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Foreword

“The real is just as magical as the magical is real.”

ERNST JÜNGER

SIZILISCHER BRIEF AN DE MOUD [SICILIAN LETTER TO THE MOON]

In this world, the point at which something happens is determined by the circumstances that call for it to happen. This Encyclopedia of Psycho-active Plants had to appear at just this time, for our contemporary society has need of such a work.

This need is connected with the spiritual and material dilemma of our times. It is not necessary to list all of the things that are no longer right in our world. But we can mention some: in the spiritual domain, materialism, egoism, isolation, and the absence of any religious foundation; on the material level, environmental destruction as a result of technological development and over-industrialization, the ongoing depletion of natural resources, and the accumulation of immense fortunes by a few people while the majority become increasingly destitute.

These ominous developments have their spiritual roots in a dualistic worldview, a consciousness that splits our experience of the world into subject and object.

This dualistic experience of the world first emerged in Europe. But it had already been at work in the Judeo-Christian worldview, with its god that sits enthroned above creation and humankind, and his admonition to “subdue . . . and have dominion . . . over every living thing that moveth upon the earth.”

This is now occurring at a terrifying rate.

A change for the better will come about only when a general shift in consciousness takes place. Our fractured consciousness, which Gottfried Benn characterized as a “fateful European neurosis,” must be replaced by a consciousness in which creator, creation, and created are experienced as a unity.

All means and all ways that will help lead to a new and universal spirituality are worthy of support. Chief among these is meditation, which can be enhanced and intensified through a variety of methods, including yogic practices, breathing exercises, and fasting, and through the appropriate use of certain drugs as pharmacological aids.

The drugs I am referring to belong to a special group of psychoactive substances that have been characterized as psychedelics and, more recently, as entheogens (psychedelic sacraments). These effect an enormous stimulation of sensory perceptions, a decrease or even neutralization of the I–Thou boundary, and alterations in consciousness in the form of both sensitization and expansion.

The use of such psychedelic drugs within a religio-ceremonial framework was discovered among Indian tribes in Mexico at the beginning and in the middle of the twentieth century.

This sensational discovery led to ethno-botanical investigations to remote areas around the world to search for psychoactive plants, the results of which were documented in numerous publications and pictures. The encyclopedic compilation of ancient knowledge and new discoveries about psychoactive plants that is in your hands was produced by a well-qualified author who has contributed important new insights on the basis of his own fieldwork. It is an undertaking of great value.

Disseminating knowledge about psychoactive plants, together with the proper ways to use them, represents a valuable contribution within the context of the many and growing attempts to bring about a new, holistic consciousness. Transpersonal psychology, which is becoming ever more important in psychiatry, pursues the same goal within a therapeutic framework.

The holistic perspective is more easily practiced on living nature than on the inanimate objects created by humans. Let us look into a living mandala instead, such as that found in the calyx of a blue morning glory, which is a thousand times more perfect and beautiful than anything produced by human hand, for it is filled with life, that universal life in which both the observer and the observed find their own individual places as manifestations of the same creative spirit.

ALBERT HOFMANN, PH.D.

SUMMER 1997


Preface

“Thoughts are free, . . . for my thoughts tear the fences and walls asunder. . . .”

GERMAN FOLK SONG

My grandmother taught me many wise things that I have followed my entire life. In particular, her saying “An ounce of practice is worth a pound of theory” has had a considerable influence upon me and made it much easier to follow the path that has led me to the psychoactive plants.

It was during the 1967 “Summer of Love,” when I was ten years old, that I first heard of hashish. I was listening to the radio. A menacing voice spoke of the “horrible dangers” that were descending upon our imperiled youth with the “new wave of drugs” from the United States. The picture that continues to dominate our drug policies was sketched out in dramatic fashion: Hashish was a gateway drug that inevitably, even compellingly, led to death from a golden shot of heroin. This was terrible news! But by that time I had already learned that I should not trust my teachers or the conservative politicians. I instinctively felt that the voice on the radio was lying. As a result of that broadcast, I yearned for nothing more than finally to try hashish myself (my experiments with cigarettes were already behind me, and I had noticed that I could not find any use or enjoyment there). At that time, it was not as easy to obtain hashish as it is today. Two years went by before I had my first opportunity. Up until then, I had only smoked dried banana peels and inhaled chloroform that I had synthesized myself. One morning, on the school bus, an older student walked down the aisle and whispered, “Hash, hash, anyone want hash?” “I do!” I cried, barely able to contain my joy and excitement. Back then, one gram cost about 3.50 marks (roughly one U.S. dollar), my entire allowance. But what does money mean when we’re talking about the fulfillment of a two-year-old dream?

With the hashish in my pocket, I sat through my classes, bored to death as usual, waiting for the time when I would finally make it back home. After the ordeal of school, the time had finally come. I stood at home with my precious stash and pondered the best way to smoke it. Tobacco was not an option, for I genuinely disliked it. I went into the kitchen, saw a small bag of dried peppermint leaves, and immediately knew that I had found the appropriate admixture. I pedaled my bike into the nearby forest, stuffed a pipe full of mint and hashish, and lit it up. I immediately sensed that this mixture was easy to inhale, a wonderful contrast to those disgusting cigarettes. Although the effects were mild, they were enough to make me want to continue my experiments. The next time, I went into the forest with a friend and we smoked the pipe together. An incredible sense of mirth overwhelmed us, and we almost split our sides with laughter.

I now know that my quest to obtain hashish and my deliberations as to what it could best be combined with marked the beginnings of my ethnopharmacological research. Today, I still search for psychoactive plants in all corners of the world and experiment with them until I have had meaningful experiences with them and learned what I could from them. And I still feel that I am being lied to when the media and the politicians talk about “drugs” and “narcotics,” and I think to myself, “Oh, if only you too had smoked a nice pipe of hashish when you were twelve; so many problems could have been avoided!”

During my fieldwork in Nepal, I learned that the three fundamental evils of existence are hate, envy, and ignorance. The tantric doctrine has developed a number of methods for becoming aware of these evils and overcoming them by means of altered states of consciousness. It is my hope that all people—especially the politicians and the psychiatrists of Western countries—will one day understand that ignorance is one of the main reasons behind the catastrophic condition of our Mother Earth!

During my extended journeys to the various continents, I have seen time and again how people in all cultures, and of all social strata, religions, and skin colors, consume psychoactive plants and psychoactive products. Why do people ingest psychoactive substances? Because a fundamental drive for inebriation, ecstasy, blissful sleep, knowledge, and enlightenment is written right into our genes.

While working on the manuscript of this book, I realized that it would be my first “life work.” The results of twenty years of research and experience are compiled in this work. I have collected information all over the world, assembled a large and specialized library, attended countless meetings and symposia, photographed my way through the plant world, and experimented with as many psychoactive plants as I could. The knowledge I have gained has now been distilled and organized into this encyclopedia.


Introduction

“The peculiar, mysterious longing and desire for stimulants that is common to almost all peoples has, to the extent that we are aware of historical traditions, always prevailed and been satisfied in the most varied of ways. Inducing a happy mood in which the emotions, sorrows, and everything else that may weigh upon the soul can be forgotten, shifting into a state of partial or completely absent consciousness in which the individual, detached from the present, surrounded by the glowing and shining images of an excessively amplified imagination, becomes free from the misery of his every day life or from bodily pains, artificially inducing peace and sleep for the fatigued body and mind in all cases where these necessary requirements for life cannot be brought about in the normal manner, and finally the wish to gain creative strength, both physically and mentally, by means of these stimulantsthese are the primary reasons why these agents are used.”

LOUIS LEWIN

ÜBER PIPER METHYSTICUM (1885, 1)

Every day, most people in most cultures, whether Amazonian Indians or western Europeans, ingest the products of one or more psychoactive plants. Even the Mormons, who claim that they do not use “drugs,” have a psychoactive stimulant: Mormon tea (Ephedra nevadensis), which contains the very potent alkaloid ephedrine, the model substance for amphetamine.

The use of psychoactive substances is extraordinarily common in the countries of South America. After rising, a typical Amazonian Indian will drink guaraná, cacao, or maté (and sometimes all three together). After breakfast, he will place the first pinch of coca in his mouth, where, periodically renewed, it will remain until evening. In the afternoon, he will shift to a fermented beverage made of maize or manioc. In late afternoon, some powder that contains tryptamines may be snuffed into the nose. Ayahuasca is often used in the evening. It goes without saying that every free minute is filled with the smoking, chewing, sniffing, or licking of tobacco.

Among the Tukano Indians, the use of psychoactive plants is mythologically associated with the origins of the world. The Sun Father was a payé, a shaman, who gave the shamans of our time all of their knowledge and abilities. At the beginning of the world, he carried in his navel vihó, a snuff obtained from the bark of the parica tree (Virola spp.). The ayahuasca vine came into the world through his daughter. As she was lying in labor, one of her fingers broke off. The midwife at her side took the finger and guarded it in the maloca, the cosmic roundhouse. A young man who saw this stole the finger. He buried it, and the ayahuasca liana grew from that spot. Another daughter of the Sun Father was also heavy with child. As she writhed about in the pains of labor, one of her fingers broke off as well. This time, the midwife took the finger and buried it herself. This gave rise to the first coca plant. Because these plants are associated with the origins of the world, they are considered sacred.

In the modern Western world, the use of psychoactive plant products is very widespread, but their sacredness has been profaned. How many of us today, when we are sipping our morning coffee, are aware that the Sufis venerated the coffee bush as a plant of the gods and interpreted the stimulating effects of caffeine as a sign of God’s favor? Who of us, lying in bed and smoking the first cigarette of the day, knows that tobacco is regarded as a gift of the gods that aids shamans in journeying into other realities? How many recall the frenzied Bacchanalia in honor of Dionysos as they drink a glass of wine with their lunch? And the evening beer in front of the television is downed without any knowledge of the sacred origin of this barley drink. Our ancestors, however, the Germanic peoples and the Celts, knew this, and they venerated such drinks and immortalized them in their poetry:

It is certain that the Celts knew of alcohol. The Greek and Roman authors of antiquity regarded them as passionate lovers of inebriating beverages. Drunkenness is a common theme in the epics, especially in Ireland. Gods and heroes competed with one another in their sheer unquenchable thirst for alcohol, whether in the form of wine, beer, or hydromel, the Celtic mead we still remember today. No religious festival was celebrated without an uninhibited drinking bout, a tradition which survives in our time in the form of (supposedly) folk customs. The most important aspect of such rituals is the lifting off, the unleashing, by means of which one forgets that man is an earthbound being. (Markale 1989, 203)

Indeed, it is this lifting off, this fact of getting “high,” the unleashing, the ecstasy, that is at the heart of the use of psychoactive plants and psychoactive products. This encyclopedia is a testimony to the wealth of knowledge that humans have acquired about these substances. Through proper use and proper knowledge, we too—like our ancestors—may learn to once again recognize the sacred nature of inebriants and utilize these to have profound experiences of the sacredness of nature.

What Are Psychoactive Plants?

Psychoactive plants are plants that people ingest in the form of simple or complex preparations in order to affect the mind or alter the state of consciousness.

Consciousness is an energy field that can expand, shift amorphously like an amoeba through the hidden corners of the world, dissolve in the ocean of desire, or crystallize in geometric clarity. Through the use of psychoactive plants and products, consciousness can be paralyzed, subdued, and contained; it can also be animated, stimulated, and expanded. Because psychoactive plants affect the mind, they have been characterized as mind-moving substances. The renowned Berlin toxicologist Louis Lewin (1850–1929) referred to all those substances that produce some sort of psychoactive effects as phantastica. Carl Hartwich (1851–1917), a pharmacist, described them as “human means of pleasure.” Timothy Leary (1920–1996) preferred to speak of them as neuro-botanical substances. Today, the terms psychotropic (“influencing the psyche”) and psychopharmacologic (“affecting the mind”) are often used to refer to these substances.

“Only plants had consciousness. Animals got it from them.”

DALE PENDELL PHARMAKO/POEIA (1995)

In the pharmacological literature, which commonly refers to them as mind-altering substances, psychoactive substances are clearly and systematically classified by precise scientific definitions (cf. Inaba and Cohen 1994; Seymour and Smith 1987; Wagner 1985):

[image: ] Stimulants (“uppers”)

This category comprises substances that wake one up, stimulate the mind, incite the initiative, and may even cause euphoria but that do not effect any changes in perception. Among the most important plants in this category are coffee, tea, cacao, guaraná, maté, ephedra, khat, and coca.

[image: ] Sedatives, Hypnotics, Narcotics (“downers”)

This category includes all of the calmative, sleep-inducing, anxiety-reducing, anesthetizing substances, which sometimes induce perceptual changes, such as dream images, and also often evoke feelings of euphoria. The most important psychoactive plants and products in this category are poppy, opium, valerian, and hops.

[image: ] Hallucinogens (“all-arounders”)

This category encompasses all those substances that produce distinct alterations in perception, sensations of space and time, and emotional states. Most of the plants discussed in this encyclopedia fall into this category. Over the course of time, these substances have been referred to under a variety of names:

–Psychotomimetics (“imitating psychoses”)

–Psychotica (“inducing psychoses”)

–Hallucinogens (Johnson; “causing hallucinations”)

–Psychedelics (Osmund; “mind manifesting”)

–Entheogens (Ruck et al.; “evoking the divine within”)

–Entactogens (Nichols; “promoting self-knowledge”)

–Empathogens (Metzner; “stimulating empathy”)

–Eidetics (“giving rise to ideas”)

–Psychotogenics (“affecting the mind”)

–Psychodysleptics (“softening the mind”)

Today, the most commonly used term is still hallucinogen. By definition, a hallucinogen is a substance that evokes hallucinations (Siegel 1995b), which are now medically defined as “sensory delusions that may involve several (to all) senses (= complexes) and are not the result of corresponding external sensory stimuli but possess a reality for the affected person; also occur in schizophrenia, stimulated brain states (e.g., due to poisoning, epilepsy, brain injuries, the effects of hallucinogens)” (Roche Lexikon Medizin 1987, 725).

Because the term hallucination now has a psychopathological tinge to it, nonmedical circles and publications usually prefer the terms psychedelic, entheogen, or visionary substance and accordingly speak of psychedelic, entheogenic, or visionary experiences:

The awakening of the senses is the most basic aspect of the psychedelic experience. The open eye, the naked touch, the intensification and vivification of ear and nose and taste. This is the Zen moment of satori, the nature mystic’s high, the sudden centering of consciousness on the sense organ, the real-eye-zation that this is it! I am eye! I am hear! I knose! I am in contact! (Leary 1998, 34)

Shamans, of course, the traditional specialists in psychoactive substances, do not speak of psychoactive drugs, psychotropics, or hallucinogens—not to mention narcotics—but of plant teachers, magical plants,3 plants of the gods, sacred beverages, et cetera. They revere these mind-altering plants and make them offerings; they use them not as recreational drugs or as something to get “high” with in the evening but as sacraments in their rituals. The shamans regard these plants as sacred because they make it possible for them to contact the true reality and the gods, spirits, and demons. They are sacred because within them dwell plant spirits, plant gods, or devas that one can ally oneself with and that are esteemed as the teachers, mothers, ambassadors, and doctores (physicians) of other realities. In addition, these sacred plants have the power to heal. They can liberate the ill from their afflictions and drive out harmful, disease-causing spirits. They also can bring spiritual awakening to healthy people and make possible mystical experiences. With the aid of these plants, one does not lose control, for control is ultimately an illusion.4 And they are used not to escape from reality but to recognize true reality:

We can see that these plants do more than simply maintain our body. They also promote and nourish our souls and make possible the enlightenment of our mind. Their existence is offering, sacrifice, and selfless love. The earth on which they grow is itself a sacrificial altar—and we who receive their blessings are the sacrificial priests. Through plants, the outer light of the sun and the stars becomes the inner light which reflects back from the foundations of our soul. This is the reason why plants have always and everywhere been considered sacred, divine. (Storl 1997, 20)

“Every life’s heart and desire

Burns with greater rapture, flickers more colorfully,

I welcome every inebriation,

I stand open to all torments,

Praying to the currents, taken with them

Into the heart of the world.”

HERMANN HESSE VERZÜCKUNG [RAPTURE] (1919)

The Use of Psychoactive Plants

Humans have a natural drive to pursue ecstatic experiences (Weil 1976; Siegel 1995a). The experience of ecstasy is just as much a part of being human and leading a fulfilling and happy life as is the experience of orgasm. In fact, many cultures use the same words to refer to ecstasy and to orgasm.5 The possibility of having ecstatic experiences is one of the fundamental conditions of human consciousness. All archaic and ethnographic cultures developed methods for inducing such experiences (Bourguignon 1973; Dittrich 1996). Some of these methods are more efficacious than others. The most effective method of all is to ingest psychoactive plants or substances.

These methods, however, require certain skills, for there are many factors that play a role in shaping the effects and the contents of the experiences. The most important is proper use—that is, a responsible and goal-oriented use.

Fitz Hugh Ludlow (1836–1870), whose book The Hasheesh Eater (published in 1857) was the first American literary work on the effects of hashish, has given us an amazing description of the proper way to use hashish:

There is a fact which can be given as a justification for the craving for drugs without coming close to dubious secondary motives, namely, that drugs are able to bring humans into the neighborhood of divine experience and can thus carry us up from our personal fate and the everyday circumstances of our life into a higher form of reality. It is, however, necessary to understand precisely what is meant by the use of drugs.

We do not mean the purely physical craving. . . . That of which we speak is something much higher, namely the knowledge of the possibility of the soul to enter into a lighter being, and to catch a glimpse of deeper insights and more magnificent visions of the beauty, truth, and the divine than we are normally able to spy through the cracks in our prison cell. But there are not many drugs which have the power of stilling such craving. The entire catalog, at least to the extent that research has thus far written it, may include only opium, hashish, and in rarer cases alcohol, which has enlightening effects only upon very particular characters. (Ludlow 1981, 181)

There are many different ways to use psycho-active plants. The reasons they are consumed range from relaxation, recreation, and pleasure (hedonism) to medical and therapeutic treatments and to ritual and religious ceremonies and spiritual growth. It is the task of culture and society to provide the individual with patterns for using them that serve these purposes.

Drug Culture

Both experience and research have very clearly demonstrated that every culture in the world either has used or still does use psychoactive substances in traditional contexts:

Every society, every time has its drug culture. Corresponding to the complexity of society, its drug culture may also be more or less complex, oriented, for example, around just one central drug or encompassing a number of drugs. It can also be subdivided into internal cultures that can contradict one another. (Marzahn 1994, 82)

These “internal cultures” are often referred to as “subcultures” or “scenes.” Within these cultural structures, cultural patterns often form that seem to be archetypical for human existence. Marzahn analyzed traditional rituals that employ psycho-active substances—he uses the term drug, most likely as a provocation—and from these developed a model that suggests that, throughout the world, common drug cultures continually emerge and establish themselves:

Yet the deepest meaning of the common drug culture appears to lie in the fact that this internal order is required because of this exiting, this stepping over boundaries; it is precisely what a culture of border crossers needs. In the context of the common drug culture, the use of drugs is not banished out of time and space. Rather, it has a clear and circumscribed place within both. People gather at a special place and surround themselves with the proper space and with beautiful devices. The communal use of the drug has a beginning and an end. It takes place according to an internal order, which has been derived from experience, and does not simply allow whatever anyone might want. With time, it has become condensed into a ceremony, a rite. This internal order and its outer form, the ritual, are what make it possible for the drug to be used properly and protect people from harm and destruction. In all normal drug cultures, it is a duty of those who have already had the experience to introduce the inexperienced to this order. (Marzahn 1994, 45)

“I allow dew drops to fall from the flowers onto the fields, which inebriate my soul.”

