a trace of belief in the message of the Prophet. With her long black hair framing a Renaissance Madonna’s face, no one suspected that subversive undercurrents underlay her beatific expressions.

What we held in common was a love for crossing hidden, and sometimes forbidden, thresholds.

It was only a few months after al Qaeda’s 9/11 assault upon the United States when Julia and I reached Marseille. With all the talk of renewed Crusades, it seemed a sketchy moment to show up expecting hospitality. 
But then, I thought, Stephen de Cloyes hardly received any, and Julia was already brushing up on her conversational Arabic.

From Marseille, we crossed the Mediterranean Sea and arrived in the Spanish port town of Ceuta. There we cruised up winding cobblestone streets, gazing down on pleasant churches with white cupolas encircled by abandoned medieval fortresses. Then the cobblestones ended. Before us stood a high wire fence and chain link gate flanked by booths of customs agents. Beyond stretched an empty land of pure dirt, littered with cast- off plastics and old, broken down taxis. Our passports stamped, we walked through the metal gate and, bound for Morocco, left the European world behind. We began to run a gauntlet, one that was to end only when we arrived in the Sahara three weeks later, where the desert would prove a fitting biblical setting for my galvanizing vision of a vine winding itself around the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.

I faced the Islamic world much as Stephen must have: disoriented and guarded. I never touched my camera the entire time we wandered through the medieval, walled city of Fez. My hands would pause in midreach, as if overwhelmed by the futility of capturing a true image of Morocco in a little three-by-five-inch snapshot. How could I adequately communicate the claustrophobic, labyrinthine streets of Fez and its sense of strangeness that pervaded my senses? There would be the details of, say, one particular narrow ascending street, tightly packed with merchants’ wares and avaricious faces, but how to communicate the vast, dark weight surrounding that particular alley? Or capture the massive presence of the mosque in the center of the medina with its many doors opening into one pillared vista after another? Or re-create the muezzin’s call by taking a picture of one of the hundreds of minarets rising above the medieval city?

Yet for all its impenetrability, Fez opened its doors to us and we were gradually welcomed into people’s homes. The ritual would begin with our showing interest in an object in a shop, be it a lute or one of the exquisite pieces of leatherwork that Fez is known for. Soon mint tea would appear, 
and once a purchase was made, an invitation to lunch would follow. After that, we were expected for lunch every day.

But there were undercurrents that were soon to surface. One day Julia returned to our hotel looking fretful. She had been visiting the house of Ahmed Lahlou, and she was standing on the roof with his two teenage daughters, Fatima Zhora and Layla, when a group of schoolchildren came winding down the street chanting in Arabic. The daughters smiled at them, saying “Oh, how cute!” Julia asked them what the children were chanting.

They replied, “Oh, they’re chanting, ‘God will drive the dirty Jews into the ocean!’”

Julia turned white, and then she burst into tears. When they asked her why, she told them flat out, “I’m Jewish.”

Suddenly confronted by the indisputable humanity of my traveling companion, the abstraction of the dirty Jew fell away. Fatima and Layla ran off to their mother to disclose this new wonder in their midst. The household adjusted itself, but Fatima Zhora, the serious one, lectured Julia on the Palestinian situation and told her that she could have been stoned for visiting the shrines in Fez!

As if to even the score, a couple of days later, Layla, the mischievous one, thrust a sketch she had done of a young, handsome Arabic man into my hands. My first thought was it looked like a blend of El Ché and Jesus.

“It’s bin Laden as a young man,” she said, and smiled radiantly.

The eve of our departure from Fez, Fatima and Layla led us out of the warren of the old town into the broad streets of the ville nouvelle, the colonial French section of the city. Wearing Adidas sports suits and tennis shoes, the girls looked very sportif, and they hissed, “Hashuma!”—Shame!—in chorus whenever Julia and I stole a kiss on the sidewalk.

Earlier that day I had revealed to Ahmed the merchant that I practiced the martial art aikido. Suddenly moving with unexpected fluidity in his traditional robe, he had demonstrated a series of vigorous taekwondo 
techniques for me. Word got to his daughters, and so it was that we now found ourselves on the way to meet their teacher, Hassan.

Entering the gym, we were greeted by tattered posters of a young bulging Arnold Schwarzenegger and the music of Nirvana. The girls led us down rows of weight lifting equipment and staring young men to the back where a man dressed in a clean martial arts uniform stood. Taller than most Moroccans, he had generous, strong features in the heroic mold and moved with the same fluidity Ahmed had displayed earlier in the day. We spoke no language in common.

Stepping on to the mat, we bowed to each other and began to speak instead in the language of tsuki (punch), shomenuchi (strike to the head), and kote gaeshi (take down with a wrist lock). Flowing through the arcs, ellipses, and circles of the art, as we shared techniques we also learned trust and the qualities of each other’s minds. Becoming bolder and improvisatory, we began laughing at miscues and taking high falls. After an hour, Julia stepped in and reminded me we had a bus to catch. Hassan and I bid each other farewell, embracing as brothers, brought together by an art founded in Japan after World War II to bring harmony as a martial principle into the conflicts of the world.

Leaving the medieval city and heading south we crossed the snowy Atlas Mountains, our bus arriving sheathed in ice at the summit. There we left the Mediterranean world behind, descending into a landscape of the purest stone and dust, broken only by the emerald green of palms when the road followed the contour of a river.

Journeying day after day into the Draa Valley, we watched complexions turn from light brown to black and figures disappear beneath swathing. Across a landscape that had suddenly opened like a shutter, the interior of Africa loomed.