SONG OF NEZAHUALCOYOTL IN ANCIENT NAHUATL POETRY

(BRINTON 1887)

“Most people never realize that the purpose of intoxication is to sharpen the mind.”

ROBERT E. SVOBODA AGHORA

(1993, 175)

“Religions are false means for satisfying genuine needs.”

KARLHEINZ DESCHNER BISSIGE APHORISMEN [BITING APHORISMS]


Ritual Uses of Psychoactive Substances

It is possible to classify many psychoactive plants and the products made from them into different types of rituals that reflect how they are used. These include:

Shamanic initiation

Fly agaric mushroom (Amanita muscaria)

Cigar tobacco (Nicotiana rustica)

Shamanic healing rituals

Ayahuasca

Snuffs

Cebil (Anadenanthera colubrina)

Mushrooms

San Pedro (Trichocereus pachanoi)

Shamanic ritual circles

Ayahuasca

Mushrooms (Panaeolus spp., Psilocybe spp.)

Hemps (Cannabis spp.)

San Pedro (Trichocereus pachanoi) and cimora

Vision quests

Kinnikinnick

Thorn apples (Datura spp.)

Tobaccos (Nicotiana spp.)

Rites of passage

Balche’

Iboga (Tabernanthe iboga)

Hemp (Cannabis indica in Jamaica, among the Rastafarians)

Rituals of greeting

Kava-kava (Piper methysticum)

Cola nuts (Cola spp.)

Pituri

Burial rituals

Cola nuts (Cola spp.)

Alcohol

Divination

Henbanes (Hyoscyamus spp.)

Angel’s trumpets (Brugmansia spp.)

Ololiuqui (Turbina corymbosa)

Salvia divinorum

Thorn apples (Datura spp.)

Incense

Rain magic and rain ceremonies

Henbane (Hyoscyamus niger)

Saguaro (Carnegia gigantea) wine

Healing rituals within a religious cult

Nutmeg (Myristica fragrans)

Harmful magic

Yagé, ayahuasca

Datura, Brugmansia, Solandra

Purification rituals

Cassine, yaupon, black drink (Ilex cassine, Ilex vomitoria)

Guayusa (Ilex guayusa)

Enemas

Incense

Sexual magic rituals (Tantra, Taoism, cult of Aphrodite)

Mandrakes (Mandragora spp.)

Damiana (Turnera diffusa)

Oriental joy pills

Yohimbé (Pausinystalia yohimba)

Initiation into secret societies and cults or cultic communities

Iboga (Tabernanthe iboga)

Madzoka medicine

Religious ceremonies led by priests

Incense

Wine (libations)

Spiced coffee

Mystery cults

Haoma

Kykeon

Wine

Socially integrative ritual circles

Plants: cocas (Erythroxylum spp.), hemps (Cannabis spp.), khat (Catha edulis), cola nuts (Cola spp.)

Products: balche’, beer, chicha, palm wine, wine

Perceptual training

Tea (Camellia sinensis) ceremony

Kodoh (incense)

Meditation

Hemp (Cannabis indica)

Coffee (Coffea arabica)

Khat (Catha edulis)

Tea (Camellia sinensis)

Soma



In many cultures, the experts are the shamans, or sometimes the priests, diviners, or medicine people. However, in our culture there is a deep chasm, a wound, for the people who preserved our own traditional knowledge have disappeared as a result of forced Christianization, imperialism, the Inquisition, the persecutions of witches, the Enlightenment, and positivism. And yet in spite of this, the psychoactive life continues to pulse in the inner cultures. And the archaic patterns continue to remain relevant, so appropriate uses of psycho-active substances continue to emerge. This has produced what may be called “underground experts” in the proper use of psychoactive substances:

Through rhythm, internal order, and ritual, the common drug culture provides an orientation and a foothold in dealing with drugs: for our aspiration, because it embeds drug use within an understanding about the proper way to live, about the goals and forms of life, and about the role that befits drugs within these; for our knowledge, because it provides information about the mechanisms of actions, benefits, and drawbacks of drugs that is based upon experience and traditional knowledge; for our feelings, because it provides us with security in the simultaneously affirming and shy respect for drugs, thereby protecting us from ill-conceived fear and fascination, from both a demonizing worship and a demonization; and finally for our actions, because it develops and passes down rules that are recognized and respected because experience and validation have shown them to be meaningful and because they tell us which drugs, in which dosage, when, where, and with whom are beneficial and which are not. (Marzahn 1994, 47)

The Most Important Considerations: The Theory of Dosage, Set, and Setting

The theory of dosage, set, and setting provides a useful model for better understanding the effects of psychoactive plants. Dr. Timothy Leary (1920–1996), a Harvard professor, conducted scientific experiments with psychedelic substances (LSD and psilocybin) in the early 1960s. On the basis of his own experiences and his systematic observations, he and his colleagues Ralph Metzner and Richard Alpert (Ram Dass) developed this theory (Leary et al. 1964), which states that there are three main factors responsible for the experiences induced by psychedelics. The first factor is the dosage—a truism since ancient times, or at least since Paracelsus. The set is the internal attitudes and constitution of the person, including his expectations, his wishes, his fears. The third aspect is the setting, which pertains to the surroundings, the place, and the time—in short, the space in which the experiences transpire. This theory clearly states that the effects are equally the result of chemical, pharmacological, psychological, and physical influences.

The model that Timothy Leary proposed for the psychedelics also applies to experiences with other psychoactive plants (including the stimulants and narcotics). All three factors must be carefully considered when one wishes to have experiences with and understand these plants. Even in the same person, the same plant can evoke very different effects if the dosage, set, and setting are changed.

The first factor, of course, pertains to the choice of plant. Then the proper dosage must be consumed. But what is a “proper” dosage? It is the amount that will produce the desired effects. But since the effects are not solely the result of the dosage, the proper dosage can be determined only by taking the other factors into consideration as well. As the saying goes, “An ounce of practice is worth a pound of theory.” This is especially true in the present context. When experimenting, one should always begin with low dosages. It is better to use too little than too much. You can always use more on the next occasion. If one rashly takes too much, the result may be unpleasant or even dangerous. When ingesting strychnine, for example, the dosage is extremely crucial. A small dosage can produce wonderful sensations and sexual vigor, whereas a large dosage can be lethal.

American Indians, for example, recognize three dosage levels for magic mushrooms: a medicinal, an aphrodisiac, and a shamanic. For the medicinal dosage, a quantity is administered that does not produce any psychoactive effects but that can heal certain ailments. The aphrodisiac dosage is higher: The mind is activated but not overpowered by visions or hallucinations; perception and sensitivity are heightened and the body is aroused and invigorated. The shamanic dosage catapults consciousness into an entirely different reality that is flooded with cosmic visions and enables a person to peer into worlds that are beyond the normal experience of space and time.

[image: ]

“In different cultures, drugs are often used in completely different manners. This demonstrates that the consumption of drugs is culturally shaped to a very large extent. Which substances are used, when, by whom, how, how often, and in which dosage, where, with whom, and why, and also which conceptions are related to this are largely dependent upon the cultural membership of a user. Because of these influences, inebriation is experienced and lived out in very different ways, and a drug may be used for different purposes, may be assigned different functions.”

BLÄTTER

(1994, 123)
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This beaded head of a jaguar bears witness to the great importance that psychoactive substances play in shamanism. The jaguar is a symbol of the shaman—for he can transform himself into this powerful animal—but he is also his power animal and ally. The shaman uses a psychoactive plant, the peyote cactus (Lophophora williamsii), to establish contact with this ally. The fantastic world he enters is echoed in the artistry of the beadwork. The visionary cactus itself is portrayed on the animal’s cheek. (By an unknown Huichol artist, ca. 1996)
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Shamans throughout the world use psychoactive substances in order to penetrate into the other world, the other reality. Drumming helps ensure a safe journey during the visionary adventure. (Nepali shaman at Kalinchok, 1993)




[image: ]

During a dramatic visionary experience, the shaman obtains his special abilities and powers by dying as a person and being reborn as a shaman. Psychoactive substances often produce experiences of death and rebirth, as well as near-death experiences. (Huichol yarn painting, ca. 1995)



Set is perhaps the most important factor for becoming aware of the efficaciousness of a psychoactive plant, especially when a hallucinogenic substance is involved. These substances have the ability to activate, potentiate, and sometimes mercilessly expose everything that a person has in his or her consciousness or buried beneath it. People who were raised under the repressive conceptions of the Catholic religion, for example, may need to struggle with the original sin that was laid upon them in the cradle, whereas a nature-venerating pagan may perceive his or her partner as a temple of divine desire.

In traditional cultures, set is shaped primarily by the worldview that all individuals share and is especially expressed in a tribe’s mythology. The mythology provides a kind of cartography of the visionary worlds and other realities. Using this cartography, an explorer of consciousness can reach the desired goal. And he can always count on the help of the shaman who accompanies him, for the shaman is the best cartographer of the other, visionary reality. Even when a person gets lost in that world, the shaman can bring him back. The contents of the visions, in other words, are shaped by culture.

Psychoactive Plants and Shamanic Consciousness

The shaman is not only a hunter, warrior, healer, diviner, and entertainer, but also a natural scientist and thinker. Anthropologist Elizabeth Reichel-Dolmatoff reports that among the Tanimuka, a Tukano Indian group, shamanism is consequently referred to as “thinking.” The shaman, first and foremost, is a visionary who has genuine visions:

A shaman is one who has attained a vision of the beginnings and the endings of all things and who can communicate that vision. To the rational thinker, this is inconceivable, yet the techniques of shamanism are directed toward this end and this is the source of their power. Preeminent among the shaman’s techniques is the use of the plant hallucinogens, repositories of living vegetable gnosis that lie, now nearly forgotten, in our ancient past. (McKenna 1992, 7)

“Shamanism is the door to the real world.” The ethnopsychologist Holger Kalweit spoke these words at a symposium in September 1996 entitled “The Shamanic Universe.” What he meant is that shamanic consciousness is the real world or, as the Indians say, the “true reality.”

For many Indians in the Central and South American rain forests, the everyday world is an illusion, a superficial necessity.6 “To those who know, this appears as the world of effects, whereas the world of myths is the world of causes” (Deltgen 1993, 125). Ayahuasca or yagé, the “drink of true reality,” helps people pierce through the illusion that is the everyday world and penetrate into the heart of reality. The reality that is experienced under the influence of ayahuasca is the reality of the myths, which appears to be more real and more meaningful. “The drug is a medium, a vehicle between this reality and that. It is the gateway to knowledge. The kumú [shaman], however, is the mediator between the two worlds, and may be more passive or more active, depending upon his power and his talents” (Deltgen 1993, 141). The effects of the “ingestion of these hallucinogens are not understood as an action produced by a special, that is, active chemical substance, but as a contact with spirit beings (owners, ‘mothers,’ species spirits), who control the corresponding plant and embody its ‘essence’” (Baer 1987, 1). The spirits of the plant are the same spirits who aid the shaman in the healing process: “The hallucinogenic plants, or the spirits that dwell within them, open the eyes of those who take them; they enable them to recognize the nonordinary reality, which is considered to be reality per se, and it is ultimately they, and not the shaman, who free the patient from his affliction” (Baer 1987, 79). Not everyone, however, can control the spirit helpers: “The cají [ayahuasca] thus does not make the shaman. To the contrary: he who is called to be a shaman, the spiritually gifted, is able to make something out of the drugs and their effects” (Deltgen 1993, 200).
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“Emissaries of the plant kingdom merge with human bodies and aid people in attaining other states of consciousness. Only the gods know which powers of nature are here at work. Possessed people give themselves in to sexual activities and join in the cosmic dance of joy. They celebrate festivals in the truest sense of the word. These festivities are an expression of that fundamental and timeless form of religious ceremony which is an invitation to the gods. Through this adoration, man makes a request, he offers the gods his body and soul, so that they will ‘take over’ these. Enlightenment.”

TIMOTHY LEARY

ON THE CRIMINALIZATION OF THE NATURAL

(NO DATE)

Like their shamans, most of the Indians of the Amazon base their lives upon the visions they receive through ayahuasca: “Our ancestors oriented the entire rhythm of their lives around the ayahuasca visions; whether it had to do with the making of weapons, drawings, art, colors, clothing, medicine, or something else, or it involved determining the most favorable time for a journey or to till the fields. They used the ayahuasca visions in their attempts to better organize themselves” (Rivas 1989, 182).

Shamans throughout the world consume psychoactive plants and products so that they may be able to enter the shamanic state of consciousness and travel to the visionary world, the other reality. The substances shamans use are very diverse both chemically and pharmacologically. The active substances they contain belong to different classes that are analogs of or related to different endogenous neurotransmitters (see the box above).7 Nevertheless, they are all pharmacological stimuli for achieving the selfsame purpose: to produce the shamanic state of consciousness.8

This fact was verified through the research of Adolf Dittrich, who demonstrated that experiences in altered states of consciousness—and compared to everyday reality, the shamanic state of consciousness is very altered—are identical at the core, no matter which pharmacological and/or psychological stimuli elicited them (Dittrich 1996).

On the basis of my own experiences with a variety of psychoactive plants, I can attest that different active substances can evoke the same state of consciousness, e.g., trance, but will not always do so, for the same drug can produce totally different effects in different people. In particular, the drugs found in datura exhibit striking differences (cf. Siegel 1981). Even in the same person, the same substance can induce very different effects depending upon the dosage, set, and setting. In order to produce the same state, i.e., the shamanic state of consciousness, more than just a psychoactive substance is needed. The user must also have the appropriate intention and the appropriate external conditions.9 The drug experience is heavily influenced by the mythological and cosmological matrix of the user and by the ritual that is taking place in the external world. Mythology and cosmology provide the topography or cartography of the shamanic world and show the ways into it and back out. The ritual provides the outer framework that facilitates the user’s transition from everyday reality to shamanic reality and back.

The reasons why a plant is being used will strongly affect the content of the experiences. If it is being used to perform shamanic tasks, then it will tend to evoke shamanic realities. As with all human abilities, however, this talent is not the same in everyone. Only the most talented can become shamans. In the same way, humans all differ with regard to our boldness and courage. Only the most courageous of us can become shamans. Fearful people should not confront the gods and demons. It is for these reasons that in most societies that have institutionalized shamans, the use of plants with visionary effects is embedded within an exclusively ritual context. The visionary experiences take place against the familiar background of one’s own culture.

“It can be said of very many inebriants that the same dose will enliven one individual and put another to sleep. Indeed, under different circumstances, they can produce almost opposite effects even in the same individual. Just as a person can be pepped up by morphine, he can become sleepy after coffee. Almost everyone knows that the same dose of alcohol can be something different in the morning and the evening, in the summer or the winter.”

WOLFGANG HEUBNER

GENUß UND BETÄUBUNG DURCH CHEMISCHE MITTEL [ENJOYMENT AND STUPOR THROUGH CHEMICAL MEANS]

(1952, 36)

“Whoever the plant devas touch is no longer the same person [he was] before. The encounter shapes him. Like the Midewiwin healer with his herbal lore, he will be killed and reborn with new powers. He has truly become a citizen of both worlds.”

WOLF-DIETER STORL KRÄUTERKUNDE [HERBAL LORE]

(1996b, 232)

The shamanic use of psychoactive plants follows a specific basic pattern, whereby it is relatively unimportant which substance is being used. First and foremost are the form, meaning, and purpose (function) of a ritual. The structure of the ritual follows a pattern that I have termed the “psychedelic ritual of knowledge” (cf. Rätsch 1991b):


Preparation

Collecting and preparing the drugs

Sexual abstinence, fasting

Practical purification (bathing, sweat house,10 enemas)

Symbolic purification

Utilization

Offerings to the gods (e.g., incense)

Prayers to the gods and/or plant spirits

Ingestion of the drug

Soul journey during trance

Communication with the plant spirits/gods/animal spirits

Integration

Diagnosis/prophecy

Instructions for how to behave

Offerings of thanks



The Fear of Psychoactive Plants

The fear of consciousness-expanding plants is at least as old as the Bible. In Genesis, this fear is thematically expressed as the Fall. The fruit of the tree of knowledge transforms a person into a god. But since we are allowed to worship only one god, no one else can stand on the same level as him (or her?).

In many hierarchical cultures with an imperialistic orientation (emphasizing power instead of knowledge), immediate mystical, ecstatic, or religious experience is heavily regulated and is usually even forbidden. The direct experience of the world has been replaced by an elaborate, theologically driven religion and is monopolized by the state. Paradise, that other reality, is administered by bureaucrats who have not personally experienced it and who sell it to the needy and those who crave ecstasy. Jonathan Ott has referred to this mechanism as the “pharmacratic inquisition” (1993). The Mexican inquisition provides the best historical example of the suppression of personal experience and its replacement by a state monopoly for administering the divine.

As the Europeans pushed into the New World, they encountered for the first time shamans, whom they contemptuously labeled “magicians” and “black artists.” The shamans’ gods and helping spirits were degraded as false gods, idols, and the devil’s work; their sacred drinks were defamed as witches’ brews. An Inquisition report from the colonial period written by D. Pedro Nabarre de Isla (issued on June 29, 1620) notes:

As for the introduction of the use of a plant or root named peyote . . . for the purpose of uncovering thievery, divinations about other occurrences, and prophesizing future events, this is a superstition which is to be condemned because it is directed against the purity and integrity of our sacred Catholic faith. This is certain, for neither this named plant nor any other possesses the power or intrinsic property of being able to bring about the alleged effects, nor can anything produce the mental images, fantasies, or hallucinations that are the basis of the mentioned divinations. In the latter, the influences and workings of the devil, the real cause of this vice, are clear, who first makes use of the innate gullibility of the Indians and their idolatrous tendencies and then strikes down many other people who do not sufficiently fear God and do not possess enough faith.

Even today, the sacred plants of the Indians and/or their active constituents are forbidden throughout the world. While the use of peyote, mescaline, psilocybin (the active principle of Mexican magic mushrooms), DMT, et cetera, is in principle exempt from punishment, the possession of or trafficking in these is nevertheless illegal (Körner 1994). The drug laws of our time, in other words, are rooted in the spirit of the Catholic Inquisition. As long as the sacred plants and substances of the Indians remain illegal, the war against the indigenous peoples of the Americas will not be over. Generally speaking, the U.S. “War on Drugs” is a continuation of European colonialism and an instrument for criminalizing the Indians and their spiritual kin.

This phobia about drugs is nothing new, for drugs have been viewed as wild and reprehensible since ancient times (think of the persecution of the mystical followers of Dionysos, as well as of the witches, alchemists, and hippies). The fear of drugs and the experiences associated with them is found even throughout the various camps of shamanism fans and in academic circles. Mircea Eliade, for example, discounted the use of drugs to produce trance and (archaic) ecstasy as “degenerate shamanism” (1975, 382). Many members of the New Age movement have claimed that they can attain “it” without drugs. There are also anthropologists who argue that just because “their” shaman apparently enters into trance without any pharmacological support, other shamans—about whom they know nothing—also should not need drugs. It appears, however, that almost all traditional shamans prefer pharmacological stimuli (Furst 1972a; Harner 1973; Ripinsky-Naxon 1993; Rosenbohm 1991; Vitebsky 1995). As one source puts it, “The Indians view the drugs as nourishment for the soul and venerate them because of their wondrous properties” (Diguet in Wagner, 1932, 67).