I wondered how such an absolutely flat landscape would have appeared to a young French shepherd from a terrain of rolling green hills and limestone outcroppings. Would he have thought he had come to the end of the world?

Arriving in the Moroccan city of Tamegroute, we found that a deep blue, parched sky attended each day and the nights were desert clear. Even the labyrinthine, walled settlements were constructed of earth, blending into the endless expanses as if all were either earth or sky. Nothing intruded on this isolation—no trees, no clouds, no birds, or human decoration of any kind. The women passed by in veiled silhouettes, and the men sat draped in their pointy-hooded jelabas in the coolness of the shade. Children would present the family dog to us as Bush (dogs are given particularly low esteem in Islamic countries), and then mimic the sound of bombs falling from the sky. While I wrote in my journal, others nearby passed the still hours chanting the Koran.

Julia and I had come to Tamegroute to visit a Sufi library of medieval manuscripts. What we got was a brief glimpse at exquisite calligraphic and scientific works, observed through panes of glass while the sharif shouted in our ears “astronomical work!” or “descendants of Mohammed!” and tried to hustle us along so he could go to prayer.

To find that one could survive amidst such extraordinary textures of sound and color, even under the habitual glare of Islamic culture, was exhilarating. In the darkness of the mornings I arose to the Fajr, the muezzin’s cry of “God is great,” agreeing with him that “It is better to pray than sleep.”

The honeymoon abruptly ended one day. Roaming as Stephen through the chilly, narrow maze of Tamegroute’s earthen streets, I emerged into an open space with a dusty water fountain (also fashioned of mud). Encountering a small group of old men sitting in the road, I wished them good day. They returned my greeting. Walking on I found, close by, an opening in the wall, and looking in I saw a green wooden doorway carved with geometric designs, with an internal door in the shape of a 
mihrab.*1

Surprised to see it ensconced like a hobbit door in the earthen wall, I walked toward it, and entering, I encountered a small mosque. Prayer 
mats lined the floor between the pillars and a couple pairs of babouches (pointy-toed slippers) sat facing toward the center of the room. The place was strikingly austere, somber, dark. Drawn toward an adjacent doorway, I saw a well for ritual purification.

A single beam of light illuminated the interior. The eternal stillness of the desert was in the room. It was the same well that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob had drawn from, unchanged by the least movement of time.

Standing transfixed on the threshold, I became aware that the old men were filing into prayer behind me. I turned. As they laid eyes upon me—the blue-eyed infidel near the sacred space—their faces blanched. There was much angry gesticulation and baleful staring, and I realized that I had caused offense not simply because I had not performed the required ablutions or because I was non-Muslim, but because I was essentially unclean, like a pig, and needed to be driven away.

My aikido training abandoned me. Instead of declaring “Allah akbar” and bowing on the spot toward Mecca, I extricated myself with apologies.

It was a bad move. Going out into the street, I was quickly picked out by a small group of hostile schoolchildren and found myself surrounded by them. A little girl hefted a heavy skull-cracker of a stone and threatened to cast it at me, her face deeply ugly with the violence of our primate species. Looking into her eyes, I saw no reflection back. Through my adrenaline haze, I dimly realized that this experience also was as old as Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

Leveling my finger at the girl’s face, I said, “No!” and held her gaze with mine. The stone was lowered. Stepping into a doorway, I waited for the children to disperse, and then I walked shakily back to my hotel room. There, sitting on the edge of my bed, I felt the ancient hatreds of our species. From the rulers of nations casting smart bombs to children hefting stones in dust-choked villages, the dark inheritance of intertribal aggression lay exposed like an archaeological stratum in this land.

I had stumbled upon the fundament. “This is as far into timeless biblical culture as I wish to go for the moment, thank you,” I concluded out loud. It was time to take evasive action.

Julia and I headed east, toward the Sahara and the home of the more tolerant desert tribes. Arriving in Errachidia, we encountered a strip of hotels where the great waves of sand, the ergs, of the Saharan desert lap up on the border with Algeria. But we had run the gauntlet in Fez only to get conned again.

After an initial foray into the dunes, I came back intoxicated and agreed to hire three camels and a guide to lead us on a five-day jaunt into the desert. The owner of our hotel, Ibrahim, attempted to get us stoned on hashish and kept repeating the word tranque (an amalgam of “no problem” and “mellow out”) as a mantra while hypnotizing me into paying him large amounts of money for this desert fantasy.

The next morning we faced reality. The camels were authentic, no doubt, but we weren’t precisely going to ride them. We were going to be led on them by a boy named Ahmed who was missing a front tooth and wore brilliant yellow boots. In other words, he was going to walk us on a leash. Even he didn’t know how to control a camel from camelback. Julia whirled on me with accusatory eyes. Our relationship had also left the honeymoon stage, and we had just spent a tense night.

“I’m sorry,” I said, my images of roaming like a wild Bedouin biting the dust. “I didn’t know.” I promised to pay for the adventure.

We mounted, but as we passed through the village we felt ashamed of looking like the tourists we had revealed ourselves to be and got back off.

Out in the desert, Ahmed dubbed us Mohammad and Fatima, and he turned out to be completely at home. We came to admire him. I learned how to make a snorting and roaring camel settle down to a folded position in the sand with repeated commands of “Ooch! Ooch!” and I struggled in vain to ward off the rogue camels who came raiding our camels’ food. We met young shepherd boys with their flocks of goats, and soldiers guarding the emptiness that borders Morocco from the emptiness that borders Algeria, who proudly showed us around their oasis. We sat wrapped in blankets by the fire at night and ate tagine while taking in the desert stars.

I took to riding my camel occasionally. Julia refused to ride after nearly being thrown by hers. One morning as she walked alongside me she looked up at me swaying upon my mount and commented acidly, “Lawrence of Inania.”

Visions, dreams, and prophetic inspirations still come in the desert. As we moved to the sound of our camels’ padded feet breaking the crust of the earth, through the calm stretches and turbulent swells of the greatest mineral sea on the planet, we began to lose our habitual assumption of our place in the cosmos.

Paul Bowles, an expatriate American who wrote much on the North African desert, once told a story about the fresh recruits to the Foreign Legion. Arriving boys with open and naive faces, one day, a mere sand dune away from the camp, they experienced the setting of the sun and the rising of the stars. They then knew they were entirely alone in the universe. The veterans, seeing the set of their faces changed when they returned to camp, nodded among themselves and commented, “Ah, the Baptism of Solitude.”

And so one day, as I rode my camel a vision came to me.

Unlike Saul on the road to Damascus, I wasn’t knocked off my mount and blinded. Nonetheless, I was keenly aware the Muse wished me to take up and write. I, in my role as financial backer of the expedition, called a halt and went and sat on my own beneath a palm tree. By then, other characters from Stephen’s story had appeared to me, one of them modeled after the English explorer and mystic Sir Richard Burton. Sitting in my patch of shade, I transcribed these words of instruction that he had passed on to the young Stephen:

For every poisonous and harmful thing that grows upon the earth, God has placed a medicine as an antidote. And as we know, there is often a symbiotic relation between the two. Close to the hurt lies growing the balm. As it is upon earth, so it was in paradise. Winding among the boughs of the Tree of Knowledge was a vine, a creature wise like the serpent and gifted with the antidote to the poison of knowledge of good and evil within the apple. Before Adam and his family were driven forth, Gabriel 
had pity upon them, and gave them a shoot of the vine, telling them that while Eden was now barred to them, the effects of the apple’s toxins could be counteracted by a preparation made from the vine. Drinking would produce the experience of bodily death, without the mortal effects. Instead, it would be the self with its delusions of greed, hatred, and ignorance, brought into being by the bite of the apple, which would die. It was a dire remedy to open the mind to the wisdom of the creator once again. Adam took it without fully comprehending its significance, being but newly come into mankind’s terrible inheritance, and he planted it in Canaan.

Yes, I thought. If only we could find the antidote to whatever it was our ancestors once ate: this toxin that blinds us to our deep communion with one another—across species, across genera, across hierarchies of divine and earthly. Who are we to arrogate the power to declare ourselves isolated from the rest of the universe? Who are we to set up this San Quentin Prison of the human mind?

I had heard luminous tales of such a vine growing in the deep jungle, where stars silhouette the trees above, water is alive, and the earth pulses with a light that seems to glow of its own. I had heard also of the shamans who sing to the vine and direct its healing powers. If such medicines existed to counteract the poison, could we not enter into an original dreamtime, a radical condition that existed before the eating of the fatal fruit? Would not such a perspective heal us at the root of our sickness, instead of merely doctoring the branches?

In the middle of the planet’s greatest desert, a new road beckoned, this one leading to the wet fecundity of the greatest rain forest on earth.

Leaving Errachidia, Julia and I traveled to Marrakesh, where the mounting tensions between us drove us our separate ways, the ideal images of the Rubaiyat that we had treasured within us broken. She stayed on to apprentice with a painter of traditional designs while I caught an overnight train to Casablanca and boarded an early-morning ship across the Straits of Gibraltar.

Standing on the windy deck midway between Africa and Europe in the sunshine of a new day, I felt my pilgrimage had failed. I had not crossed the threshold into another culture, nor had I resurrected Stephen de Cloyes. Staring into the primitive face of our hatreds had been an epiphany, an enigmatic revelation not just of the world’s disease, but of my own as well. Yet a seed had been planted in me by the vision in the Sahara, whose growth would spur my subsequent journey to the rain forest and be recounted in the pages of this book.

Awaking the next morning in the Spanish port town of Algeciras to the sound of church bells, I walked toward the church whose founder had taught “Love your enemy,” now keenly aware that the soil I crossed was steeped with the blood of Christians and Muslims alike. I realized that the sweetly ringing bells were every bit as much of a war cry as the call of the muezzin. Attending a morning Mass before an enthroned Christ, I reflected that all our modernity, secularism, humanism, science, and technology are mere ornaments overlaid upon that figure carved in wood upon the altar.

Leaving the church, I crossed the street and walked right into the path of an oncoming motorcycle.

The vehicle swerved and managed only to sideswipe me, but the helmet of the second passenger delivered a smart rap to my face and I saw black for a few moments. When my sight cleared it was to the image of the motorcycle disappearing down the road, its rear passenger angrily shaking his fist at me.

Stumbling over to the opposite sidewalk, I sat on the curb nursing my bleeding nose. This was the final blow. I’d had enough of following around the vanished tracks of some kid visionary from the Middle Ages. It was time to follow my own vision and make my pilgrimage to the Amazon jungle.
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THE JAGUAR THAT ROAMS THE MIND

The depths of mind, the unconscious, are our inner wilderness areas, and that is where a bobcat is right now. I do not mean personal bobcats in personal psyches, but the bobcat that roams from dream to dream.

GARY SNYDER

The people of Rio de Janeiro call themselves Cariocas. They are the only people I know of who call themselves a name given to them by those they conquered, those who looked into their world from the outside and named it. Carioca. White Man’s House.