When the Christian Europeans encountered their first shamans, they saw them as black magicians, master witches who had allied themselves with the devil and who, with his help, were leading the other members of their tribe down the road to ruin. In the early ethnographic literature, they are referred to as magicians, witch doctors, medicine men, weather makers, mediums, and the like. A large portion of the literature on shamanism specialized in demonstrating that shamans are con artists who use sleight of hand to trick the other members of their tribes and that, in the best of cases, they are charlatans whose methods are irrational and superstitious.

In traditional psychiatry and psychoanalytical-oriented anthropology, shamans were regarded as schizophrenics, psychopaths, and sufferers of arctic hysteria, that is, as people who are ill. Strange indeed that these ill people are the very ones who concern themselves with the task of healing. In contrast, shamans have been glorified and proclaimed as saviors in antipsychiatric circles. This attitude gave rise to images of “psychiatric utopias in which the shaman was the leader” (Kakar 1984, 95). In the more recent ethnographic literature, especially that based upon the approach known as cognitive anthropology, shamans are looked at from the perspective of that which they represent for their communities: people who, because of their calling and their special gift of trance, are able to divine, diagnose, and heal. In doing so, they maintain harmony in the community, preserve the tribal myths and traditions, and ensure the survival of their people.11

The interdiction of psychoactive plants and their effects is not bolstered solely by questionable politically based laws, but also receives support from the side of established science. Here, two concepts from psychiatry have played key roles: psychotomimetic and model psychosis. The first is a term for a substance that is said to mimic a psychosis; the second is a term used to characterize the experience. As a result, these plants and the effects they produce are viewed not as something sacred or mystical but as something pathological. This is reminiscent of such anthropologists and religious scholars as George Devereux and Mircea Eliade, who regarded shamans as psychopaths or people suffering from hysteria.

Since the end of the nineteenth century, Western psychiatry has known of and used drugs that alter consciousness (Grob 1995; Strassman 1995). The first such substance to be tested and used in psychiatry was mescaline. Mescaline was first extracted, chemically identified, and synthesized from the Mexican peyote cactus at the end of the nineteenth century. At that time, the effects of mescaline upon healthy subjects were thought to be the same as those that were otherwise known only from psychiatric patients. This led to the idea of the pharmacologically induced “model psychosis” (cf. Leuner 1962; Hermle et al. 1988). During the twentieth century, other substances with similar effects were discovered in the plant world, synthesized in the laboratory, and tested on patients and even on prisoners (Hermle et al. 1993).

The concept of the model psychosis is simply another form of ethnocentrism. Whereas the Inquisition saw the workings of the devil in these psychoactive substances, psychiatrists interpreted the sacred visions as psychotic-like states, that is, as “artificially” induced mental illnesses. Today, however, the model psychosis concept has itself landed on the rubbish heap of modern high-technology science. Recent research into the brain activity of true psychotics and of healthy users of psychedelics, using PET scans, has demonstrated that very different regions of the brain are active in each (Hermle et al. 1992).

Another opinion prevalent in our world holds that “drugs” cannot be used intelligently but will automatically be “misused” (cf. Dobkin de Rios and Smith 1976). In our culture, it is commonly argued that narcotic drugs lead to “addiction” or “dependency.” Here, the views vary widely. In addition, the addictive potential of a substance is often used as the only definition of an inebriant (also frequently referred to as an “addictive drug”). Since addictive behaviors can arise with respect to almost every substance, many foods, luxury goods, and numerous medicines should also be seen as addictive substances. Many people, for example, are “addicted” to chocolate (cf. Ott 1985). Some have even argued that sugar is a drug, and an addictive one at that (McKenna and Pieper 1993). So, are chocolate and sugar invigorating foodstuffs, delicious luxury goods, or addictive drugs?

Since ancient times, psychoactive substances have been used by athletes as doping agents (cf. Mammillaria spp.). In the modern world of competitive sports, the plant substance ephedrine and its derivatives (amphetamines), camphor (cf. Cinnamomum camphora), strychnine, and cocaine have all been used. Of course, the use of doping agents is condemned, regarded as unsportsmanlike, forbidden, and strongly proscribed (Berendonk 1992). Many athletes, however, are like the “closet shamans” (see p. 20), constantly on the lookout for new ways to augment their performance. Recently, preparations of the ascomycete Cordyceps were successfully used for doping purposes. The athlete involved could not have her victory disallowed, however, for this was a dietary supplement, not a forbidden substance.

“The world is as one perceives it and what one perceives of it.”

ALBERT HOFMANN

LOB DES SCHAUENS [IN PRAISE OF LOOKING]

(1996)


[image: ]

The first botanical and chemical investigations of the peyote cactus (Lophophora williamsii) were conducted at the end of the nineteenth century. The extraordinary psychedelic effects of mescaline, an alkaloid isolated from this cactus, have influenced the history of European psychiatry.
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Two psychoactive plants in an intimate embrace: an Amazonian ayahuasca vine (Banisteriopsis caapi) winding itself up the trunk of a coral tree (Erythrina mexicana).



The Study of Psychoactive Plants

Science begins by collecting data, facts, and objects and ends with systematic knowledge. This process characterized all of the early works of science, which condensed and concentrated the knowledge of their time and their world. There is also the human desire to experiment. We learn by trying things out, and we change our behavior as a result of our experiences. It is striking that all of the great plant researchers have been avid collectors of both information and materials and have also tested the effects of as many plants as possible on themselves, for how can one evaluate the effects of a plant if one has never seen or touched it, not to mention ingested it?

The study of psychoactive plants began with the beginnings of botany. Theophrastus (ca. 370–287 B.C.E.), the “father of botany,” has given us descriptions of numerous psychoactive plants and substances. Systematic science, which some trace back to the poet Homer (ninth–eighth centuries B.C.E.), was already being practiced in ancient times:

But Homer, who was the forefather of the sciences and of the history of ancient times and was a great admirer of Circe, attributed Egypt with the fame of its valuable herbs. . . . At least he described a great number of Egyptian herbs which were given to his Helen by the Pharaoh’s wife, and spoke of that renowned nepenthes, which induced one to forget sorrow and forgive and which Helen should have had all the mortals drink. But the first of whom we still have knowledge was Orpheus, who reported some interesting things about herbs. We have already mentioned the admiration which Musaios and Hesiod, following his lead, had for polium. Orpheus and Hesiod recommended the burning of incense. . . . After him, Pythagoras, the first person known for his knowledge, wrote a book about the effects of plants in which he attributed their discovery and origin to Apollo, Asclepius, and all of the immortal Gods in general. Democritus also produced such a compilation; both visited the magicians in Persia, Arabia, Ethiopia, and Egypt. (Pliny, Natural History 25.12–3)

In late ancient times, other books of herbal lore joined Pliny’s (23–79 C.E.) Natural History. The most important of these was Dioscorides’s (ca. first century) Teachings on Medicines, which is still important in our time. This work provides information about numerous psychoactive plants, including their various names, preparations, and uses (cf. Rätsch 1995a).

In the Middle Ages, descriptions of psycho-active plants were found especially in the writings of Arabic and Indian authors, such as Avicenna (980–1037). In Germany, many plants (including hemp, henbane, and deadly nightshade) were described by the abbess Hildegard von Bingen (1098–1179) (Müller 1982).

The great period of the “fathers of botany” dawned at the beginning of the modern era. This period witnessed the publication of voluminous herbals full of information about psychoactive plants. Among their authors are Leonhart Fuchs (1501–1566), Jacobus Theodorus Tabernaemontanus (1522–1590), Hieronymus Bock (1498–1554), Otto Brunfels (ca. 1490–1534), and Pierandrea Matthiolus (1500–1577).

During the colonization of the New World, the Spanish king sent physicians and botanists to Mexico and Peru. Their task was to investigate the indigenous flora to determine potential medicinal uses. The results were published in a number of compendia dedicated to American flora and its healing effects. All of these works contain numerous references to psychoactive plants and their medicinal and psychoactive uses (Pozo 1965, 1967).

The systematic study of psychoactive plants first began in the nineteenth century. Dr. Ernst von Bibra (1806–1878), a baron from Lower Franconia, was a private scholar typical of his time. He was wealthy by birth, achieved academic distinction, and dedicated his life to his studies, which he preferred to carry out within his own four walls. He studied medicine and philosophy in Würzburg and later lived in Nuremberg. When he was not traveling, he spent most of his time at his estate at Schwebheim. Bibra held liberal political views and was actively involved in the Revolution of 1848. Because of this, he was forced to leave the country for a time, during which he journeyed through South America (1849–50). While there, he became acquainted not only with many exotic cultures but also with a number of South American inebriants, especially coca and guaraná.

Just one year after Bibra published the remarkable journal of his travels,12 his groundbreaking book Die narkotischen Genußmittel und der Mensch [The Narcotic Agents of Pleasure and Man] (Nuremberg 1855; published in English as Plant Intoxicants in 1995) appeared. A unique work, it became a true literary sensation, providing the first detailed descriptions of the psychoactive drugs that were known at the time and their effects. The author’s own experiences, as well as his liberal disposition, were very discernible:

One could not name a single country in the whole wide world in which the inhabitants are not using some sort of narcotic. Indeed, almost all use several of them. Although perhaps only a few tribes use certain of these substances, millions of people employ the vast majority of them. (Bibra 1995, 218)

In his book, Bibra reported at great length about coffee, tea, maté, guaraná, cacao, fahan tea, fly agaric, thorn apple, coca, opium, lactucarium, hashish, tobacco, betel, and arsenic. The conclusions of his discussion have a very modern ring:

We have learned from experience that man can live without narcotics or without alcoholic drinks, which we wish to include here because of their similar effects. By taking these substances, however, man’s life becomes brighter and therefore they ought to be approved. (221)

Clearly, the notion that we have a right to inebriation was already current at that time!

In German-speaking countries, Bibra’s work launched a wave of interdisciplinary drug research that has continued into the present day. He was the chief source of inspiration for pharmacist Carl Hartwich (1851–1917), who compiled the most voluminous work on psychoactive plants to date (Hartwich 1911), as well as for toxicologist Louis Lewin (1850–1929). Even Albert Hofmann (b. 1906), a modern-day Swiss chemist specializing in the investigation of naturally occurring substances, feels a kinship with the baron, for Bibra called upon the chemists who would come after him to dedicate themselves to the study of psychoactive plants.

Arthur Heffter (1860–1925) took Bibra at his word. He was the first person to test an isolated plant component, in his case mescaline, by trying it out on himself. It is for this reason that we still refer to this method of conducting research through self-experimentation as the Heffter technique.

At about the same time as Bibra, the American Mordecai Cubitt Cooke (1825–1913) also was studying human inebriants, which he poetically described as the “Seven Sisters of Sleep” (Cooke 1860, reprinted in 1989). Paralleling Cooke’s work, the Scotsman James F. Johnston was investigating the chemistry of everyday life and the substances that humans ingest for their pleasure. He published his work in 1855, the same year as Bibra.

In Italy, Paolo Mantegazza (1831–1910) is regarded as a pioneer of drug research (Samorini 1995b). In 1871, Mantegazza published in Milan his 1,200-page main work Quadri della natura umana: Feste ed ebbrezze [Pictures of Human Nature: Festivals and Inebriations].

Mantegazza was partial to coca, and in 1858 he published a sensational work entitled Sulle virtù igieniche e medicinali della coca e sugli alimenti nervosi in generale [On the Hygienic and Medicinal Virtues of Coca and Nerve Nourishment in General]. Like Bibra and Hartwich, Mantegazza was interested in all agents of inebriation and pleasure and was guided and inspired by these his entire life. Since most of his writings have appeared only in Italian, they have not attracted as much international attention as the publications of Bibra, Johnston, and Cooke.

Mantegazza’s classification of inebriants is especially interesting. He divided the “nerve nourishment” into three families: 1. alcoholic nerve nourishment, with the two branches fermented and distilled beverages; 2. alkaloid nerve nourishment, with the branches caffeine and narcotics (among the narcotics, he included opium, hashish, kava-kava, betel, fly agaric, coca, ayahuasca, and tobacco); and 3. aromatic nerve nourishment (sage, oregano, rosemary, cinnamon, pepper, chili, etc.).

The psychiatrist Emil Kraepelin (1856–1926), who in 1882 published his medical and psychologically oriented book Über die Beeinflussung einfacher psychologischer Vorgänge durch einige Arzneimittel [On the Influencing of Simple Psychological Processes by Some Medicines], followed a path different from Bibra’s. That same year witnessed the publication of the revised second edition of Die Schlaf- und Traumzustände der menschlichen Seele mit besonderer Berücksichtigung ihres Verhältnisses zu den psychischen Alienationen [The Sleeping and Dreaming States of the Human Mind, with Special Emphasis Upon Their Relationship to the Psychic Alienations], by Heinrich Spitta, a dream researcher and professor of philosophy. Both books, each in its own way, dealt with the chemical agents that can be used to induce altered states. Shortly thereafter, the neurologist and “father of dream theory” Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) published his work Ueber Coca [On Coca], which helped make the use of cocaine fashionable. These pioneering works led to the development of psychopharmacology or pharmacopsychology, a field that has attracted psychiatrists, pharmacologists, pharmacognosists, and chemists. Pharmacopsychology has been defined as “the doctrine of influencing the mental life by means of chemically effective substances introduced into the body” (Lippert 1972, 10).
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Dr. Ernst Freiherr von Bibra (1806–1878) was a pioneer in the ethnopharmacological study of psychoactive substances. His work Die narkotischen Genußmittel und der Mensch [The Narcotic Agents of Pleasure and Man] (1855) was the first comprehensive book on the topic and is still an important reference.
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Shen-Nung, the legendary Red Emperor, is regarded as the founder of Chinese herbal medicine. He personally tried each herb, including the poisonous and inebriating ones, before recommending their use for healing purposes. Shen-Nung was thus the founder of the ethnopharmacological method of conducting bioessays, also known as the Heffter technique. (Ancient Chinese



The most important chemist in this history of research is the Swiss Albert Hofmann. Not only did he invent LSD while investigating the ergot alkaloids, but also he discovered the active principles in the magic mushrooms of Mexico as well as other American Indian magical drugs. Also of note is Alexander T. Shulgin, an American chemist of Russian descent who has played an especially significant role in the area of structure-effect relationships.

In anthropology or ethnology, investigations into the use of psychoactive plants did not begin until the twentieth century.13 Among the pioneers of psychoactive ethnology are Pablo Blas Reko, Weston La Barre, Johannes Wilbert, Peter Furst, and Michael Harner. Today, the role played by Carlos Castaneda is a source of considerable controversy.

Toward the end of the nineteenth century, ethnobotany began to emerge as a specialized branch of science. The term was introduced in 1895 by John W. Harshberger (1869–1929). Both ethnologists and botanists have specialized in ethnobotany. A British scholar, Richard Spruce (1817–1893), was one of the pioneers of ethno-botany. Richard Evans Schultes (1915–2001), a former professor and former director of the Botanical Museum at Harvard University, is universally regarded as the “father of psychoactive ethnobotany.” His investigations in Mexico and South America have led to the discovery of numerous psychoactive plants (Davis 1996). Many of Schultes’s students have themselves become renowned ethnobotanists or ethnopharmacologists, including Timothy Plowman (1944–1989), Wade Davis, Mark J. Plotkin, and Tom Lockwood. The American botanist William Emboden is noted for making a creative leap to art history and has published many important works in this area.

Ethnomycology, the study of the cultural uses of fungi, was founded by the banker R. Gordon Wasson (1898–1986). In some ways, Jonathan Ott, a chemist who investigates natural substances, has become Wasson’s successor. Many other discoveries in ethnomycology have been made by Paul Stamets, Gastón Guzmán, and Jochen Gartz.

During the past thirty years, ethnopharmacology, the study of the cultural uses of pharmacologically active substances and their cognitive interpretations, has developed into a specialized field within the disciplines of ethno-botany and ethnomedicine. It is a young field that is very interdisciplinary in nature. This encyclopedia is a work of this nature.

Finally, we should also mention closet shamans. This term has come to be used for amateurs and hobbyists who experiment at home with psychoactive plants and preparations, occasionally making astonishing discoveries that are then eagerly taken up and pursued by scientists. Almost all of the research into ayahuasca analogs has been conducted by these closet shamans.

Most of the important discoveries in the field of psychoactive plants, including those having to do with their chemistry and pharmaceutical uses, have been made by German-speaking scientists. Is this an expression of some need of the German “soul”? Why this concentration on German soil? Is the Germanic god Wotan still at work? Wotan is both the god of knowledge and the restless shaman who will do whatever he can to satisfy his immeasurable thirst for knowledge. It was he who stole the Mead of Inspiration and brought it to us humans (Metzner 1994b).

Psychoactive Plants as Factors in the Development of Culture

The use of—and the need for—psychoactive plants is very ancient. Some authors have suggested that the roots lie somewhere in the Paleolithic period (Ripinsky-Naxon 1989; Westermeyer 1988). It appears that the connection to shamanism was already present at an early date (La Barre 1972). Although I personally do not believe that shamanism was one of the very first religions, I do think that the altered states of consciousness and visions induced by psychoactive plants have led to significant cultural innovations.

A person ingests a substance obtained from the environment and sinks into a flood of pictures, visions, and hallucinations. He is confronted by a previously unimagined quantity of images—images that seem somehow familiar, or archetypically known, we might say. Moreover, these images are complex and intricate, following one another in incredible sequences, and they have such detail that you cannot shake the feeling that you have somehow landed on the molecular level or are somewhere far away, in the depths of infinite space. Where do these pictures come from? Do they arise in the human brain as a result of the material interaction between molecules from without and the brain stem? Can we, using these substances that come from outside of ourselves, look into realities that truly are outside and for which we normally have no perception? No matter the answer, the wonder or the mystery remains the same! Wherever the images come from, they are present, they can be perceived, they are a reality that can be experienced.

“Oh! Joy! Joy! I have seen the birth of life, the beginnings of movement. The blood pounds in my veins as if they would burst. I want to fly, swim, bark, bleat, roar, would that I had wings, a carapace, a rind, could fume smoke, would have a trunk, could coil my body, divide myself and enter into everything, could effuse myself into scents, unfurl myself like a plant, flow like water, vibrate like sound, shimmer like the light, assume every form, penetrate into every atom, sink down to the foundation of matter—be matter!”

GUSTAVE FLAUBERT

LA TENTATION DE SAINT ANTOINE [THE TEMPTATION OF ST. ANTHONY]

(1979, 189)

Many cultures and many researchers have concerned themselves with these questions. Although no one has been able to provide a definitive answer, the hypotheses and positions that have been put forth can be divided into two camps. One assumes that all reality is merely a projection of our own consciousness; the other holds that there are numerous or even infinitely many different realities in the external world.

We can take shamanism seriously only if we follow the second view, for if we assume that the shaman is only flying around within his own skull, then he would not be able to recover, liberate, and bring back stolen souls.

The internal images and visions induced by psychoactive plants appear to have influenced human art since the Stone Age (Biedermann 1984; Braem 1994). African rock art has been interpreted as an expression of altered states of consciousness, most likely induced by mushrooms or similar substances (Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1988, 1993). American Indian rock art has also been inspired by experiences with psychoactive plants (Wellmann 1978, 1981).

The images in the world of Hieronymus Bosch have been interpreted as the product of drug experiences as well. Nineteenth-century art would have been inconceivable without psychoactive plants (Kupfer 1996a, 1996b). To the observer, many of the pictures of the surrealists, especially those of Max Ernst, René Magritte, and Salvador Dalí, appear to be “drug pictures” or remind one of one’s own experiences in altered states. Hashish appears to have played a role in the development of surrealism, the philosophy of which was set forth in the Surrealist Manifesto of 1924: “Surrealism rests upon the belief in the greater reality of certain forms of associations that have been neglected until now, in the omnipotence of dreams, in the non-utilitarian play of thought” (Breton 1968, 26f.).

The founder of surrealism compared this art form with the effects of psychoactive substances:

Surrealism does not permit those who follow it to abandon it whenever they will. Everything points to the fact that it affects the mind in the same way as stimulants do; like these, it produces a certain condition of need and is able to drive a person to terrible revolts. Once again, if you will, we stand before a very artificial paradise, and our penchant to enter into it falls with the same rights under the same Baudelairean criticism as all the others. Thus, the analysis of the mysterious effects and special pleasures which it can impart—in some ways, Surrealism appears to be a new vice, which is not suitable for just a few; like hashish, it is able to satisfy all those who are particular—thus, such an analysis must be undertaken within this investigation.

Surrealistic images are like those pictures from opium inebriation, which a person is no longer evoking, but which are “spontaneously and tyrannically presented to him. He is incapable of fending them off; for the will has lost its power and no longer controls his abilities.” (Baudelaire) The question remains as to whether one ever “evoked” the images at all. (Breton 1968, 34)

It appears that experimentation with psychoactive substances provided an important impetus to the art scene surrounding fantastic realism. Only a few artists, however, have publicly admitted as much. Ernst Fuchs even denied his drug experiences in one of his early biographies (Müller-Ebeling 1992). For most artists, it appears that the use of hashish and marijuana does not necessarily affect the creative process but functions instead as a way to focus concentration, in the way that some Indians use hashish in their meditation practice (e.g., Gustav Klimt). Albert Paris Gütersloh, an admitted cannabis user, provided a realistic assessment of the situation:

Every [artist] of my generation has made the acquaintance of hashish, and when I walk through the academy and sniff, I am certain: everyone in my class, at least, has as well. Does this mean that we are all hash artists? (cited in Behr 1995)

The discipline of anthropology provides us with many examples of cultural goods or artifacts that are the direct result of visionary experiences with psychoactive plants and products (Andritsky 1995). The yarn paintings of the Huichol are representations of their experiences with peyote, and the visions induced by ayahuasca have been the subject of numerous ayahuasca paintings.
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The most important magical plants of Mexico were first described in the Aztec-language work of Fray Bernardino de Sahagun, the Florentine Codex: 515 Tlapatl (Datura spp.); 516 Nanacatl (Psilocybe spp.); 517 Peyotl (Lophophora williamsii); 518 Toloa (Datura innoxia). (Paso y Troncoso edition)
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“My heart wears flowers and fruits in the midst of the night . . .

I, Cinteotl [=Xochipilli], was born in paradise. I come from the land of flowers.

I am the new, the glorious, the unequaled flower.

Cinteotl was born of the water; as a mortal, as a young man he was born

from the heavenly blue House of the Fishes. A new, victorious god. He shines like the sun. His mother lived in the House of the Twilight, as colorful as a Quetzal, a new, delightful flower.”

AZTEC HYMN

IN MEXIKANISCHE MYTHOLOGIE [MEXICAN MYTHOLOGY] (NICHOLSON 1967, 115f)

Which plants have been included in this encyclopedia? I considered all of those plants that my own research and experience have indicated to be psychoactive as well as those plants that other researchers or the literature have reported to be psychoactive. Here, we must keep in mind that there are plants for which a majority of subjects have reported no psychoactive effects. There also are plants that have a reputation of being hallucinogenic, but which no one has yet tried. To date, many of these plants have been the object of only cursory investigation. There also are a number of plants that have not yet been botanically determined or identified. The situation is complicated by the fact that the botanical data contained in the ethnographic literature are often incorrect, or at least very imprecise. Sometimes, it was difficult to decide whether a particular plant should be included in this work or not. One such case is St. John’s wort (Hypericum perforatum L.), which the ancient Germans used as a sedative and in modern phytotherapy is generally regarded as a natural tranquilizer (Becker 1994). St. John’s wort and the oil it yields do indeed exert a psychoactive effect, but only upon patients suffering from mental or emotional afflictions. As a rule, healthy individuals do not notice any psychotropic effects, even after ingesting large amounts.14 Such uncertain cases—to the extent that they are known—have not been included in these monographs.

Reflecting our current state of knowledge, I have treated the various psychoactive plants discussed in this book in several different ways. Well-known plants that have been investigated in some detail are examined in a very systematic fashion in the major monographs. Plants that have been little studied or about which very little is known are discussed in informal minor monographs. A number of very well-known and well-researched plants that are purported to produce psychoactive effects and are sometimes referred to as “legal highs” are considered in their own small section of informal monographs. This is followed by another section that focuses on a number of psychoactive plants whose botanical identity is unknown.

Because they are not plants in the strict sense, psychoactive fungi are presented in a section of their own. The section on psychoactive fungi is followed by another that focuses on psychoactive products that are obtained through often intricate procedures and/or from combinations of plants. Finally, there is a short section that examines the psychoactive constituents of plants. This section also serves as an aid in locating the plants discussed in the monographs.
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Depicted here in a state of ecstasy, Xochipilli, the flower prince, was the Aztec god of psychoactive plants, eroticism, spring, inspiration, and music. This pre-Columbian statue clearly illustrates the great importance that people have placed upon visions as well as the manners in which such experiences have found expression in art.



On the Structure of the Major Monographs

The monographs are arranged alphabetically according to botanical names. Below the scientific name may been found the most common English name(s) or, when none is known, a common international name.

Some of the monographs treat not just one species but, rather, a number of species of the same genus. This is done either because the traditional users make no distinction between the different species or because the species all contain the same active constituents and/or are sources of the same products.

Family

Here, information is provided about the botanical family to which the plant belongs, along with additional details about taxonomy.

Forms and Subspecies

Any known forms, varieties, cultivars, or subspecies of the plant are listed here.

Synonyms

Most plants have been described in the botanical literature under more than one name. Under this heading may be found these nonvalid botanical names (including misspellings in the literature).

Folk Names

Folk and popular names are given here. Often, information is also furnished about the particular language a name is taken from, and translations of many of the terms are provided. Please note that the names of indigenous tribes and tribal languages referenced in these sections will be spelled in a variety of ways, rather than uniformly. The variant spellings reflect the spellings found in the literature referenced for each plant.

History

Here may be found the most important information about the history of the plant, including its discovery, botanical description, and historical uses.

Distribution

Under this heading is provided information concerning the range as well as the natural occurrence of the plant in question.

Cultivation

Information about the more simple and successful methods of growing and cultivating a plant is provided under this heading. It should be noted, however, that more is required to successfully grow these plants than simply reading this information; it is also helpful to have a “green thumb,” experience, skill, and a deep love of the plant world.

Appearance

Here is provided a brief description of the plant. Other plants that might possibly be mistaken for it are mentioned, and the plant’s distinguishing features are emphasized. It should be noted that the information contained under this heading does not always conform to the standardized botanical descriptions (which may be found in the botanical literature).

Psychoactive Material

Under this heading, information is provided about the parts of the plant that are utilized, as well as products obtained from them (where appropriate, the pharmaceutical names of the raw drugs are also given).

Preparation and Dosage

Here may be found information for preparing and dosing the various raw drugs. While every attempt has been made to ensure that this information is as accurate as possible, it must be explicitly stated that this information should not be regarded as definitive. Identical dosages can produce very different responses in different individuals.

Ritual Use

Information concerning the traditional uses of the plant in shamanic rituals, priestly ceremonies, domestic festivals, and other experiences may be found here. As in the Folk Names sections, the spelling of indigenous tribal names will reflect the variant spellings found in the literature referenced.

Artifacts

Where possible, reference is made to three types of artifacts associated with the plant:

—Artifacts composed of the plant or manufactured from it

—Artistic representations of the plant (in paintings, architecture, etc.)

—Art works (paintings, poetry, music, theater pieces, etc.) whose inspiration has come from the use of the plant.

Medicinal Use

Many psychoactive plants are also of medicinal and therapeutic significance. Sometimes a plant’s medicinal applications are much more important than its psychoactive uses. For these reasons, as much information as possible is provided about the medicinal uses of the plant under discussion. This includes ethnomedical, folk medical, biomedical, and homeopathic uses.

Constituents

Under this heading may be found a comprehensive listing of the known constituents of the plant.

Effects

Here, the effect or the pattern of effects of the plant is described. Once again, it should be kept in mind that different individuals can have very different experiences with the same plant.

Commercial Forms and Regulations

Many plants and/or the raw drugs obtained from them are available through commercial sources. Some plants are subject to particular regulations or laws. Pertinent information is included under this heading.

Literature

Here, references are provided to specialized literature on the plant under discussion.

Symbol Key

Those sources marked in the monographs with a* are listed in the general bibliography located at the end of this book (pages 878–907). Those marked with a ** may be found in the general literature on psychoactive fungi (pages 689–693), which follows the section devoted to them.

Terms in bold print within the running text refer to other entries in this book.

Where a question mark has been inserted in a table column, it indicates that the missing information poses an important question for further research.
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Latua pubiflora, known as the tree of the magicians, is one of the world’s rarest shamanic plants. The flower of this nightshade is 3 to 4 cm in length. (Photographed near Osorno, in southern Chile)




The Most Important Genera and Species from A to Z

Major Monographs

The following genera are discussed in the major monographs:

Acacia, Aconitum, Acorus, Agave, Alstonia, Anadenanthera, Areca, Argemone, Argyreia, Ariocarpus, Artemisia, Arundo, Atropa

Banisteriopsis, Boswellia, Brugmansia, Brunfelsia

Calea, Calliandra, Camellia, Cannabis, Carnegia, Catha, Cestrum, Cinnamomum, Coffea, Cola, Coleus, Convolvulus, Corynanthe, Coryphantha, Cytisus

Datura, Desfontainia, Diplopterys, Duboisia

Echinops, Ephedra, Erythrina, Erythroxylum, Escholzia

Heimia, Humulus, Hyoscyamus

Ilex, Iochroma, Ipomoea

Juniperus, Justicia

Lactuca, Latua, Ledum, Leonurus, Lolium, Lonchocarpus, Lophophora

Mammillaria, Mandragora, Mesembryanthemum, Mimosa, Mitragyna, Mucuna, Myristica

Nicotiana, Nuphar, Nymphaea

Pachycereus, Papaver, Passiflora, Paullinia, Pausinystalia, Peganum, Pelecyphora, Petroselinum, Phalaris, Phragmites, Phytolacca, Piper, Psidium, Psychotria

Rhynchosia

Salvia, Sassafras, Sceletium, Scopolia, Solandra, Solanum, Sophora, Strychnos

Tabernaemontana, Tabernanthe, Tagetes, Tanaecium, Theobroma, Trichocereus, Turbina, Turnera

Vaccinium, Veratrum, Virola, Vitis

Withania


Acacia Spp.

Acacia Species
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Numerous acacias have played a role in ethnopharmacology and medical history. Some species (such as gum arabic) are used as sources for an excipient and incense, some are used as beer additives, and others provide DMT and other tryptamines. (Woodcut from Tabernaemontanus, Neu Vollkommen Kräuter-Buch, 1731)
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Many Australian acacias contain high concentrations of N,N-DMT and are thus suitable for the production of psychedelic ayahuasca analogs. Although our studies of Australia’s psychoactive flora have only just begun, they already have demonstrated great promise. (Acacia spp., photographed in southeastern Australia)
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Catechu, the resin of the catechu tree (Acacia catechu), is one of the main ingredients in betel quids. (Photograph: Karl-Christian Lyncker)



Family

Leguminosae: Mimosaceae (Fabaceae) (Legume Family)

Synonyms

Many species of the genus Acacia were formerly assigned to the genera Mimosa, Pithecolobium, Senegalia, and Racosperma. In addition, some species previously described under the genus name Acacia have now been reclassified as Anadenanthera (see Anadenanthera colubrina) and Mimosa (see Mimosa tenuiflora, Mimosa spp.).

General

The genus Acacia encompasses 750 to 800 species (other sources list only approximately 130) found in tropical and subtropical regions throughout the world (Harnischfeger 1992). Most are mediumsized trees, the leaves of which are usually pinnate but sometimes edentate. The flowers appear in clusters and produce podlike fruits.

Some species are sold as cut flowers under the name “mimosa.” Acacia farnesiana (L.) Willd. yields an essential oil that is used as an aromatic substance in aromatherapy and in the manufacture of perfumes (Bärtels 1993, 891). Some acacias (such as gum arabic) have been used since ancient times as excipients for compound medicines and incense. Some species find use as additives in psychoactive products (betel quid, beer, balche’, pituri; for pulque, cf. Agave spp.). Many species are suitable for producing ayahuasca analogs. The bark and/or leaves of numerous Australian acacia species (A. maidenii, A. phlebophylla, A. simplicifolia) contain high concentrations of N,N-DMT (Fitzgerald and Sioumis 1965; Ott 1994, 85f.*; Rovelli and Vaughan 1967).

Acacia angustifolia (Mill.) Kuntze [syn. Acacia angustissima (Mill.) Kuntze, Acacia filiciana Willd.]—pulque tree, timbre

The root of this Mexican acacia provides an additive to pulque (a fermented beverage made from Agave spp.) that may have psychoactive effects. The Aztecs called this small tree ocpatl, “pulque drug”; in contemporary Mexican Spanish, it is known as palo de pulque, “tree of pulque.” Acacia albicans Kunth [syn. Pithecolobium albicans (Kunth) Benth.] was also used as a pulque additive.

Acacia baileyana F. von Muell.

This Australian acacia is found in New South Wales. It contains psychoactive β-phenethylamines, including tetrahydroharman, and may be suitable as an MAO-inhibiting additive in the preparation of ayahuasca analogs.

Acacia campylacantha Hochst. ex A. Rich [syn. Acacia polyacantha Willd. ssp. campylacantha] The leaves of this Old World species contain N,NDMT and other tryptamines (Wahba Khalil and Elkeir 1975). In West Africa, the bark is traditionally used as a psychoactive additive to a type of beer known as dolo15 that is brewed from certain cereal grains (Sorghum spp., Pennisetum spp.), sometimes with the addition of honey. The alcohol content normally ranges between 2 and 4%, and from 8 to 10% when honey has been added (Voltz 1981, 176). Dolo is consumed as a libation during offering ceremonies and other rites as well as in daily life. Its properties are held in high regard: “Dolo imparts strength and courage and brings a joy of living. It is customary to drink dolo when performing strenuous work. The farmer who is making a piece of wilderness cultivable, the smith who is working hard at the anvil, the warrior who is preparing himself for battle, the woman who is in labor, the dancer who will be wearing the heavy, sacred mask . . . , all of them receive strength and courage from dolo, which is offered to them by their mother, wife, or sister” (Voltz 1981, 178).

Acacia catechu (L. f.) Willd.—catechu tree

This acacia species, found in India, Indonesia, and Malaysia, can grow as tall as 20 meters. It is also known as cutch tree, khair, kath, katha, khadira, and ercha. Its heartwood is boiled in water for twelve hours to concentrate the extract, which is known as catechu, katechu, catechu nigrum, extractum catechu, succus catechu, terra catechu, terra japonica, pegu, black catechu, cutch, cachou, katha, khair, terra giapponica, khadira, and cato de pegú. Essentially four types are found in trade: Pegu catechu (= Bombay catechu), the most common type; Bengali catechu; Malaccan catechu; and Camou catechu (Harnischfeger 1992, 31). Catechu is an ancient Indian drug and is still officinal in Germany as well (DAB6).* In Vedic times, the bark of Acacia catechu was known as somatvak and was associated with soma.
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The Acacia catechu tree, indigenous to South Asia, produces a substance known as catechu, which is an important ingredient in betel quids. (Engraving from Pereira, De Beginselen der Materia Medica en der Therapie, 1849)



Catechu is odorless and has a bitter, astringent taste that slowly turns sweet. It is largely water soluble and can be crystallized back out again. It is composed of flavonols and glycosides (fisetin, quercetin [cf. Psidium guajava, Vaccinium uliginosum], quercitrin), as well as flavonoids (catechine, catechin tanning agents) and red pigments (Harnischfeger 1992, 31). Catechu is thus responsible for the reddish coloration of the saliva that occurs when betel quids are chewed (Atkinson 1989, 775*). In India and Nepal, catechu is used in dyeing and tanning. In the local ethnomedicine, it is employed as a tonic and for digestive ailments and skin diseases. However, the greatest economic significance of catechu is as a (coloring) additive to betel quids (Storrs 1990, 5*). In Indian medicine, catechu is an ingredient in recipes for treating ulcers on the mucous membranes of the mouth, inflamed throats, and toothaches (Harnischfeger 1992, 32). Catechu is a definite tannin drug that is suitable for treating inflammations of the mucous membranes and diarrhea (Pahlow 1993, 453*). Catechu has no psychoactive effects of its own but is simply an important component of a psychoactive product; however, it may have synergistic effects in this.

Acacia confusa Merr.

This acacia species contains N,N-DMT and is usable as an additive in ayahuasca analogs.

Acacia cornigera (L.) Willd. [syn. Acacia spadicigera Cham. et Schlechtend.]—horned acacia

The large binate thorns of this striking acacia are hollow and provide a home for ants. In Mayan, the small tree (also known as akunte’) is called subin, “dragon.” It plays an important role in the magical preparation of the ritual drink known as balche’. It is possible that parts of the tree were formerly added to the drink. The bark may contain N,NDMT. The Maya of San Antonio (Belize) use its roots and bark to treat snakebites. The root is made into a tea that is also consumed as an aphrodisiac and as a remedy for impotence. Other preparations are used to treat asthma and headaches (Arvigo and Balick 1994, 81*).

Acacia maidenii F. von Muell.—maiden’s wattle

All parts of this beautiful, upright, silvery tree contain tryptamines. The bark contains 0.36% N,N-DMT (Fitzgerald and Sioumis 1967). The leaves are usable in ayahuasca analogs as a source of DMT (Ott 1993, 246*). This acacia is easily cultivated in temperate zones (e.g., in California and southern Europe).
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The horned acacia (Acacia cornigera) is an important magical plant for the Lacandon Maya. (Photographed in the Selva Lacandona, Chiapas, Mexico, 1996)
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The bark of Acacia maidenii, collected in New South Wales, contains high concentrations of N,N-DMT.
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Flowers and leaves of the Australian Acacia maidenii.



“In Canaan the prime oracular tree was the acacia—the ‘burning bush.’ . . . The acacia is still a sacred tree in Arabia Deserta and anyone who even breaks off a twig is expected to die within the year.”

ROBERT GRAVES

THE WHITE GODDESS (1948, 440, 441*)

Acacia nubica Bentham—Nubian acacia

The leaves of this African acacia contain N,NDMT and other constituents (Wahba Khalil and Elkeir 1975). However, the concentrations do not appear to be sufficient for producing ayahuasca analogs.

Acacia phlebophylla F. von Muell.—buffalo sallow wattle

This Australian species is rich in N,N-DMT. The leaves contain 0.3% N,N-DMT (Rovelli and Vaughan 1967), and are usable as a source of DMT for ayahuasca analogs (Ott 1993, 246*). This acacia may be the rarest species of the genus and is found only on Mount Buffalo.
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The Australian Acacia phlebophylla is apparently the rarest species of acacia in the world. Its leaves contain large quantities of N,N-DMT.




[image: ]

Seedpods of Acacia phlebophylla.



Acacia polyantha Willd. [syn. Acacia suma (Roxb.) Buch.-Ham.]—white catechu tree

The resin of this Indian acacia is sometimes used as catechu or as a catechu substitute in betel quids (see above). The leaves apparently contain N,NDMT. Interestingly, the Sanskrit name of this plant is somavalkah, which associates it with the divine drink soma. This is also suggested by the Malayalam name somarayattoli (Warrier et al. 1993, 26*).