Newly arrived in Brazil, I sit in a sidewalk café watching an immaculately dressed, older black man with silvered hair and a gold ring on his finger. Swept up in a great passion, he gestures expansively with his tiny hands, gathering in and then driving away his audience, his face waxing ecstatic and waning melancholic, like a singer of tango spinning out his bittersweet themes.

Problem is, there is no one seated at his table. He is talking to thin air.

Even from here you can feel the heart of the world, the Amazon, I think. Yet here we are, cast up on these shores from our own wrecked dream, where like televisions left on in an empty room, we talk. I look up at the canopy of the café and suspect that it and the gritty roar of traffic and the aggressive buzz of conversation could fade in an instant, and I would awaken beneath a forest canopy, the sunlight penetrating through, in pure silence, to find I had been dreaming like the old man, but my dream had been Western civilization.

Upon returning to California from Morocco, I settled back into the old hunter’s cabin I occupied in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada, located down winding dirt roads on a ridge above the Yuba River. Between driving my old pickup truck down to teach in the valley and working the land, I commenced my research into the healing vine I had seen in the Saharan desert.

The vine, I learned, grows throughout the vast Amazonian rain basin. In Quechua, the language of the original Incas, it is called ayahuasca, a word that seems to coil itself around the tongue when spoken. Its etymology couldn’t be clearer: aya means “spirit,” “ancestor,” or “dead person,” and huasca, “vine” or “rope.” Ayahuasca is the vine of the spirits.

Ethnobotanists estimate the medicinal and shamanic use of the vine among the Amazonian tribes goes back for millennia. How far back no one really knows for sure. What is certain, however, is that it began its emergence from the forest into the modern state of Brazil in the 1930s in the hands of Irineu Serra. Irineu was a Brazilian soldier and rubber tapper who, participating in tribal ceremonies in Peru, had a vision of a woman in the moon who identified herself as the queen of the forest, a being he later understood as an emanation of the divine feminine. She sent him into the forest to fast and pray and drink the “tea,” and he came forth an iluminado, “like Jesus, like Buddha,” I was later told at one of the churches Mestre (Master) Irineu founded.

This curious tea came to be known as daime in Brazil, meaning “give me,” after the initial word of many of the prayers in the Christian communities founded by the Mestre: give me faith, give me love, give me strength. . . .

I also learned that the medicine is actually a mixture of two plants, whose chemical synergy is so precise, and the effects evoked so specialized, that the odds of its having been discovered through trial and error seem astronomically unlikely to ethnobotanists. The ayahuasca vine (Banisteriopsis caapi) contains alkaloids called harmine, harmaline, and tetrahydroharmine—those exotic, often poisonous, often medicinal, molecules produced at the higher end of plant evolution. These indole alkaloids form a remarkable partnership with the ingredients of another plant called chacruna (Psychotria viridia), which contains the vision-inducing alkaloid DMT, or dimethyltryptamine, a widely and naturally occurring alkaloid also present in bananas and pineapples.

DMT is also naturally produced by the human organism, and it is so similar to serotonin in its makeup that it utilizes the receptors of the brain normally reserved for serotonin. And DMT would flood in, except for one fact. The body also produces monoamine oxidase (MAO), which occurs in high concentrations in the blood, stomach, and liver to break down the vision-inducing DMT.

This is one of the places where the remarkable synergy of the two plants comes into play, I learned. The harmaline contained by ayahuasca actually inhibits the MAOs from breaking down DMT, allowing high levels of DMT to reach the serotonin receptors of the brain.

One thing is certain. The brain is hungry for DMT, and it actively transports it across the highly selective blood-brain barrier when it can find it. One major research study of DMT suggests, with a high degree of speculation, that it is the pineal gland—Rene Descartes’s seat of the soul—that produces DMT, and that this gland floods the organism with DMT at times of biological transition: birth, death, giving birth, or severe 
illness.*2 This possibility offers biological insights into accounts of mystical experiences, such as Julian of Norwich’s “Showings” of the divinity of 
Christ,*3 experiences remarkably reminiscent of the opening of the gates of the soul that come from drinking this strange 
brew.†4

In my quest for a setting in which to experience ayahuasca, all paths had converged on Philippe Bandeira de Melo, a Jungian psychologist who welcomed me to his “inter-religious center,” the Arca da Criacão, to take the sacrament of his community.

So it was, half a year after my return from the Mediterrean, I found myself in a suburb of Rio wondering what I had now gotten myself into. My first impression as I wandered through the Arca was it looked like the front of a Mexican bus. Within the “Ark of Creation,” figures of austere Byzantine saints rubbed shoulders with lavish, multiarmed Hindu deities. Buddhas sat with Taoist symbols in their laps. Sri Aurobindo, Sai Baba, and other saints of India gazed from the walls. The altar, abided over by Christ, his hand upraised in benediction, was festooned with Islamic calligraphy, winged Egyptian gods, shamans’ drums, Aztec princes of flowers, animal totems, Taoist Immortals, Native Americans wearing feather headdresses, and, finally, the psychologist Carl Jung.

It looked like the whole procession of humankind’s religious expression had filed in there and hunkered down to accompany the spiritual voyages of this community. Walking out onto the courtyard, I found a huge tile cross that could be lit up like a Christmas tree in the night. Below lay the fabled city of Rio, with its familiar landmarks, beaches, and high rises, lazily circled by jumbo jets. As I nervously awaited my first meeting with Philippe, I realized the Arca felt like a spiritual playroom for adults, with sacred toys strewn about everywhere. It gave me a good feeling.