Acacia retinodes Schlechtend.—swamp wattle

This Australian acacia is found primarily in swampy and humid areas. It contains nicotine (Bock 1994, 93*). No traditional use of this plant is known.

Acacia senegal (L.) Willd. [syn. Acacia verek Guill. et Perrott, Senegalia senegal (L.) Britt.]—gum arabic tree

This African acacia is chiefly significant as the source of gum arabic, which is used as a binding agent in incense and for other purposes. The leaves contain N,N-DMT (Wahba Khalil and Elkeir 1975), although the concentration is very low. It is apparently not particularly suitable for producing ayahuasca analogs.

Acacia simplicifolia Druce

The bark of the trunk of this acacia, which is found in Australia and New Caledonia, is said to contain up to 3.6% alkaloids; 40% of these are MMT, 22.5% N,N-DMT (= 0.81% DMT total concentration), and 12.7% 2-methyl-1,2,3,4-

tetrahydro-ß-carboline. The leaves contain up to 1% N,N-DMT, along with MMT, N-formyl-MMT, and 2-methyl-1,2,3,4-tetrahydro-ß-carbo-line (Poupat et al. 1976). Both the bark and the leaves are suitable for the production of ayahuasca analogs.

Acacia spp.—wattle

According to the reports of some closet shamans, the bark and leaves of many species of wattles (as acacias are known in Australia) clearly contain N,N-DMT. It is said that these can be used to make smokable extracts that produce definite tryptamine hallucinations. The Aborigines burned some species of Acacia to ashes, which they then added to pituri.

Commercial Forms and Regulations

Acacia seeds are occasionally sold in ethno-botanical specialty shops. Gum arabic is available without restriction and may be purchased in pharmacies in Germany. It is readily available in the United States as well.

Literature

See also the entry for ayahuasca analogs.
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Aconitum ferox Wallich ex Seringe

Blue Aconite

“The man who is struck by an arrow that has been smeared with the seeds of shalmali [Bombax ceiba L.] and vidari [Ipomoea digitata L.], together with mula [Raphanus sativa L.] and vatsanabha [Aconitum ferox] and the blood of the muskrat, will bite ten people, each of which will then bite ten other people in turn.”

KAUTILIYA ARTHASHASTRA (14, 1: SUTRA 29)

Family

Ranunculaceae (Buttercup Family); Helleboreae Tribe

Forms and Subspecies

Aconitum ferox may be a subspecies or variety of Aconitum napellus. In Tibetan medicine, several forms of Aconitum ferox are distinguished from one another on the basis of their pharmacological properties (Aris 1992, 233*).

Synonyms

Aconitum ferox L.

Aconitum napellus var. ferox

Aconitum virorum Don

Delphinium ferox Baill.

Folk Names

Aconite, atis, ativish (Nepali, “very poisonous”), ativisha (Sanskrit, “poison”), bachnag (Persian), bachnâg (Hindi), bikh, bis, bis-h, bish (Arabic), black aconite, blue aconite, bong-nag, bong nga, gsang-dzim, Himalayan monkshood, Indian aconite, jádwár, kalakuta, mithavis (Hindi), monk’s hood, nang-dzim, nilo bikh, phyi-dzim, singya, sman-chen (Tibetan, “great medicine”), valsanabhi (Malay), vasanavi (Tamil), vatsamabhah (Sanskrit), vatsanabha, vatsanabhi (Malayalam), visha (Sanskrit, “poison”), wolfbane

History

Vedic and later Sanskrit texts indicate that the root of this Aconitum species was already being used as an arrow poison in ancient India in early times (cf. Aconitum spp.). In contrast to their original use, these poison arrows were used not in the hunt but in warfare (Bisset and Mazars 1984, 19). In the Shushrutasamhita, the Ayurvedic writings of Shushruta (ca. 300 C.E.), Aconitum ferox is referred to as “vatsanabha.” Today, Aconitum chasmanthum is usually sold under the name “vatsanabha” (13). In the tenth century, the Persian physician Alheroo described the plant under the name bish. Europeans first became aware of Aconitum ferox in the nineteenth century during journeys to Nepal. During the nineteenth century, there was a thriving trade in the root tubers of Aconitum ferox, which were brought from Lhasa via Le (Mustang) to Ladakh (Laufer 1991, 57).

Distribution

Blue aconite is found in Nepal, Kashmir (northern India), Garhwal, Sikkim, and Bhutan at altitudes of 2,000 to 3,000 meters (Manandhar 1980, 7*). It is a typical Himalayan plant and has even been observed growing at 3,600 meters (Polunin and Stainton 1985, 5*). It is said to grow at altitudes as high as 4,500 meters (Pabst 1887, 7*).

Cultivation

Propagation occurs via seeds, which can be simply strewn about or grown in beds. Blue aconite prefers to grow over a stony or rocky substrate and also thrives in crevices and the hollow spaces between stones.

Appearance

This perennial plant produces tuberous roots and can grow up to 1 meter in height. The lower, long-stemmed leaves are pinnate and deeply retuse. Toward the top of the plant, the leaves become smaller and their stalks shorter. The helmet-shaped, blue-violet flowers are located in clusters at the end of the smooth, erect stem. The flower stalks grow directly out of the leaf axils. The fruit is a five-cusped, funnel-shaped capsule that opens at the top. In the Himalayas, blue aconite blooms during the monsoon season (from July to September, or until October in higher elevations). The root tubers, which have a dark brown cortex and are yellowish inside, regenerate annually.

Aconitum ferox is very similar to Aconitum napellus but is somewhat smaller and more stocky. It also bears fewer flowers, and these are spaced farther apart.

Aconitum ferox is easily confused with Aconitum heterophyllum Wall. ex Royle, known as bachnak, atis, or prativisa (Bisset and Mazars 1984, 15). However, Aconitum heterophyllum has cordate leaves with serrate edges, whereas Aconitum ferox has the same deeply retuse and pinnate leaves as Aconitum napellus. Blue aconite can also be mistaken for another Himalayan species, Aconitum spicatum (Brühl) Stapf, which bears blue flowers as well (Polunin and Stainton 1985, 6*).
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The flowers of the blue aconite (Aconitum ferox). Tantrists who follow the left-handed path smoke the herbage and roots of the plant as a potent inebriant.
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Aconite is one of the most dangerous of all poisonous plants. However, like all poisons, it is also a valuable medicine. For this reason, aconite was formerly known as healing poison or poisonous remedy. (Woodcut from Tabernaemontanus, Neu Vollkommen Kräuter-Buch, 1731)



Psychoactive Material

—Root tuber (tubera aconiti ferocis, bish root)

—Herbage

Preparation and Dosage

When used in Ayurvedic medicine, the tubers are steeped in the milk or urine of sacred cows after harvesting to “purify” them. This removes the potent toxins from the root. Milk is said to more effectively detoxify the tubers (Warrier et al. 1993, 44*).16 The root tuber is ground into a paste for external application to treat neuralgia.

For tantric and psychoactive purposes, of course, the root is not detoxified. It is simply dried, minced, and consumed in smoking mixtures, normally with ganja (flowers of Cannabis indica). The leaves are dried and smoked.

Aconitum ferox is the most poisonous plant of the Himalayas and can very easily prove lethal! As little as 3 to 6 mg of aconitine, corresponding to only a few grams of dried or even fresh plant material, is sufficient to kill an adult.

Ritual Use

Among Indian Tantrists is an extreme sect known as the Aghoris. They follow the “left-handed” path, which regards sexuality and drugs as important methods for expanding consciousness. The Aghoris ingest plants associated with Shiva (hemp, Datura metel, opium from Papaver somniferum) and poisons (cobra venom, mercury, arsenic) so that they may experience the divine consciousness of their master. Aghoris produce mixtures of various plants for their large smoking tubes (chilam). One mixture for “advanced” individuals consists of ganja and Aconitum ferox roots (Svoboda 1993, 175).

Shiva is the Hindu god of inebriants and poisons. Myths relate how he personally tried all poisons at the beginning of the world. This caused him to turn blue, as blue as the flowers of blue aconite. Similarly, a Tantrist can assimilate himself with the god by ingesting every poison and surviving (according to the motto “That which does not kill me only makes me stronger”). In another version of this story, the beating of the primeval ocean, or the churning of the milk ocean (samudramathana), not only brought forth the sacred cow but also caused the essences of all poisons to swirl up. Petrified with fear, the gods hurried to Kailash, where Shiva sat in meditation. They bade him help. Shiva took the poison in his hand and drank it. His wife Parvati became afraid for him and squeezed her husband’s throat, which caused the poison to remain there and turned him completely blue. It is for this reason that Shiva is also known as Nilakanta, “blue throat.” By performing this act, Shiva saved all creatures from death by poisoning. But a little of the poison slipped out of his hand and onto the Himalayas. Today, it still flows in the veins of blue aconite and other poisonous plants.

Artifacts

Hindu art contains numerous images of Shiva, many of which depict him with a blue skin color. Sometimes only his throat is blue. The Saradatilaka Tantra describes Shiva in his form as a “blue throat”: He shines like a myriad of rising suns and has a glowing crescent moon in his long, matted hair. His four arms are adorned with snakes. He has five heads, each of which has three eyes, and is clad in only a tiger skin and is armed with his trident. It is possible that the plant spirit of Aconitum ferox has the same appearance.

Aconitum ferox, along with other species (including Aconitum napellus), is portrayed on Tibetan medical thangkas (paintings). One leaf of the Tibetan medical tree is dedicated to the plant, and this depicts how the “great medicine” can be used to make a medicinal butter (Aris 1992, 179, 233*).

Medicinal Use

In Ayurvedic medicine, the “purified” root tubers are used to treat neuralgia, painful inflammations, coughs, asthma, bronchitis, digestive problems, colic, weak hearts, leprosy, skin afflictions, paralysis, gout, diabetes, fever, and exhaustion (Warrier et al. 1993, 41ff.*).

These and other Himalayan species of aconite (Aconitum heterophyllum, Aconitum balfourii Stapf; cf. Aconitum spp.) find many uses in Tibetan medicine. The roots are regarded as a remedy for colds and “cold”; the herbage is used to treat ailments resulting from “heat.” In Tibetan medicine, Aconitum ferox is also known as sman-chen, “great medicine”; the crushed roots, mixed with bezoar stones, are used as a universal antidote. The root is also used to treat malignant tumors (Laufer 1991, 57). The great medicine is also esteemed as a remedy for demonic possession (Aris 1992, 77*). In Nepalese folk medicine, blue aconite is used to treat leprosy, cholera, and rheumatism (Manandhar 1980, 7*).

Constituents

The entire plant contains the diterpenoid alkaloids aconitine and pseudoaconitine17 (Mehra and Puri 1970). The root tuber contains the greatest concentrations of these constituents and is thus the most dangerous part of the plant (cf. Aconitum napellus).

Effects

In Ayurvedic medicine, the root is attributed with sweet, narcotic, sedative, anti-inflammatory, diuretic, nervine, appetite-stimulating, digestion-promoting, stimulant, anaphrodisiac, calming, and antipyretic effects (Warrier et al. 1993, 41*).

The effects of a tantric smoking mixture containing aconite are said to be extreme. Even experienced Tantrists emphatically warn against its use (cf. Aconitum napellus).

Commercial Forms and Regulations

The seeds may sometimes be purchased in nurseries.
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Aconitum napellus Linnaeus

Monkshood, Blue Rocket

Family

Ranunculaceae (Buttercup Family); Helleboreae Tribe

Forms and Subspecies

Monkshood is a polymorphous species with many subspecies and cultivated forms; it is regarded as taxonomically complex (Colombo and Tomè 1993):

Aconitum napellus ssp. compactum (Rchb.) Gayer Aconitum napellus ssp. napellus

Aconitum napellus ssp. neomontanum (Wulfen) Gayer

Aconitum napellus ssp. pyramidale (Mill.) Rouy et Fouc.

Aconitum napellus ssp. tauricum

Aconitum napellus ssp. vulgare Rouy et Fouc.

It is possible that Aconitum ferox may be a synonym or a subspecies or variety of Aconitum napellus (cf. Warrier et al. 1993, 41*).

Synonyms

Aconitum compactum (Rchb.) Gayer

Aconitum neomontanum Wulfen

Aconitum pyramidale Mill.

Folk Names

Abnehmkraut, aconit, aconite, aconit napel, aconito napello, akonit, akoniton, altweiberkappe, apolloniabraut, apolloniakraut,18 apolloniawurz, arche noah, blauelsterkraut, blauer akonit, blaukappen, blaumützen, blue aconite, blue rocket, casque-de-Jupiter (cap of Jupiter), eisenhut, eisenhütlein, eisenkappe, eliaswagen, eysenhütlein, fischerkiep, fliegenkraut, franzosenkapp, fuchs-kraut, fuchsschwanz, fuchswurz, giftkraut, goats-bane, goekschl, groß eysenhütlein, gupfhauben, hamburger mützen, härrgottslotscha, helm, helm-blume, herrgottslatsche, herrnhut, heuhütli, hex, holtschoe, hummelkraut, isenhübli, jakobsleiter, judenkappe, jungfernschuh, kalessen, kappenblume, kapuzinerchäppli, kapuzinerkappe, königsblume, kutscherblume, marienscheusäken, mönchskappe, mönchswurz, monkshood, münchskapffen, muttergottesschühlein, napellus major, narrenkappe, noarnkopp, nonnenhaube, Odins hut, pantöffelchen, pantöffelken, papucha, paterskappe, pfaffenhütchen, pferdchen, poutsche, ra-duggam’dzim-pa (Tibetan), ranunculus montana, reiterkapp, reiter-zu-pferd, rössel, satanskraut, schawwerhaube, schlotfegerskappen, schneppekapp, steinkraut, sturmhut, tauben, taubenschnabel, teufelswurz, thora quasi phtora interitus (Latin, “doom”), totenblume, trollhat (Nordic, “troll’s cap”), tübeli, tuifelkappe, venuskutschen, venuswägelchen, venuswagen, wolfgift, wolfkraut, wolfskraut, wolfswurz, würgling, ziegenschuh, ziegentod

History

Theophrastus (ca. 370–287 B.C.E.) already provided a very precise description of the plant and its effects and origin. In ancient times, monks-hood, or aconite, was a feared poison associated with the legendary Colchian “witch” Medea (who was probably a Scythian shaman; cf. Cannabis ruderalis) and the gloomy underworld. Like hen-bane (Hyoscyamus albus), the plant was said to have sprung from the slaver of Cerberus, the hound of hell, and both plants were known as apollinaris (“Apollo’s plant”). Another legend states that monkshood rose from the blood of Prometheus, which dripped onto the rocks whenever the eagle came and ate his liver (Gallwitz 1992, 111).

Monkshood was an important “battle drug” in Roman politics. Emperor Claudius died in 54 C.E. from aconite poisoning (Schöpf 1986, 77*).19 The ancient Germans may have used the plant in their magical rituals, such as when the Berserkers were transformed into wolves. In the fourteenth century, Konrad von Megenberg described monks-hood and its poisonous effects in his Buch der Natur [Book of Nature]. Monkshood was and still is regarded as the most poisonous and most dangerous plant in Europe (Roth et al. 1994, 89*).
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Monkshood (Aconitum napellus) was once a dreaded toxic and witches’ plant. Today, it is a popular garden ornamental. (Woodcut from Tabernaemontanus, Neu Vollkommen Kräuter-Buch, 1731)



Distribution

Monkshood occurs from Italy to Ireland and from Spain to the Himalayas. It is often found in subalpine zones. It belongs to the typical flora of the Alps and is (still) common in Switzerland.

Cultivation

Monkshood can be propagated by seeds or from separated tubers. Handling fresh root tubers can have dangerous toxic effects! The seeds are either sown in the spring by pressing them directly into the ground or raised in seedbeds. Monkshood prefers nutrient-rich soils and good, humus-rich earth. It also thrives in moist soils.

Appearance

This perennial herbaceous plant can grow as tall as 150 cm. The palmate leaves are deeply divided into five to seven lobes. The luxuriant, dark blue, helmet-shaped flowers form at the end of the stalk (terminal racemes). The sepal has the exact shape of a bumblebee, and this insect is also the plant’s most important (and perhaps even its only) pollinator. The follicular fruits contain multiple seeds. The blooming period is from June to August. The plant develops a new tuberous root each year, while the root from the previous year dies.

Aconitum napellus can be very easily confused with Aconitum ferox and many other Aconitum species (Aconitum spp.). This does not present a problem from a pharmacological perspective, as most Aconitum species contain very similar active constituents. Some individuals have also confused monkshood with larkspur (Delphinium spp.; cf. Delphinium consolida).

Psychoactive Material

—Root (tubera aconiti, radix aconiti, aconiti tuber)

—Herbage (herba aconiti, aconiti herba)

Corresponding to the plant’s growth cycle, the drug should not be stored and used for periods in excess of one year (Roth et al. 1994, 88*).

Preparation and Dosage

The dried herbage can be smoked (see Aconitum ferox). However, no information is available concerning dosage. People must be cautioned against improper use of this plant. Even harvesting the leaves can cause the active constituents to enter the body and produce unintentional symptoms of poisoning (Roth et al. 1994, 89*). As little as 3 to 6 mg of aconitine, which often corresponds to only a few grams of dried or even fresh plant material, can be lethal for adults. Ingested orally, as little as 0.2 mg of aconitine can produce toxic symptoms. Tinctures were formerly used to treat migraine headaches and neuralgia. Up to five drops per day were ingested (Vonarburg 1997a, 65).

The roots were purportedly used in the manufacture of witches’ ointments. They were also added to wine (cf. Vitis vinifera), which was drunk both for healing and for inebriating purposes (Pahlow 1993, 117*).

Although the plant is considered extremely toxic, children in Iceland have been reported to eat the flowers because of their honeylike sweetness (Olafsson and Ingolfsdottir 1994).
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In ancient times, monkshood (Aconitum napellus) was feared as a poison; in the Middle Ages and the early modern period, it was purportedly used in the manufacture of witches’ and flying ointments.



Ritual Use

In ancient times, monkshood was definitely used as a ritual poison:

Bent on his destruction, Medea mixed in a cup a poison, which she had brought long ago from the Scythian shores. This poison, they say, came from the mouth of the Echidnean dog. There is a cavern with a dark, yawning throat and a way down-sloping, along which Hercules, the hero of Tiryns, dragged Cerberus with chains wrought of adamant, while the great dog fought and turned away his eyes from the bright light of day. He, goaded on to mad frenzy, filled all the air with his threefold howls, and sprinkled the green fields with white foam. Men think that these flecks of foam grew; and, drawing nourishment from the rich, rank soil, they gained power to hurt; and because they spring up and flourish on hard rocks, the country folk call them aconite. (Ovid, Metamorphoses 7.406ff.)

Monkshood was presumably also used in other Scythian preparations and in shamanic-magical rituals, e.g., to transform oneself into a wolf. It may already have been used in antiquity to prepare flying ointments. Since the early modern period, monkshood has been one of the chief ingredients in witches’ ointments. Many of its folk names suggest that the plant was used for both ritual and psychoactive purposes: hut des Jupiter (hat of Jupiter), venuswagen (Venus’s wagon), wolfskraut (wolf’s plant), hut des trolls (hat of the troll), Odins hut (Odin’s hat), hex (witch), et cetera.

Artifacts

In Christian art, the plant appears in paintings as a symbol of death (e.g., in Maria Lactans by the Master of Flémalle and in The Lamentation of Christ) (Gallwitz 1992, 113f.). In Europe, the plant was used as a symbol of the venomousness of nature. Monkshood is portrayed on Tibetan medicine thangkas alongside Aconitum ferox and Aconitum spp. (Aris 1992, 233*).

Gustav Meyrink (1868–1932), an author who was experienced in alchemy and the occult and who wrote about numerous psychoactive plants (cf. Cannabis indica, Lophophora williamsii, Veratrum album, Amanita muscaria), composed a very insightful story about monkshood, “Der Kardinal Napellus” [Cardinal Napellus]. In this story, he describes a sect “known as the ‘blue brothers,’ the followers of which have themselves buried alive when they sense that they are approaching their end.” The founder of the order, Cardinal Napellus, transformed himself into the first monkshood plant after his death. All of the plants were said to be derived from him. The sign of the order, of course, is the flower of Aconitum napellus, and a field of aconite grows in the cloister garden. The novitiates start the plants when they are accepted into the order, and they baptize these with blood and sprinkle them with blood shed from the wounds produced by flagellation. “The symbolic meaning of this strange ceremony of blood christening is that the person should magically plant his soul in the garden of paradise and nourish its growth with the blood of his desires.” The brothers in the order use the plant in a psychoactive manner: “When the flowers withered in the fall, we collected their poisonous seeds, which resemble small human hearts. In the secret tradition of the blue brothers, these represent the ‘mustard seed’ of faith, of which it is written that he who has it can move mountains, and we ate of these. Just as their terrible poison changes the heart and brings a person into a condition between life and death, so shall the essence of faith transform our blood—into miraculous power in the hours between the gnawing pain of death and ecstatic rapture” (Meyrink 1984). The story is reminiscent of the tantric use of Aconitum ferox.

Medicinal Use

Because it has long been feared as a potent poison, monkshood never attained any great significance in folk medicine. In Western phytotherapy, tinctures of monkshood are used externally to ease the pains of gout, sciatica, and neuralgia and to treat feverish colds in their onset. They are less frequently used internally (Pahlow 1993, 116*).

In homeopathy, Aconitum napellus hom. is used in dilutions of D3 and greater in accordance with the medical descriptions to treat nervous and psychic ailments, e.g., as a result of anger, fright, agitation, or neuralgia (Pahlow 1993, 116*; Roth et al. 1994, 89*). Hahnemann had high praise for the agent, for “its powers to help are miraculous” (Buchmann 1983, 29*). It is still used for numerous purposes today (Vonarburg 1997a, 1997b).

Constituents

The entire plant contains the alkaloid aconitine (= acetylbenzoylaconine) and aconitine acid. The highest concentrations are in the root, which is thus the most dangerous part of the plant. The root tubers contain large amounts of diterpenoid alkaloids of the so-called aconitine type (0.3–2.0%). The structures of some of these have not yet been determined (Bugatti et al. 1992). Aconitine is the primary alkaloid; mesaconitine, hypaconitine, napelline, and N-diethylaconitine are also present. In some subspecies, the primary alkaloid is mesaconitine (Olafsson and Ingolfsdottir, 1994). Aconitine is also present in all the other parts of the plant, although typically in only low concentrations. Aconitine has even been detected in the nectaries. As a result, it may be possible to produce a psychoactive honey from the plant.

“So is the man who has given aconite to three uncles to ride by on swaying feathers and to look down on us from there? Keep quiet when he comes by; if you so much as say ‘That’s the man who . . .’ you’ll be treated as if you’d accused him in court.”

JUVENAL SATIRES

(I.158–61)

“Monkshood is associated with the Nordic god Odin and the goddess Hel. Earlier tales referred to it as ‘Odin’s helm,’ [and] it was supposedly used as an ingredient in ‘lycoanthropic transformation ointments.’”

MAGISTER BOTANICUS

MAGISCHES KREUTHERKOMPENDIUM [COMPENDIUM OF MAGICAL HERBS]

(1995, 194*)

“It is established that of all poisons the quickest to act is aconite, and that death occurs on the same day if the genitals of a female creature are but touched by it. . . . Fable has it that aconite sprang out of the foam of the dog Cerberus when Hercules dragged him from the underworld, and that this is why it grows around Heraclea in Pontus, where is pointed out the entrance to the underworld used by Hercules. Yet even aconite the ancients have turned to the benefit of human health, by finding out by experience that administered in warm wine it neutralizes the sting of scorpions. It is its nature to kill a human being unless in that being it finds something else to destroy. Against this alone it struggles, regarding it as more pressing than the find. What a marvel! Although by themselves both are deadly, yet the two poisons in a human being perish together so that the human survives.”

PLINY

NATURAL HISTORY

(27.4f.)
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Aconitine
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Mesaconitine



Effects

When applied to the skin, monkshood is said to provoke sensations of tingling and hallucinations. Because of this, monkshood was purported to have been an important ingredient in witches’ ointments. It is said to produce the sensation of wearing a garment made of fur or feathers. In the Rhineland, it is said that “[s]imply smelling the plant will make the nose swell up” (Gallwitz 1992, 113). Monkshood has a strong stimulating or inebriating effect upon horses. They become “foamy,” that is, fiery; for this reason, horse dealers at one time fed their animals monkshood before offering them for sale.

The description of the course of effects of monkshood poisoning is not exactly enticing: “The longer the time that the alkaloid and the drug are in contact with the mouth, the more pronounced will the local, sensory nerve effects in the mouth and throat be observable following acute aconitine or aconite poisoning. The tingling and burning may be followed by a loss of speech and a sensation of paralysis in the tongue and in the area around the mouth, so that speaking becomes difficult. When absorbed, feelings of tingling and formication [the sensation of being crawled upon by insects] in the fingers, hands, and feet very characteristically soon appear, sometimes with twitching of the face, followed by paralysis of the facial muscles. The person who has been poisoned is also disturbed by an unbearable sensation of coldness (the feeling of ‘ice water in the veins’) with hypothermia, caused by stimulation of the cold centers. This is followed by numbness, symptoms of paralysis in the arms and legs, and difficulties in breathing. Seeing green, dizziness, buzzing in the ears, and trigeminal pain have also been observed. Nausea and vomiting can occur, but can also be absent, as can diarrhea and increased urination. Respiratory difficulties and especially peculiar heart disturbances . . . can result in loss of consciousness and death due to heart or breathing problems. But consciousness may also be retained until death, which under these circumstances can occur within in the first hour” (Fühner 1943, 217f.*).

Commercial Forms and Regulations

In Europe, the wild plant—like all Aconitum species—is protected (Roth et al. 1994, 89*). The seeds of various subspecies, varieties, and cultivars are available in nurseries.
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Aconitum spp.

Aconite Species

Family

Ranunculaceae (Buttercup Family); Helleboreae Tribe

Many Aconite species have worldwide ethno-botanical significance as medicines, psychoactive products, and arrow poisons.

Uses as Medicine

The following species of aconites (chuan wu tou) are used in traditional Chinese medicine and in Japanese kampo medicine (as cited in Wee and Keng 1992, 16f.*; Schneebeli-Graf 1992, 55*):

Aconitum carmichaelii Debeaux (chuan wu tou or bushi); also: var. wilsonii (Stapf ex Moltet) Munz (tsao wu tou) Aconitum chinense Sieb. et Zucc.

Aconitum hemsleyanum E. Pritz

Aconitum transsectum Diels

Aconitum vulparia Rchb. ex Spreng. [syn. Aconitum lycoctonum auct. non. L.]

Only the dried rhizomes are used; they lose their potent toxicity during the drying process. In traditional Chinese medicine, aconite roots are characterized as stimulating, cardiotonic, anal-gesic, narcotic, and locally anesthetic. They stimulate the yang energy and are used for all yang ailments. The dosage lies between 3 and 8 g (Reid 1988, 115*).

The species Aconitum carmichaelii is common throughout southern China. The folk medicine of the region uses its roots for headaches, paralysis of one side of the body (hemiplegia), overheating of the body, rheumatism, arthritis, contusions, bruises, and broken bones. Pharmacological studies in China have demonstrated that this drug stimulates the body’s own immune system. However, it has not yet been possible to isolate from the root a substance that might be responsible for these effects. It is possible that there may be a synergistic effect of several or even all of the active constituents (Chang et al. 1994). The Chinese medicinal drug (fu tzu) has the highest concentration of alkaloids (Bisset 1981).

In Japanese kampo medicine, which is based on Chinese herbalism, the roots of the species Aconitum carmichaelii are known as bushi and are used for weak digestion (cf. Murayama and Hikino 1984). Pharmacological investigations have determined that the so-called aconitans A, B, C, and D have hypoglycemic effects, i.e., they lower blood sugar levels (Hikino et al. 1989, 1983).

Psychoactive Products

Aconite (Aconitum napellus) is said to have been an important ingredient in witches’ ointments. Aconitum ferox, a species found throughout the Himalayas, is a component of tantric smoking mixtures with drastic effects. Some Chinese species, the identity of which are unfortunately uncertain, but whose root drugs are known by the name “fu tzu” (including Aconitum carmichaelii), provided one of the main ingredients in han-shih powder.
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The Asian species Aconitum carmichaelii is used in traditional Chinese medicine. Its roots were once used to produce elixirs for prolonging life.



Many Taoist elixirs of immortality contain large quantities of aconite, along with ominous fungi (Psilocybe spp.), arsenic, mercury, hemp (Cannabis sativa), and Digitalis spp. (cf. Digitalis purpurea) (Cooper 1984, 54*).

Use as Arrow Poison

Aconitum was used as an arrow poison in ancient Europe and in Asia and North America (Alaska) (Bisset 1989). In ancient China, the most important source of arrow poison was the root of Aconitum carmichaelii (wu tou, fu tzu, tsao wu) (Bisset 1979, 1981). Many northern Asian hunting peoples used the toxic root tubers of the following species of aconite to make their arrow poisons:

Aconitum delphinifolium DC.ssp. chamissonianum (Reichb.) ssp. paradoxum (Reichb.) Hult.

Aconitum fischeri Reichb.

Aconitum japonicum Thunb.

Aconitum kamtschaticum Reichb.

Aconitum maximum Pall. ex DC.

Aconitum napellus Thunb. non L.

Aconitum sachalinense Fr. Schmidt

Aconitum subcuneatum Nakai

Aconitum yezoense Nakai
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Herb Paris (Paris quadrifolia L.; Liliaceae), once regarded as a poisonous plant but apparently only slightly toxic, was formerly known as dollwurz (crazy plant). It was included among the aconite plants under the name Aconitum pardalianches. Because the folk name dollwurz was primarily used to refer to the root of the deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna) and obviously refers to its hallucinogenic effects, it is possible that herb Paris may be a psychoactive plant that has been forgotten. (Woodcut from Fuchs, Läebliche abbildung und contrafaytung aller kreüter, 1545)
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White monkshood (Aconitum septentrionale).



The harvesting of the roots is often accompanied by magical rites. The arrow poisons are usually produced using other substances as well. The Ainu, the original inhabitants of Japan, combined the principal ingredient with the leaves of Artemisia vulgaris, the toxin of the Japanese puffer fish (Dasyatis akajei Müller et Henle), and even Nicotiana tabacum (Bisset 1976). The notorious fugu fish provided an additional ingredient for an especially powerful arrow poison (Bisset 1976, 91; cf. zombie poison). The manner in which the Ainu tested whether the poison was usable and potent enough provides an interesting fact for explaining the effects of Aconitum in witches’ ointments. They made a small cut in the thenar below the thumb and held a freshly cut root tuber against this. The poison caused the thumb to become numb and (temporarily) paralyzed. An experienced poison maker could evaluate the effectiveness of the root by the duration of its effects (Bisset 1976, 91).

Constituents

Most aconite species contain the very toxic aconitine alkaloids as well as the slightly toxic alkamines. Those species that are used for medicinal purposes have higher amounts of alkamines, whereas the species used to produce arrow poisons contain higher amounts of aconitines (Bisset 1976).

In China, the roots of feng-feng, or the plant Siler divaricatum (Turcz.) Benth. et Hook. f. (Umbelliferae), were once used as an antidote for aconite poisoning. But it has been said that the root of this plant “produces madness” (Schultes and Hofmann 1992, 56*). Although it has sometimes been claimed that Siler divaricatum is psychoactive, there is no evidence supporting this assertion.
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This ancient Chinese representation of various aconite species is from the Ch’ung-hsiu cheng-ho pen-ts’ao.
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“Arrows are prepared with the juice of aconite. They very quickly kill that which they hit.”

AVICENNA CANON MEDIC

(1608)


Acorus calamus Linnaeus

Calamus, Sweet Flag

Family

Araceae (Arum Family)20

Forms and Subspecies

Several varieties have been described, reflecting differences in the genomes and geographical distribution (Motley 1994, 397):

Acorus calamus var. americanus (Raf.) Wulff (North America, Siberia)

Acorus calamus var. angustatus Bess. (southeast Asia, Japan, Taiwan)

Acorus calamus var. calamus L. (Eurasia)

Acorus calamus var. verus L. (tetraploid form)

Acorus calamus var. vulgaris L. (Europe, India, Himalayas)

Synonyms

Acorus aromaticus Gilb.

Acorus odoratus Lam.

Acorus vulgaris L.

Acorus vulgaris (Willd.) Kerner

Folk Names

Ackermagen, ackerwurtz, ackerwurz, acore, acore aromatique, acore odorant, acore vrai, acori, acoro, acoro verdadero, acrois, ajîl-i-turkî (Persian), akoron (Greek), aksir-i-turki, a-notion ao-titara, bach, bacha, bajegida (Kannada), beewort, belle angélique, bhadra (Sanskrit), bhuta-nashini (Sanskrit), boja, bojho (Nepali), bueng, calamo aromatico, calamus, canna cheirosa, chalmis, ch’ang (Chinese), ch’ang-jung, ch’ang-p’u, cinnamon sedge, dálau, dárau, déngau, deutscher ingwer, deutscher zittwer, erba cannella, erba di Venere (Italian,“plant of Venus”), flagroot, galanga des marais, ganghilovaj (Gujarati), gewürzkalmus, ghorabach, gladdon, gora vatch (Hindi), iggur, ighir jammu, jerangau, kahtsha itu (Pawnee, “medicine that lies in the water”), kalmoes, kalmuß, karmes, karmsen, kaumeles, ki we swask, kni (Egyptian), kolmas, kolmes, lubigan (Tagalog), magenwurz, Mongolian poison, moskwas’wask, muskrat root, muskwe s uwesk, musquash, myrtle flag, myrtle grass, myrtle sedge, nabuguck (Chippewa), nagenwurz, pai-ch’ang, peze boao ka (Osage, “flat plant”), pine root, pow-e-men-artic (“fire root”), rat root, reed acorus, roseau aromatique, roseau odorant, safed-bach (Hindi), schiemen, schiemenwurz, schwertenwurzel, sete, shui-ch’ang-p’u, shyobu (Japanese), sih kpetawote, sinkpe tawote (Lakota, “food of the muskrat”), sunkae (Lakota, “dog penis”), sweet calomel, sweet cane, sweet cinnamon, sweet flag, sweet flagroot, sweet grass, sweet myrtle, sweet rush, sweet segg, tatar, themeprü (Assamese), ugragandha (northern India), vaambu, vacha, vaj, vasa (Telugu), vasambu (Tamil), vash (Arabic), vashampe (Malayalam), vekhand (Marathi), venerea (Roman), venuspflanze, Venus plant, wada-kaha, warch, watchuske mitsu in, water flag, wechel, weekas, wee-kees, wehkes (“muskrat root”), wekas, wika, wike, wiken, wye (Kashmiri), yellow flag, zehrwurzrhizome, zwanenbrood (Dutch, “swan bread”)

History

The history of calamus is still largely unknown. It is more than questionable whether the akoron of Dioscorides was actually calamus (Schneider 1974, 1:42*). In ancient times, it was believed that akoron was indigenous to the legendary gardens of Colchis (on the Balkan Peninsula on the Black Sea). Whether calamus was used as an aphrodisiac in ancient times, as it is in modern Egypt, cannot be determined with certainty. But if the ancient names do in fact refer to calamus, then it is likely that it was used for this purpose (cf. Pliny, Natural History 25.157).21 In Italy, it is still regarded as a “plant of Venus” (Samorini and Festi 1995, 33). The “calamus” of the Bible is now interpreted as Andropogon aromaticus L. or Cymbopogon spp. (cf. Cymbopogon densiflorum). Remnants of Acorus calamus were reportedly found in the tomb of Tutankhamun (Motley 1994, 400; cf. also Germer 1985, 238f.*). It has also been suggested that calamus was an ingredient in some witches’ ointments.

Chinese sources contain what may be the oldest reference to sweet flag. The related but smaller species Acorus gramineus Soland. (p’u) was mentioned in the ancient Chinese Shih Ching, or the Book of Songs (ca. 1000–500 B.C.E.) (Keng 1974, 403*).

In Europe, sweet flag was well known during the late Middle Ages and has been esteemed as a medicinal plant since that time. It is not known whether it was present in pre-Columbian America. In any case, North American Indians became aware of its hallucinogenic effects as a result of ethnobotanical research (Motley 1994). The notion that calamus can have hallucinogenic effects was first published by Hoffer and Osmond (1967, 55f.*).

Distribution

Sweet flag is apparently indigenous to Central Asia or India (Motley 1994) and is common on Sri Lanka and in the Himalayas. It has spread throughout the world as a result of cultivation (Hooper 1937, 80*). The plant was not introduced into central Europe until the sixteenth century; since then, it has established itself along creeks and slow-moving bodies of water and in lakes.
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The botany of Acorus calamus was not clarified until quite recently. Its most characteristic feature is the almost phalluslike inflorescence. (Engraving from Pereira, De Beginselen der Materia Medica en der Therapie, 1849)



“A Penobscot Indian had the following dream: A muskrat told him that it was a root and where it could be found. When the man awoke, he went in search of the muskrat root and made it into a medicine. In this way, he healed his people of the plague.”

FRANK G. SPECK

MEDICINE PRACTICES OF THE NORTHEASTERN ALGONQUIANS (1917)

Cultivation

Calamus is propagated vegetatively by planting divided pieces of the rhizomes or scions with shoots. Calamus requires a marshy or very moist location. It can also survive in still water and does particularly well along the moist margins of ponds.

In North America, the muskrat (Ondatra zibethica) appears to have played a substantial role in increasing the range and occurrence of the plant. The animal is “magically” attracted to the rhizome and not only eats the rhizomes of the fresh plant but also collects parts of these and stores them for future use. Under the proper conditions, these pieces may then produce new roots. It is possible that the muskrat’s characteristic scent may be due in no small part to its consumption of calamus (Morgan 1980, 237).

Appearance

Calamus is a perennial plant that may grow as tall as 120 cm. The rootstock (rhizome) spreads by creeping. The light to lushly green leaves are gladiate (like a sword blade) and distichous (in two rows). Rubbing them releases the typical calamus scent. The tiny, inconspicuous yellow-green flowers are attached to a spadix 5 to 8 cm in length. In its area of origin (India), sweet flag blossoms from April to June; in central Europe, from June to July.

The very similar but considerably smaller species Acorus gramineus Soland. is found throughout Asia. It is easily recognized by its very small leaves (10 to 20 cm in length), which also exude the typical calamus aroma when rubbed.

In North America, calamus is often confused with Iris pseudacorus L., commonly known as yellow flag, and Iris versicolor L., known as blue flag (Motley 1994, 400).