Philippe appeared in slippers, wearing khakis and a T-shirt, gazing 
at me over half-moon reading glasses balanced on the tip of his nose. Big and loose-limbed like a bear, of European descent, he shook my hand and invited me, in Spanish, to sit and have tea with him. He had the sniffles, and he interspersed our conversation with a sound like a straw probing the bottom of a near-emptied glass.

“Did you make it here okay?” he inquired.

“Actually, the driver tried to lie to me about what neighborhood we were in and we almost got in a fight.”

“Be very careful in Rio. People here smile a lot, love to dance and sing, but beneath the surface is desperation. You can hear automatic weapon fire from the favela—the shantytown—across the valley almost every night.”

It was true. Only the night before I had heard the terrible sound of a gun, fired repeatedly, probingly, almost meditatively. Then after some minutes I heard the beeps of a police car investigating the scene, its electronic murmuring audible in the sudden silence that had fallen. I had felt for the first time that visceral fear of stray bullets shared by all Cariocas.

Leaving behind the theme of survival in Rio, we turned to the work of the Arca.

Knowing I was out of my depth, I asked if the Arca was working to blend the different religious traditions of the planet.

“What we are doing here is not syncretism, but an organic synthesis,” Philippe explained. “We sing the songs of the Evangelicals, the Catholics, and the Afro-indigenous religions in our ceremonies. No religious expression is excluded.”

Songs were key, that was clear. I decided to wait to experience the work before inquiring further. The next trabalho, or work, of the community would be Christmas day, and I was welcome to attend. Philippe, I learned that morning, was a devout storyteller. And as a follower of Carl Jung, he had great faith in the curative powers within darkness: the womb, the tomb, the place where the seed sprouts, the dream. Even madness.

He began his work as a disciple of Nise da Silveira, who, dissatisfied with the methodologies being used for the treatment of the insane (the 
majority of patients in Rio lay comatose between electroshock sessions or drug treatments), began what can only be described as a form of spiritual community, the Casa das Palmeiras, within the sprawling mental hospital of Rio de Janeiro. There were no bars, the doors were never locked, and patients were given complete freedom of expression inside the Casa. Nor was there a distinction between doctors and patients. Like medieval monks, all wore a common garb, and all engaged in a single activity: art.

The therapeutic principle underlying the institution was the power of the expression of the human unconscious, the underworld through which the patients were wandering. Such expression, said Philippe, summons forth auto-curacão, the ability of the mind to heal itself, to seize the tiller of the spirit boat and bring it forth from the shadows. The community was successful, functioning side-by-side with the more conventional treatments within the hospital. Indeed, some of Brazil’s recognized artists were picked up lying comatose in the hospital’s hallways and brought back to life through their own expressive powers. The institute ended with the breakdown of care for the insane in Rio, but the Casa das Palmeiras continues to exist as the largest collection of the “art of the unconscious” in the world, surely a place to go wander for a day.

Philippe first became aware of the possible efficacy of entheogens in treating mental illness when he was serving as director of the institute.

An entheogen, according to him, is a plant, such as ayahuasca or the cacti San Pedro or peyote, which brings forth the divine from within. He distinguishes them from psychedelics—a word meaning “mind manifesting,” first coined in the early days of research with LSD—in that an entheogen is not a synthesized chemical; it has a history of human usage extending back beyond Abraham and the building of the pyramids.

“What’s wrong with the word hallucinogen?” I asked.

“Well, etymologically, the word comes from the Latin hallucinari, which means ‘to wander in the mind,’ which is actually a pretty good description if your idea of the mind is that it encompasses more than just thinking. The word hallucinari has, however, taken on the meaning ‘to be mistaken,’ and that is not what work with daime is about.”

Picking up his narrative, he related how one day a patient suffering from schizophrenia and a history of aggressive behavior came into his office. The patient had just returned from a series of treatments with some of the powerful drugs used in modern psychiatry to suppress, rather than bring catharsis to, repressed inner material.

Walking across the room, his eyes fixed on Philippe, he said over and over, “I need something stronger,” ending up face-to-face with him, repeating his demand like a mantra. Feeling as though he had just been given permission to take a radical step, Philippe reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a bottle of ayahuasca. Pouring the man a cup of the acrid, brownish brew, he watched him toss it down. Instantly settling, the man left the room and began peaceably drawing, deep in concentration.

It was then that Philippe began to suspect that the entheogen might serve to gradually knit back together the fragments of the schizophrenic psyche, without causing any of the permanent damage left behind by modern drugs.

A cinnamon-colored cat with white stripes had strolled into the room and hopped into my lap as I listened to Philippe’s discourse. As I stroked it, it fell asleep and began growling and scrambling its claws, struggling with an ancient enemy of its species. Waking disoriented, it stared up at me with its emerald eyes, and then went back to sleep.

Watching the interaction intently, Philippe was impressed. I didn’t know why.

The music from the favela across the valley had played all night beneath the lunar glow of the monumental statue of Cristo Redentor, who soars over Rio de Janeiro like the first step up the ladder of stars.

Awaking early Christmas morning, I heard the music building into a final orgiastic intensity. Listening in groggy amazement from my bed, the partying seemed a subterfuge, a parley, an act of war. But a war against what, precisely? A conflict where the music and dance surges, until once more the seen and unseen worlds align and the dancers drop from exhaustion? Ecstasy as defense against nothingness?