Psychoactive Material

—Rhizome (rhizoma calami, calami rhizoma, calamus root)

—Calamus oil (calami aetheroleum, oleum calami)

Preparation and Dosage

Calamus oil is used as an aromatic additive to snuff powders and snuffing tobacco (see Nicotiana tabacum) (Hooper 1937, 80*) and in alcoholic beverages (spirits, alcohol, beer) (Motley 1994, 398).

A tea (infusion or decoction) from chopped rootstock (1 teaspoon per cup) can be drunk to treat feelings of weakness, nervousness, and stomach and intestinal cramps and as a nervine or aphrodisiac (Frohne 1989). A strong decoction can also be used as a bath additive. Calamus is an ingredient in many bitter cordials (cf. theriac).

According to some North American Indians, an amount of calamus equivalent in size to a finger is sufficient to produce psychoactive effects. However, very high dosages (200 to 300 g of dried roots) have also been tested.

Ritual Use

In ancient China, calamus was clearly used in shamanism. However, this may have been the smaller species (Acorus gramineus Soland. or Acorus gramineus Soland. var. pusillus (Sieb.) Engl.) known as ch’ang-p’u (also shi chang pu). Mêng Shen wrote:

Those who wish to see spirits use the raw ma fruits [Cannabis sativa], ch’ang-p’u [Acorus gramineus], and k’uei-chiu [Podophyllum pleianthum Hance, syn. Dysosma pleiantha (Hance) Woods.; cf. Podophyllum peltatum], ground in equal amounts, and make these into pills the size of a marble and take these every day when they look into the sun. After a hundred days, they will be able to see spirits. (Li 1978, 23*)

In China, calamus is one of the oldest auspicious plants. It is said that the Taoist An-ch’isheng used wild calamus as an elixir, which caused him to become not only immortal, but invisible as well. Unfortunately, the methods of preparing and ingesting calamus for this purpose have not been passed down to us. Bundles of calamus leaves, together with Artemisia vulgaris (cf. Artemisia spp.), are still used as talismans during the dragon boat festival, and they are hung over the house door to protect against evil spirits (Motley 1994, 402).
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The small Chinese relative of calamus (Acorus gramineus).
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The characteristic inflorescence of calamus (Acorus calamus).



In Kashmir, the root is regarded as auspicious and should be the first thing a person looks upon on the morning of the traditional new year’s festival (navroj) (Shah 1982, 299*). Indian snake charmers use pieces of calamus root to charm cobras (Motley 1994, 403).

Many North American Indians regard calamus as a panacea and tonic. The Iroquois used the root to detect witches and evil magic. Many Indians of the Northeast woodlands believe that the root has apotropaic effects and consequently hang it in the house or sew it into their children’s clothing. The “spirits of the night” (nightmares) then stay away. The Winnebago, Ponca, Pawnee, Omaha, and Dakota make garlands of calamus grass that are used in secret rites (wakan wacipi, “sacred dance”) and as hunting talsimans (Howard 1953; Morgan 1980, 235). The Chippewa combine calamus with Aralia nudicaulis L. and then boil a decoction in which they soak their fishing nets to ensure a good catch or to chase away rattlesnakes (Motley 1994, 404).

The Cheyenne use calamus roots as incense in their sweat lodge ceremonies. They simply toss pieces of the root onto the glowing stones in the sweat lodge. The smoke is said to be cleansing and beneficial to health. Pieces of calamus root as well as calamus leaves are also occasionally added to smoking mixtures or mixed with tobacco (Nicotiana spp.) (cf. kinnikinnick).

The Cree reputedly used calamus roots as a hallucinogen. It is said that they chewed a piece of root as long as a finger. The accuracy of this information, which has been repeated often in the psychedelic literature, is somewhat in doubt (cf. Morgan 1980; Ott 1993*; Schultes and Hofmann 1995*), as all experiments with American calamus—even those involving very high dosages (up to 300 g of rhizomes!)—have been completely unsuccessful. If the Cree did indeed possess a hallucinogen, it probably was not Acorus calamus. One Cree name for calamus—or, as the source notes, a very similar plant—is pow-e-men-artic, “fiery pepper root.” The Cree frequently placed pieces of calamus root, which they called wee-kees (muskrat root), in their medicine bundles (Johnston 1970, 308*).

Amazingly, several evangelical churches in Lutheran parishes burned calamus in the 1950s as an incense during Easter (Motley 1994, 402).

Artifacts

A section of naturalist North American poet Walt Whitman’s (1819–1892) renowned collection of poems Leaves of Grass bears the heading “Calamus.” It is possible that the poems contained within this section were inspired by calamus or its effects (Morgan 1980, 235f.).

Medicinal Use

In the Ayurvedic system of medicine, calamus is used to treat sleeplessness, melancholy, neuroses, epilepsy, hysteria, memory loss, and fever (Vohora et al. 1990, 53). Calamus is used together with saffron (see Crocus sativus) and milk to induce labor (Motley 1994, 403). Nepali Sherpas use a paste made from fresh rootstock as an antiseptic agent to treat wounds in animals (Bhattarai 1989, 47*). The Nepalis use the root for colds and coughs (Manandhar 1980, 9*) and as a tonic for the nerves (Singh et al. 1979, 188*). In Ayurvedic and Tibetan medicine, calamus is an important psychoactive plant: “Vacha literally means ‘speak’ and describes the power of the word, the intelligence, or the self-expression that is stimulated by this medicinal plant” (Lad and Frawley 1987, 175*).
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Calamus is an exotic plant that is also commonly referred to as sweet flag. For centuries, it was known in the West only in the form of its rhizome. Herbals listed it under the name “Acorus of the apothecaries.” The illustrations in these books were based primarily upon the artists’ imaginations. (Woodcut from Lonicerus, Kreuterbuch, 1679)



It is for this reason that calamus root, when used as incense, has the effect of illuminating and strengthening the mind. It is often found in Tibetan incense mixtures that are burned to strengthen the nerves and to increase meditative concentration. It is also regarded as a rejuvenation tonic and as “nourishment for the Kundalini serpent” (Lad and Frawley 1987, 176*).

In the forest regions and neighboring plains of North America, calamus is a medicine that the Indians use for a great number of purposes. Decoctions of the root are used to treat stomach and intestinal ailments, digestive difficulties, and cramps. Fresh pieces of the root are chewed for headaches, colds, sore throats, and bronchitis. Dried, the root is also used to prepare a medicinal and ritual snuff (Morgan 1980).

Calamus is smoked or burned as incense to treat headaches, coughs, and colds (Motley 1994, 404). The Blackfeet, who obtained calamus roots via long trade routes, used it as an abortifacient. The root was chewed as a cure-all. To treat headaches, the Blackfeet would burn a mixture of ground root and tobacco (Nicotiana spp.) and inhale the smoke (Johnston 1970, 307f.*). The Chippewa manufactured a medicine from calamus root, the bark of Xanthoxylum americanum Mill., the root cortex of Sassafras albidum, and the root of Asarum canadense L.22 to treat colds and bronchitis (Morgan 1980, 240).

In traditional Chinese medicine, the rootstock of Acorus gramineus is used to treat forgetfulness, lack of concentration, hearing difficulties, buzzing in the ears, epilepsy, mental illnesses, sensations of being full in the stomach, and gastritis (Paulus and Ding 1987, 128*).

Constituents

Calamus root contains high levels of essential oil with decadienal, caryophyllene, humulene, curcumene, and β-asarone as well as the bitter principles acorone, neoacorone, and acorine, tanning agents, and mucilage (Chinese calamus contains α-asarone and β-asarone as well as eugenol, safrole, α-humulene, sekishone, etc.). The essential oil of Acorus calamus var. americanus is devoid of β-asarone (Motley 1994, 407). Plants from India contain especially high concentrations of asarone (Baxter et al. 1960; Vohora et al. 1990). Indian plants have also been reported to produce psychotropic effects (Motley 1994, 405).

Calamus

“In paths untrodden,

In the growth by margins of pond-waters,

Escaped from the life that exhibits itself,

From all the standards hitherto publish’d, from the pleasures, profits, conformities,

Which too long I was offering to feed my soul,

Clear to me now standards not yet publish’d, clear to me that my soul,

That the soul of the man I speak for rejoices in comrades,

Here by myself away from the clank of the world,

Tallying and talk’d to here by tongues aromatic. . . .”

WALT WHITMAN

LEAVES OF GRASS

(1900)
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The yellow gladiolus was once known as Acorus vulgaris, or common calamus. This was intended to distinguish it from the “calamus of the apothecaries,” the true calamus. (Woodcut from Fuchs, Läebliche abbildung und contrafaytung aller kreüter, 1545)



The rhizomes of Acorus gramineus contain high amounts of essential oil, consisting of αasarone, β-asarone, eugenol, safrole, α-humulene, sekishone, and other constituents (Paulus and Ding 1987, 128*).

Effects

Asarone is regarded as the inebriating principle in the raw drug23 (Baxter et al. 1960; Motley 1994, 399). Laboratory experiments have verified its effects upon the central nervous system (Vohora et al. 1990). It also has inebriating effects, which are presumably due to a metabolite, TMA or trimethylmethamphetamine (cf. Myristica fragrans). The essential oil has tonic effects, strengthens the stomach, and relieves cramps. It also has antibacterial effects. β-asarone is also reputed to have toxic and carcinogenic effects. Pharmacologically, asarone is said to act in a manner similar to papaverine (Motley 1994, 405).


[image: ]

Asarone
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Eugenol



The assertion that calamus is hallucinogenic appears to be due more to wishful thinking than to actual experiences with the plant. Even with very high dosages (up to 100 g of decocted, dried rhizomes), I have been unable to detect any type of hallucinogenic, psychedelic, entheogenic, or other visionary effect. Instead, the effects of asarone appear to be more sedative in nature. I also am unaware of any experimentally inclined psycho-nauts who have been able to report successful experiments with calamus. In my opinion, calamus can be stricken from the list of so-called legal highs, at least until new evidence of its psychoactivity appears.

Commercial Forms and Regulations

Calamus root (rhizoma calami) can be obtained in herb shops and pharmacies. Calamus oil has been taken off the market because of its (doubtful) carcinogenic effects (Motley 1994, 407). In Germany, calamus is allowed to be used as an aromatic agent for schnapps and similar items as long as the amount of asarone per liter of the beverage it is added to does not exceed 1 mg (Roth et al. 1994, 92*).
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Agave spp.

Agaves, Mezcal Plants

Family

Agavaceae (Century Plant Family; Zander 1994, 95*), previously Liliaceae (Lily Family)

Forms and Subspecies

There are approximately 136 species in the genus Agave in Mexico and neighboring regions (Gentry 1982). Many of the larger species are ethnobotanically and ethnopharmacologically significant.

Species used in the manufacture of fermented beverages (pulque, suguí, tesgüino, tizwin, mesagoli) and distilled spirits (tequila, mescal, pisto):

Agave americana L. (century plant, teometl, mescale)

Agave americana L. var. expansa (Jacobi) Gentry (mescal maguey)

Agave asperimma Jacobi

Agave atrovirens Karw. ex Salm. (maguey, metl, tlacametl)

Agave bocicornuta Gentry (mescal luchuguilla, sa’pulí)

Agave cerulata Trel. ssp. dentiens (Trel.) Gentry

Agave durangensis Gentry

Agave ferox Koch (maguey)

Agave hookeri Jacobi

Agave latissima Jacobi [syn. Agave macroculmis Tod., A. coccinea hort. non Roezl ex Jacobi]

Agave mapisaga Trel. (maguey manso, maguey mapisaga)

Agave mescal Koch (mescal agave)

Agave multifilifera Gentry (chahuí)

Agave pacifica Trel. (mescal del monte, mescal casero, gusime)

Agave palmeri Engelm.

Agave parryi Engelm.

Agave polianthiflora Gentry (ri’yéchili)

Agave potatorum Zucc. [syn. Agave scolymus Karw.] (tlacametl)

Agave potatorum Zucc. var. verschaffeltii (Lem.) Berger [syn. Agave verschaffeltii Lem.] (tlacametl)

Agave rhodacantha Trel.

Agave salmiana Otto ex Salm-Dyck [syn. Agave atrovirens Karw. var. salmiana (Otto ex SD.) Trel., Agave atrovirens Trel. and “of authors” (Gentry 1982, 13)] (maguey de pulque, tlacametl)

Agave shrevei Gentry (mescal blanco, o’tosá)

Agave tequilana Weber (tequila agave, maguey, blue agave)

Agave tequilana Weber cv. Azul (“blue variety”)

Agave vivipara L. [syn. Agave angustifolia Haw.] (babki, mescal de maguey)

Agave weberi Cels

Agave wocomahi Gentry (mescal verde, ojcome, pine maguey)

Agave zebra Gentry

For fibers, medicines, and sacrificial thorns (pencas):

Agave americana L.

Agave sisalana Perrine (henequen, sisal agave, kih)

Agave fourcroydes Lem. [syn. Agave ixtlioides Lem.] (henequen agave)

Folk Names

Agave, century plant, chupalla, henequen, maguei, maguey, mescal plant, meskalpflanze, metl, mezcal plant, pita

For the fermented juice:

Agave wine, iztac octli, mesagoli, mescal beer, metl, octli, pulque, suguí, tesgüino, tizwin, vino mescal, wine

For the distilled liquor:

Agave schnapps, mescal, mezcal, pisto, tequila, tuché (Huichol), vino mescal

History

Roasted remains of agaves, dated to approximately 8,000 years ago, have been recovered from the caves of Tehuacán (Mexico) (Wolters 1996, 28*). In prehistoric times, agave was already playing an important role as a source of food, inebriants, and materials in Mexico and the American Southwest. Some agaves were even used as poisons to stun fish in isolated bodies of water (Bye et al. 1975). The Mexican agaves were first described around 1577 by Francisco Hernández. The Conquistadors also remarked about the use of the fermented juice (pulque) (Gentry 1982).
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The Mexican Agave salmiana is the most important species used to produce pulque and tequila.
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In Yucatán (Mexico), great quantities of fibers obtained from the leaves of the sisal agave (Agave sisalana) are used to produce a variety of fiber products. This species can also be used to produce inebriating beverages. (Plantation at San Antonio Tehuitz, Yucatán)
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The inflorescence of the century plant (Agave americana) develops when the plant is about fourteen years old. Afterward, the plant dies.




What Is Mescal?

The name mescal has created a great deal of terminological confusion about both psycho-active plants and their products.

The term is used to refer to a type of agave (the mescal agave), while the alcoholic spirits that are distilled from this species are also known as mescal or mezcal.

In southern California, Yucca whipplei Torr. is known as maguey, but also as mescal (Tim-brook 1990, 247*).

Even the peyote cactus (Lophophora williamsii) is called mescal or mescalito, while the buttons that are sliced from this cactus are called mescal buttons or mescal heads. In addition, the seeds of Sophora secundiflora are known as mescal beans.

In the “drug scene,” mescaline trips are often known as mescalitos.

In North America, the species Agave felgeri Gentry is known as mescalito.

With so many associations with the word mescal, it is not surprising that some people are firmly convinced that mescal spirits contain mescaline and are able to induce psychedelic effects.

In addition, it is rumored that the worm (actually a larva) that is contained in mescal con gusano contains special constituents and will induce hallucinogenic effects when eaten. Some people maintain that several worms must be eaten to obtain a sufficient dosage.
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The blue agave (Agave tequilana) is regarded as the best plant for the production of tequila.
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Mayahuel, the goddess of agave, the source of the inebriating pulque drink. (Codex Laud, 9r.)
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Eating the gusano de mescal, an insect larva that lives in the mescal agave, will allegedly produce psychoactive effects.
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Because the mescal worm is purportedly psychoactive and is, moreover, (still) legal, a California manufacturer had the idea of putting this unappetizing little creature into a lollipop.



According to Aztec historical records, pulque was “invented” in Central America between 1172 and 1291, after the Aztecs had migrated from the north (Gentry 1982, 8). Pulque has probably been used for a considerably longer period of time and was known to many peoples and tribes. Pulque and similar alcoholic beverages also played a role among the tribes of northern Mexico and in the American Southwest (cf.beer, chicha). The Apaches, for example, used agave to make fermented drinks (tizwin) that were ritually consumed during tribal festivals (Barrows 1967, 75*).

Today, the Mexican agaves are important primarily because they are used in the production of tequila, and they are popular throughout the world as ornamental plants.

Distribution

The genus Agave is indigenous to Mexico and the American Southwest. Numerous species of the genus are from Mexico and have been cultivated for various purposes since prehistoric times (Dressler 1953, 120f.*).

Cultivation

Agaves are propagated using bulblets (offshoots), which are planted in growing fields shortly before the beginning of the rainy season. After twelve to eighteen months, the plants are transplanted to production fields. When this occurs, all of the roots are cut away from the rootstock (Rehm and Espig 1996, 328*). Agaves are succulents (photo-synthesis occurs according to the crassulacean pattern) and can easily survive long periods without water. Some species thrive in the desert, others in tropical rain forests. Although the quality of the soil is not important, it should be well drained.

Appearance

Most agaves, and especially those species that are used in the production of pulque and spirits, are quite similar and rather uniform in appearance. They are hardy plants with thick, fleshy roots from which the fleshy leaf rosette grows. The lanceolate, cultrate, or hastate leaves are sharply pointed at the ends, and most have serrated edges and a very sharp, hard, woody tip. At the end of their lifetimes, the plants produce a panicled inflorescence on a straight, smooth stalk. The bulblets form in the axils of the flower bracts. From 1,000 to 4,000 bulblets may grow on one inflorescence (Rehm and Espig 1996, 327*).

Psychoactive Material

—Aguamiel (Spanish, “honey water”), the sugary juice that collects in the interior (the shaft) of the plant.

Shortly before the plant is ready to develop its inflorescence, a sap (aguamiel, metl) that is very high in sugar accumulates in the shaft of the plant underneath the leaf crown. This sap apparently ferments as a result of microbial (Pseudomonas lindneri), wild yeast, or fungal activity (Gonçalves 1956). The plant produces the fermented drink known as pulque (also mezcal or vino mezcal) on its own. This process can be artificially controlled by removing a portion of the leaf crown. When this is done, the plant will produce a much greater quantity of the inebriating juice (around 2 liters per day). The plant will produce new pulque daily for up to one month (Bye 1979a, 152f.*).

—Mescal worm (gusano de mescal)

Preparation and Dosage

The plant juice can either be tapped while it is fermenting or fermented in a covered, but not tightly closed, vat.24 Pulque contains 3% to 4% alcohol (Havard 1896, 34*). Various plants have been and still are added to the pulque to improve it and to modify its psychoactive effects (see table).

The Serí Indians of northern Mexico boil the narrow leaves of Agave cerulata Trel. ssp. dentiens (Trel.) Gentry, a plant they call heme, chop them into small pieces, and place them into the carapace of a sea turtle. They then press them with a stone, so that the juice collects within the carapace. The juice, which ferments within just a few days, is diluted with water prior to consumption (Felger and Moser 1991, 223*).

The Tarahumara manufacture suguí or tesgüino from a number of agaves. They boil the leaves in water, press the agave hearts (mescal hearts), or make an extract from the chopped leaves. Fermentation occurs on its own (Bye et al. 1975, 88).

The Indians of Arizona prepared their mescal beer from the inflorescences of Agave parryi and Agave palmeri (Havard 1896, 34*).

Alcoholic spirits (tequila, mescal) are distilled either from the plant juice (aguamiel) or from boiled and mashed leaves. The Yaqui Indians fortify their mescal liquor with the leaves of Datura innoxia. In Mexico, it is also common to use marijuana flowers (cf. Cannabis sativa), sugar, and chili pods (see Capsicum spp.) as additives to mescal (Reko 1936, 64*). Damiana (Turnera diffusa) is also a good tequila additive. In fact, there are a great number of recipes for tequila (Walker and Walker 1994).