I sensed that, as a northerner having crossed the equator, the lodestone I had oriented my life to had fallen away and the compass needle was swinging at random. What did purpose mean down here? What were these people fighting, what forces were arrayed against them, what did they contend against and dance with? Northern bones and abstract thought, Anglo-Saxon intention, none of it would serve when a dream-world seemed to subtly underlie my every move. What did the forces here require of me? How did one know oneself in this land?

Reaching its final, pounding crescendo, the music violently wrenched the last bit of energy from the earth, and I wondered, is to be human to be at war?

In the early evening we gathered at the Arca for the work. Men and women dressed in white freely mixed, laughing and moving with the innate elegance of the Brazilian people. Listening to the barely comprehensible sound of their Portuguese, I felt a deep, gray sadness and aloneness running like an iron bar through my chest, this strange land weighing heavily upon my senses. Before putting the cup of daime to my lips I prayed that the Arca would serve as a safe vessel for the journey on which I was about to embark.

Philippe and his partner, Mariana, took seats in front, microphones within easy reach. Musical instruments lay about. My acquaintance the cat wandered through. I sat down in a corner, next to what was to be my nemesis: the synthesizer.

People began to line up to drink. Philippe stood, carefully measuring out dosages of the brew for the participants. Fixing his gaze on me he asked, “More profound, or less profound?”

“More profound,” I answered. He gave me a healthy shot. Tossing it down, I tasted the rich brown of an Amazonian river, the flavor of all the bark and leaves of the jungle. Returning to my place, I sat and waited.

The daime took its time to arrive. Songs began. A woman beckoned Philippe to her, and he performed a ritual of purification with a sword over her. I waited. After a time, we went forward to drink again.

Resuming my vigil, I suddenly felt my consciousness wheeling out of control as my isolation amplified immeasurably. Nauseous with fear, I drew each breath against hopelessness at ever escaping the agony within me. I attempted to surrender to the music but, like the creaky hinges of the doors in hell, the synthesizer beside me provided a malicious discordance, a guarantee of further suffering in a universe hopelessly out of tune.

Looking up, I saw Mariana, a sweet expression on her face, earnestly playing the accompaniment to my damnation. I am lost, I realized.

Have I managed to finally do it? I wondered. Am I about to go mad in a country I don’t even know? Is my psyche finally going to break from the pressures I have put upon it? The terror of losing my soul overwhelmed me. Abandoning my meditation posture, I went to prostrate myself before the altar.

Men of the Arca were now at a row of white conga drums, pounding out an intense African rhythm. Caught up in the summons, I felt myself driven forward, the sound sweeping me out of and beyond myself. Wailing started to arise within me, coming from the deepest caverns in my psyche. The lost wail of a ghost, clinging to bushes and grasses, forever tossed among worlds.

Then it ceased. A growl rumbled low in my throat. My body strained and buckled like a chrysalis from which a new form was emerging. Suddenly, a roar was torn from my throat—a roar that devoured worlds, immaculate in its rage.

Silence. Was the silence in the room, or in my head?

My physiognomy had changed. My skull was a jaguar’s.

I was a cat.

Oh shit, I thought. Now I’ve really done it. I’ve gone and transformed into a cat in a city where nobody knows me. I had an image of myself living on the streets of Rio, my feral eyes gleaming out from within the darkness of a cardboard box.

But then I noticed that my cat’s mind was blissfully quiet. And more, the feline creature I had become felt like an old friend, an ally from 
beyond the sleep that rounded my little life. I felt protected and held, as if restored to some wing of my ancient phylogenetic home.

Well, either they’re going to ship me back in a box and feed me raw flesh for the rest of my life, or this is just part of the journey. Either way, I concluded, I’m not going to worry about it.

The music really had stopped. I saw Philippe’s feet before me.

“¿Roberto, estás bien?”

“¡Soy un gato!” I replied in utter bewilderment. “I’m a cat!”

Oh, Philippe shrugged, is that all? He turned around and went back to the drums.

Miração is the word used in Brazil to describe the visionary state that visits one in an ayahuasca journey. A deep miração came descending like a thick stage curtain upon me. Unable to move, I rolled over on my back as I ebbed away into distant lands. Eventually, I heard people dancing around me. Maracas were shaken over my head, summoning back my consciousness. Then a didgeridoo began its cavernous humming over my heart. Someone was holding my hand and stroking the top of my head, and I could feel my energy returning. What essential eloquence—the love and warmth of the land of the living—can be expressed through the grip of another person’s hand. Then I was back. I felt my mind open from a long death.

I sat up. I was human again, and very embodied. I remembered my body, its organic unity, my hands and voice, myself. I had truly arrived in this land. But my breath was the breath of spirit.

We sat in staggered silence in a circle. The heavens had opened. Realm after realm of unimaginable subtlety and bliss, without end, poured their streaming light down upon us.

So these are the worlds beyond, I thought. This is our birthright.

The songs to the holy family began, rejoicing in the birth of Christ, songs beautiful beyond the reach of cathedrals. Then we danced in celebration until dawn.

Over the next couple of weeks attending the Arca, I learned that work 
with the daime is very centered on spirits. This was entering a new terrain, the beginnings of a whole new cartography of human experience. Sitting in the Arca, for the first time in my life, I listened to a spirit speaking through a medium. The voice in question was of a preto velho, one of the spirits of the dead black slaves of Brazil that are so important to the Afro-Brazilian tradition of Umbanda. The sound seemed impossible for a human voice box to fabricate: emerging as if it came from behind a curtain of water, or through dimensions of space that treated physicality like a permeable barrier.

Curiously, my mind, which had always favored its own little eccentric jaunts but whose idea of communing with the dead was to read Shakespeare or listen to the music of a Renaissance lute player after midnight, was intrigued. As if I had raised my head from the pages of the book that I thought was life, I found myself surrounded by the members of a previously unsuspected natural order. This was especially intriguing because the spirits had the same quality of objective substantiality as do all the other beings in the world.

I wished to explore other styles of work with the plant less focused on spirits, however, so when I received an invitation to join the work of another group with a strong focus on “inner work”—deep prayer with a focus on inner transformation—I accepted.

The session was called a Meditation with Grandma, and it took place in a small, quiet sanctuary in the hills far outside the roar of Rio. The “meditation” was run like a seminar: very professional, exclusive, and pricey. The group had been ongoing for years in the United States, directed by a couple that merged an orientation toward depth and transpersonal psychology with the finely honed showmanship of the traditional psychopomp, or guide of souls.

The space was open and sunny. Quartz crystals hanging in the windows sent little rainbows darting around the room, transposing the golden hope of California—the pioneer state for awakening to other forms of consciousness—to a more welcoming land. That old, persistent dream born in the ’60s hasn’t quite left us.

After summoning archangels for guidance and protection, a poem by a French mystic was read, which offered the self as a sacrifice to the divine, to be destroyed or exalted, however the spirit moved. And then we went forward to drink.

“Liquid sunshine,” they whispered as I held the cup before me and my stomach flopped around inside like a terrified fish.

An hour later I saw, as if from a distance, that my head was bobbing drunkenly. When my head snapped upright, I was looking into a distant terrain, ancient feeling as the ruins of Pompeii, but one that I knew intimately. It was the children’s shelter my mother had left me in when I was nine years old.

Without entirely losing the sensation of being an adult in that sun-filled room in Rio, I was, like one on his deathbed, plunged into my cellular memory, and the emotional and sensorial content of that land I had traveled through as a young child growing up in California. All I could do was breathe and allow this return to the place of my formation.

As she drove me to the shelter, my mother told me it would be like a summer camp from which she would come to pick me up in a month. I believed her, forming images of a Disney version of a Dickensian world where we ragged orphans would band together and have adventures, depending on one another to survive in a hostile, adult environment.

But at the front desk a cold-faced woman began rifling through my suitcase and probing the seams of my clothing for contraband. I watched her in bewilderment. Holding up my treasured Hardy Boys books, she said, “You shouldn’t take these in there. The children will rip them up.”

Looking at her in blank incomprehension, I wondered, Why would someone rip up a book?

The wail of an alarm abruptly filled the room. In my head the natural light switched to adrenaline-spiked fluorescent. “What’s going on?” I asked as people hustled about behind the counter.

“The children are smoking in the bathroom again,” I heard.

Children smoke?

My suitcase was returned to me. My mother gave me a hug and told me 
again she’d be back in a month. I drifted off in the direction she pointed, toward an open door at the far end of the room as if some gravity of fate was pulling me in. Crossing the threshold, I entered a featureless hallway, seeing only blank walls where the corridor changed direction in front of me. The walk felt endless, as if I were floating weightless between worlds.

Finally I emerged to face a table of children, all dressed in ragged T-shirts and jeans, their eyes boring into me. A man with a handlebar moustache sat at the head of the table, wearing a black leather vest that read wolfgang and had the slogan of a biker’s club on the back. I stood frozen with my suitcase.

Wolfgang sent me to wash my hands for lunch, accompanied by a boy several years older than me. There was something in the older boy’s sharply focused movements I had never seen before, and I felt that hypnotized fascination of something about to fall prey and I didn’t know what to do about it.

In the tile chamber, he leaned against the wall and sized me up. “Do you smoke?” he finally asked.

This was a test, but I didn’t know the right answer. His green eyes suddenly went luminous, radiant as a snake’s, and my heart started to pound with fear. “No,” I told him, knowing I had just failed. I returned to washing my hands.

I spent the afternoon hiding in my dorm room, but I got up the courage that evening to emerge when the girls from the adjacent wing poured in for a visit. I watched with alarm as children barely older than me climbed into one another’s arms, like monkeys imitating adults. The boy with serpentine eyes, balancing a girl on his knee, turned his attention to me. Picking up a rag, he dropped it on the floor.

“Pick it up.”

I walked over and handed it back to him. He dropped it on the floor again.

“Pick it up.”

I looked at him, and then at all the other eyes glittering with amusement, and I burst into tears. The girl seated on his lap laughed.

I ran back into my room and slammed the door. Throwing myself on the bed, I faced the wall, still crying uncontrollably. The door opened immediately behind me, and I heard a chair being drawn up. Looking over, I saw another boy seated there with his legs crossed, another boy at his shoulder. They were a little older, and the hope flashed through my mind that they would be nice to me.

“So . . . ,” the boy began, drawing out the word as he mimed holding a pad and pencil. “When did you first begin to miss your mommy?”

The boy behind him laughed sardonically. I turned back to the wall, hoping this world, like a nightmare, would go away.

The days crept by as I learned to make myself invisible in the pecking order of the place. Although the boy I shared the room with made a big deal about masturbating in the darkness (I still had no clear idea what an erection was) and claimed he pissed on my bed every night, after my initial hazing interest in me died down. One evening at dinner, after fielding a high fly ball everyone thought was a homer in an afternoon baseball game, I heard the words, “That was good catch,” and I knew I was accepted.

But I still see my hands searching through the communal clothing bins, searching for the garments my mother had carefully written “Robbie” on in indelible ink, as if her handwriting could serve as a talisman to protect her son from dissolution. But they, along with my identity, had been swallowed up by the system.

One day my grandmother came to visit me. It had been three weeks, and my entire hope of salvation lay in my mother’s promise to take me back home. In the visitor’s cubicle my grandma sat down on the opposite side of the table and looked at me pointedly. Then she asked, “Rob, have you ever thought your mother might not come and pick you up after a month?”

I looked at her as if she were proposing the sun would not rise in the morning. “No, she said she would come at the end of a month.”

“Yes, but have you considered she might not be coming?”

“No, she’s going to pick me up,” I said.

My grandmother winced, and stated flatly, “Robbie, you mom is not going to come at the end of the month.”

I realized I was now truly an orphan, and that this had nothing to do with Disney.

One day the keepers of the prison noticed I really was a child and transferred me to the young children’s ward, away from the hardened teenagers. There a pretty woman read us bedtime stories every night, trying to soothe the fresh horror of losing our mothers and fathers, to weave anew a spell of safety for us to sleep within. The nights filled with threats had come to an end, but it was too late. The place had murdered my sleep.

In my first days at the shelter I had stared at the fence of the compound, beyond which a highway roared, and conceived the idea of escape. But my nine-year-old mind floundered before the question of where I would go and what I would do. Now I was permitted to leave the jail to go to school.

As a survival technique, I taught myself how to read while walking to school, and my most vivid memories are of a deep blue sky overhead, dry heat, and the cracks and curbs of sidewalks bordered by tall, desiccated weeds. I had found the book, a sort of pilgrim’s narrative called The Phantom Tollbooth. In it a boy named Milo, who also seemed to have no family, passed through a magical tollbooth and eventually ended up on a perilous quest to free the Princesses Rhyme and Reason from the Castle in the Sky where they were kept imprisoned above the Land of Ignorance. Milo’s world made a lot more sense to me than the one I was living in. I began to conceive of life as a quest for some kind of meaning, but like the journey to free Rhyme and Reason, it was perilous.

Returning to the shelter from school each day I ran a gauntlet. As my feet dragged up the hill, I kept The Phantom Tollbooth open before me. Passing through the gates the high walls of the male juvenile hall loomed to my left. From behind the barred windows threats on my life were screamed down at me, along with demands for cigarettes or weapons. I did not look up. Then to my right I passed the yard of the female 
juvenile hall. Invariably the teenage girls were out that time of day, and they would all gather in the yard, pressing up against the fence, cooing about how cute I was and trying to lure me over to give them a kiss through the chain links. One day one of them clutched her arms over her jiggling breasts and, jumping up and down, cried out, “I could just squeeze you to death!”

I kept my book up and kept walking.

How long I remained gazing into the vault of the past I do not know, but eventually the miração changed course, and the pedagogical functions of ayahuasca took hold.

The universe unfolded before me as an eternal cycle of becoming and passing away, with limitless beings orbiting through countless worlds, all of it a dream. A great light and love lay in the center of this unending transmigration, I saw, the resting place that can be reached at any moment merely by remembering ourselves in it, as it. The ages weighed unimaginably heavy upon my cognition: thousands, hundreds of thousands, millions, billions of years. No end to the restless journey.

And I saw the children in the shelter in the light of this eternity. They had been my teachers. They had shown me the way to survive in the world I had fallen into, and the wounding I had sustained had been essential to that hardening, the formation of a self, capable of facing annihilation and surviving.

They, I realized with wonder, were bodhisattvas, and they had saved my life. A great love for them awoke in me, and something akin to veneration. As the worlds continued to wheel and unfold, I was carried back into another one of those deep, crystalline memories. . . .

An institution with the Maoist-sounding title of Learning House eventually took me in. An experiment in Skinnerian behavior modification, it was located next to Stanford University in Palo Alto, and it was to accustom me to living under surveillance, including by graduate students who shadowed me through the streets. Based on the tallies of our behaviors 
recorded during the day, we were given our behavior reinforcements for the next, which meant more privileges.

Like a board game, jargon and points ruled our lives. A PPI, or Positive Peer Interaction, earned you five hundred points and kicked you up into a more privileged sphere, as opposed to the NPI, the Negative Peer Interaction, which obviously had an opposite effect.

The behaviorist maze was benign, and blind. Asked if I would participate in a “study,” I went to the university campus and sat in a lab lit by fluorescent lights and faced a bearded, long-boned graduate student. Setting his contraption before me like an earnest young Jesuit with a sacred machine, he handed me a remote control wrapped in black electrical tape.

I studied it, and then the machine: a miniature stage covered with sharp, cold, metallic objects like barbed wire, tacks, and Brillo pads. “Press the button,” he said.

I did and the stage rotated to reveal an artfully arranged pile of sweets: cookies, chocolates, candies.

What the hell?

My job, I learned, was to simply sit before the device, concentrating my attention on the contents of the stage, and then after a few minutes I could press the button and concentrate on its opposite. So we began. I pressed the button and stared. The young doctor observed. The fluorescents burned. The minutes stretched and wobbled. The cold pile ate its own tail and the warm pile drifted away and disintegrated into the air.

Finally, the young doctor broke the silence, saying, “That’s enough for now. Thank you for your participation, Robbie.” I relaxed.

Leaning back in his chair, he said in an offhand way, “You can eat the cookies, if you want.” All of his careful thesis design, all the scrutinizing of the committee for research on human subjects, all of his professor’s advice, hung on that moment. Had I been deconditioned from my natural boyish appetite for cookies?
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