It is said that the mescal worm (a larva approximately 5 cm in length) that is added to some mescal spirits should be eaten whole if a psychoactive effect is desired. Two or three worms is considered an effective dosage. Recently, a California manufacturer began producing sugar-free lollipops, each containing a mescal worm.


Pulque Additives

(Adapted with modifications from Bye 1979a, 153*; Bye 1979b, 38*; Bye et al. 1975; Furst 1974, 71*; Havard 1896, 39*; Marino Ambrosio 1966; Kuehne Heyder 1995.)
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In the Yucatán, the roots of one maguey agave (perhaps Agave americana var. expansa) were used as an additive to balche’.

Ritual Use

Among the Aztecs, pulque was a drink sacred to the gods that could be drunk only on ritual occasions. The dosage was limited to four bowls. Men over the age of seventy, however, were allowed to drink until they were inebriated. Sacrificial celebrations were followed by ritual drinking bouts:

And on the following day, wine [= pulque] was drunk and the after-celebration of the festival took place. The wine that was drunk is called blue wine. Everyone drank wine, the old men, the old women, and the chiefs of the nobility, the married, the adults, and the princes of blood and the leaders of the adults. And the first among the ranks of the young who were already strong, they too drank wine, but they drank in secret, they did not show themselves, they used the night as protection, they hid themselves under the grass so that they would not be seen. But if someone discovered them and it became known that they had drunk wine, then they would hit them with a jaw club so that their flesh would swell up, and they would shave their heads as slaves, drag them, kick them, throw them to the ground, and do everything evil to them until it sometimes occurred that they killed them. And after they had quieted their lust, they would throw them down, throw them out of the house. (Sahagun, Florentine Codex 2:34*)
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The Brazilian pepper tree (Schinus terebinthifolius), known as a toxic plant, is used to fortify pulque obtained from agaves.
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The seedpods of the mesquite tree (Prosopis juliflora DC.) contain 25 to 30% sugar and are thus ideal for use as a fermentation agent. Boiled and crushed in water, they yield a fresh, sweet beverage known in northern Mexico as atole. If allowed to stand, it quickly ferments. After one to two days, a beerlike drink results (chicha). The plant is also added to Mexican pulque.
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An early European illustration of the American agave, which was interpreted as a relative of the aloe. (Woodcut from Gerard, The Herball or General History of Plants, 1633*)
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The mescal agave (Agave horrida Lem.); its name is derived from the Aztec word mexcalmetl. (From Hernández, 1942/46 [Orig. pub. 1615]*)



The inebriating beverage was used as a ritual offering and libation for the gods and also was needed for human sacrifices. Before the ceremony, those whom the Aztecs were to sacrifice were required to drink four bowls of pulque, to which Datura innoxia or a decoction of the bark of the incense tree Bursera bipinnata had apparently been added. Once inebriated in this manner, they were allowed to have the priests rip the hearts out of their still-living bodies on the sacrificial altar.

In his 1541 work, Historia de los indios de la Nueva España, Motolinia had already alluded to the addition of ocpatli, apparently Acacia angustifolia (cf. Acacia spp.), and this addition was forbidden in the colonial period. The additive as well as the resulting drink were both known as teoctli, “divine pulque,” or xochioctli,“flower pulque” (Ott 1996d, 428*).

The Huaxtec, who live on the Gulf of Mexico, used pulque in all their rituals and glorified the state of inebriation it produced. Pulque was also used during the sexual magical rites held to honor the erotic images of their gods. Men and women would copulate before the statues as the priests administered pulque enemas to them (even today, pulque is still regarded as an aphrodisiac). Following this, the men and women would perform ritual anal coitus. It appears that the pulque that was used for these purposes was fortified with thorn apple roots (Datura innoxia) (Kuehne Heyder 1995).

Large quantities of spirits distilled from agaves were also consumed in shamanic rituals, especially during the peyote festivals of the Huichols (cf. Lophophora williamsii):

The shaman took a few swigs from a bottle of a potent liquor made from the agave plant, then passed it to me. I matched him swig for swig. Then he picked up the bowl of peyote gruel and took a long drink. I counted the gulps and took the same amount. This continued throughout the night. (Siegel 1992, 28*)

It should be noted that the mescaline contained in the peyote cactus strongly suppresses the effects of alcohol.

Pieces of agave are also used in ritual healing and fertility ceremonies, usually as amulets (Bye et al. 1975, 91). In Aztec sacrificial ceremonies, the tips of the leaves (pencas) were driven as thorns into the skin of the victims. They were also used in raising boys to be noblemen. Anyone who behaved inappropriately was punished using agave thorns (Gentry 1982, 10).

Artifacts

Aztec manuscripts contain numerous depictions of the pulque goddess Mayahuel and the foaming drink itself, as well as of drinking rituals, drinking sacrifices, and libations (Gonçalves 1956). Pulque also appears in Aztec songs and poems (Guerrero 1985).

In Cholula (Puebla), pre-Columbian wall paintings have been discovered that depict the ritual drinking of pulque. Peter Furst has identified the blossoms portrayed in one of the paintings as those of Turbina corymbosa. He has suggested that the seeds of this plant, which produce psychedelic effects, were used as an additive to the pulque (Furst 1974, 71*).

Agaves, tequila bottles, and states of drunkenness resulting from tequila are common elements in the paintings of such Mexican artists as Eugenia Marcos, Elena Climent, Joel Renón, and Ricardo Martínez. Tequila is praised in many Mexican poems and songs (Artes de México 1994).

Medicinal Use

Different agaves find numerous uses in folk medicine. They are used to treat wounds, snake-bites, skin diseases, foot fungus, venereal diseases, toothaches, rheumatism, diarrhea, et cetera (Wolters 1996, 31f.*).

In Mexico, it is widely believed that mezcal con gusano has aphrodisiac effects, as the worm is thought to contain active constituents. And in general, tequila and mescal are popularly associated with sex and eroticism.

Preparations of Agave americana are also used in homeopathy (Wolters 1996, 35*).

Constituents

Agaves contain saponins, steroid saponins, hecogenin glycosides, large amounts of sugar (up to 8%), vitamin C, polysaccharides, and minerals (Wolters 1996, 34*). Agave americana contains saponine, a pungent essential oil, from 0.4 to 3% hecogenin, and oxalic acid (Roth et al. 1994, 103*). Agave juice contains 8% sugar (agavose), essential oil, and some papain. Pulque contains 2 to 4% alcohol as well as large amounts of vitamin C and has 204 calories per liter.

Effects

The effects of pure pulque are similar to those of balche’, chicha, and palm wine. However, there is also a noticeably refreshing component. In a pulque inebriation, one remains clearer than in a beer inebriation. Pulque that has been fortified with Psilocybe spp. is not merely inebriating, but also visionary. Visions of snakes are said to appear with some regularity (Havard 1896, 39*).

Commercial Forms and Regulations

A number of agave species are available in nurseries throughout the world as ornamentals. Pulque is found only in Mexico. The corresponding distilled spirits (tequila, mescal) are sold around the world and are subject to local regulations regarding alcoholic beverages. The best-quality tequila, manufactured using the blue agave (Agave tequilana cv. Azul), is only infrequently found outside of Mexico. Similarly, tequilas that have been stored and aged for longer periods are not easily obtained outside of Mexico.
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“All inebriating beverages, including the hallucinogenic ones, stood under the protection of the goddess Mayahuel, who was originally only a simple farmer’s wife. The myth reports how she wanted to kill a mouse in the fields one day. But the animal escaped, danced fearlessly around her, and laughed at her. Dumbfounded, Mayahuel ultimately noticed that the mouse had nipped on a maguey plant, from which a milky juice was dripping. She collected this juice and took it with her to her house so that her husband could try it. After drinking it, the two of them became cheerful and completely relaxed, and life appeared to them to be pure joy. Because they consecrated the drink to the gods, these thanked Mayahuel by naming her the goddess of pulque, while her husband became Xochipilli (‘flower prince’), the lord of flowers and games.”

AZTEC MYTH

IN MEXIKANISCHE MYTHOLOGIE [MEXICAN MYTHOLOGY]

(NICHOLSON 1967, 69f.*)
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The pulque agave, or maguey (Agave atrovirens Karw.), is known in Aztec as metl. (From Hernández, 1942/46 [Orig. pub. 1615]*)




Alstonia scholaris (Linnaeus) R. Brown

Dita Tree

Family

Apocynaceae (Dogbane Family)

Forms and Subspecies

None

Synonyms

Echites malabarica Lam.

Echites scholaris L.

Folk Names

Chatian (Hindi), chatiun, chattiyan, chhatim (Bengali), chhation, daivappala, devil tree, devil’s tree, dirita, dita (Tagalog), dita tree, ditta, elilampala, elilappalai, maddale (Kannada), milky pine (in Australia), nandani, pala (Malayalam, Tamil), palai, palimara, pulai, saittan ka jat, saptachadah, saptaparna (Sanskrit,“seven-leaved”), saptaparnah, saptaparni, satvin (Marathi, “seven-leaved”), schulholzbaum, shaitan (Arabic,“devil”), shaitan wood, tanitan, weißquirlbaum, yaksippala

History

The dita tree has been used in South Asia to manufacture writing parchment since ancient times (Miller 1988, 20*). The wood was formerly used to make writing tablets for schoolchildren (Gandhi and Singh 1991, 89*). The related species Alstonia venenata R. Br. [syn. Echites venenata Roxb.] was used for similar purposes.

Although the seeds were used in the tantric cult, no traditional use of this plant as a hallucinogen is known (Scholz and Eigner 1983, 77*).

The tree is named after a professor from Edinburgh, Scotland, C. Alston (1685–1760). In Europe, the bark was once sold as a febrifuge and tonic (Schneider 1974, 1:77*).

Distribution

Although the dita tree is from India, it is now found throughout all of Southeast Asia (and Myanmar, the Philippines, and Thailand) (Padua et al. 1987, 14). It also occurs in the tropical rain forests of the east coast of Australia and on the Solomon Islands.

Cultivation

It may be possible to propagate the plant using seeds. The most successful method is to transplant young trees.

Appearance

This evergreen tree can grow to a height of 30 meters. Its bark is rough and gray. The branches are arranged circumambiently around the trunk, so that the crown looks like a parasol. The large lanceolate leaves, which can grow as long as 25 cm, are arranged in clusters of seven. The greenish yellow flowers are small and inconspicuous; the fruits hang in pairs and form thin, slightly undulating or curved pods that can grow to 20 to 45 cm in length. A sticky and bitter sap flows through the bark.

The genus Alstonia encompasses some forty-three species that are found in all tropical zones. Some of these are difficult to distinguish from Alstonia scholaris, and they are presumably often confused with one another.

Psychoactive Material

—Bark, root cortex

—Leaves

—Latex

Preparation and Dosage

In India, when the intended use is medicinal, the bark (which possesses no aphrodisiac properties) is boiled together with rice.

The seeds are preferred when the proposed use is aphrodisiac or psychoactive in nature. Two grams of the seeds are crushed and allowed to steep in water overnight. The next day, the liquid is filtered and drunk. The dosage for aphrodisiac purposes can vary considerably among individuals. It is best to begin with 3 g per person and then slowly increase the dosage (Gottlieb 1974, 33*; Miller 1985, 11*).
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Leaves and pseudoflowers of the dita tree (Alstonia scholaris).
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The bark of the dita tree (Alstonia scholaris) is rich in alkaloids.
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The dita tree (Alstonia scholaris) is both revered and feared in India and Nepal.



The leaves of the related species Alstonia theaeformis (Bogotá tea) are brewed to make a tea that is consumed for its stimulating effects (Lewin 1980 [orig. pub. 1929], 352*).

Ritual Use

The tree is considered “evil” in India. Some tribal peoples do not merely fear the tree but avoid it altogether. They believe that an evil spirit dwells within the tree that can possess any person who walks underneath the tree or sleeps in its shadow. Some also believe that the guardian of the tree can bring death to those who sleep under its branches. These conceptions may be based upon the fact that the tree can induce visions. Because of this negative folklore, however, the tree has also been spared from the destruction being visited upon other tropical trees (Gandhi and Singh 1991, 89*).

The seeds of the tree play a significant role in the sexual magical practices of the Indian tantric cult. Unfortunately, little is known about this use (Miller 1988, 21f.*).

The Australian Aborigines used the latex as an adhesive for attaching ceremonial decorations (such as feathers) to their skins for rituals (Pearson 1992, 25*). It is possible that they also knew of and utilized the psychoactive properties of the dita tree. Apart from this, we know of no traditional usages for psychoactive purposes.

Artifacts

In tantric magic, mantras (magical formulae) were written on pieces of bark parchment that were then used as amulets.

Medicinal Use

The bark is generally regarded as a tonic (Wright et al. 1993, 41). In Ayurvedic medicine, it is also used to treat fever, malaria, lower abdominal ailments, diarrhea, dysentery, digestive problems, leprosy, skin diseases, pruritus, tumors, chronic ulcers, asthma, bronchitis, and frailty. Both the latex and the tender leaves are applied externally to tumors (Sala 1993, 1:97*). In India, the bark and root cortex are boiled with rice and ingested by girls daily for one to two weeks to treat leukorrhea (Bhandary et al. 1995, 152*). In the regions of Ganjam and Godawari, it is used to treat insanity and epilepsy (Scholz and Eigner 1983, 77*), while in Nepal it is used as a febrifuge and to treat malaria (Manandhar 1980, 15*). In Assam, a cold-water extract is drunk to treat malaria (Boissya et al. 1981, 221*). In the Philippines, the bark is used as a tonic and to treat diarrhea disorders of all types. A decoction of the young leaves is drunk for beri-beri (Padua et al. 1987, 14).

The bark of the Southeast Asian species Alstonia angustifolia Wall., Alstonia macrophylla Wall. ex G. Don, and Alstonia spathulata Bl. is also used as a traditional treatment for malaria and as a tonic (Padua et al. 1987, 13). In Africa, the species Alstonia congensis Engl. and Alstonia boonei De Wild. are also made into medicines for treating malaria (Wright et al. 1993, 41f.).

“Once upon a time, in the Western Ghats or hills of India lived a shepherd called Ramu who played the flute beautifully. Every day while his goats grazed in the mountains, Ramu sat under the Chatian tree and played his flute.

Now, in this Chatian tree lived a fierce spirit. When Ramu first came to sit under the tree he was just about to strike him dead when he heard the boy’s flute and was charmed by the melody.

The spirit danced among the leaves and branches. Soon, when he was used to Ramu coming every day, he ventured down from the tree and introduced himself. From then on Ramu would play and the spirit would dance in great happiness. The two became good friends.”

MANEKA GANDHI AND YASMIN SINGH A FOLKTALE FROM MADHYA PRADESH

(1989, 89–90*)

Constituents

The seeds contain hallucinogenic indole alkaloids (alstovenine, venenatine, chlorogenine, reserpine) as well as chlorogenic acid (Miller 1985, 10*). The bark through which the latex flows contains the alkaloids ditamine, echitamine (= ditaine), and echitenines (Miller 1985, 10*; Rätsch 1992, 73*). Ditamine, echitamine, alstovenine, and venenatine occur in all parts of the plant (Scholz and Eigner 1983, 77*).

Most Alstonia species contain indole alkaloids (Majumder and Dinda 1974; Mamatas-Kalamaras et al. 1975). The New Caledonian Alstonia coriacea Pancher ex S. Moore even contains a yohimbine derivative (Cherif et al. 1989). The Malaysian species Alstonia angustifolia Wall. contains thirty-one alkaloids, yohimbine being the primary one (Ghedira et al. 1988). The Australian species Alstonia muelleriana Domin contains a complex mixture of indole alkaloids (Burke et al. 1973).

Effects

The bark is alleged to have aphrodisiac and, as a result of MAO inhibition (see ayahuasca), psychoactive effects. The primary constituent “alstovenine demonstrates MAO-inhibiting effects in low doses and in higher doses CNS-stimulating effects, stereotypy, and spasms. In contrast, the effects of venenatine are reserpine-like [cf. Rauvolfia spp.]” (Scholz and Eigner 1983, 77*). Alstonia “helps retain erection and delays orgasm during intercourse” (Miller 1985, 9*).

The alkaloid echitamine is said to kill the malaria pathogen; however, it is some ten times less effective than quinine. The effects upon malaria have not yet been clearly demonstrated pharmacologically (Wright et al. 1993).

“It was in Tantric India that the seed of the dita tree was first used as an aphrodisiac. Use of the drug was accompanied by an exercise that prolonged erection and delayed orgasm by control of specific genital muscles.”

RICHARD ALAN MILLER

THE MAGICAL & RITUAL USE OF APHRODISIACS

(1985, 11*)

Commercial Forms and Regulations

None
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Anadenanthera colubrina (Vellozo) Brennan

Cebíl, Villca

Family

Leguminosae (Legume Family); Mimosoideae Section: Eumimoseae

Forms and Subspecies

There are two geographically isolated varieties or subspecies (von Reis Altschul 1964):

Anadenanthera colubrina var. colubrina Altschul: only in eastern Brazil28

Anadenanthera colubrina var. cebil (Grisebach) Altschul: in the southern Andes region and neighboring areas (Argentina, Bolivia, Paraguay, Peru, southeastern Brazil)

Synonyms

Acacia cebil Grisebach

Anadenanthera excelsa Grisebach29

Anadenanthera macrocarpa (Benth.) Spegazzini

Piptadenia cebil Grisebach

Piptadenia colubrina Benth.

Piptadenia grata (Willd.) Macbr.

Piptadenia macrocarpa Bentham = A. colubrina var. cébil

Folk Names

Aimpä, aimpä-kid, algarobo, angico, angico do cerrado, cabuim, cebil, cébil, cebíl, cebil blanco, cebil colorado, cebilo, cevil, cevil blanco, cevil colorado, cibil, curubu’y, curupai, curupai-curú, curupaí, curupaù blanca, curupaú barcino, curupay,30 curupáy, curupaytí, guayacán,31 hataj (Wichi name for the snuff), hatax, huilca, huillca, jataj, kurupá, kurupaî, kurupaîraî, kurupayara, quebracho,32 sebil, sébil, sevil, tara huillca, tèék, tek (Wichi), uataj, uillca, uña de gato (Spanish, “cat claw”),33 vilca, vilcas, villca, wilka, wil’ka, willca,34 willka, xatax

The names used for the tree are usually the same as the names given to the snuff that is prepared from it.

History

The seeds of the variety known as cebíl were being smoked in pipes over 4,500 years ago in the Puna region of northwestern Argentina (Fernández Distel 1980).35 Its use appears to have had a particularly profound effect upon the culture of Tiahuanaco (literally, “dwelling of the god”).

Cebíl’s usage as a snuff in the southern Andes is first mentioned in the Relación of Cristobal de Albornoz. Use as an additive to maize beer (chicha) was first described by Polo de Ondegardo in 1571. The Mataco Indians are said to have brewed a vino de cebil (cebíl wine) even during the twentieth century.

It is uncertain whether the reports about the use of villca seeds that have come to us from the colonial period actually do refer to the seeds of Anadenanthera colubrina. Even today, other trees are also referred to as vilca (Acacia visco Lorentz ex Griseb., Aspidosperma quebracho-blanco).

Distribution

See “Forms and Subspecies” (above). In the region of Salta (northwestern Argentina), entire forests of cebíl trees stretch across the mountains and slopes.

Cultivation

The dried seeds can be germinated and then planted. The tree is relatively fast growing and can be cultivated in both tropical and subtropical climate zones.

Appearance

The tree, which grows to a height of only 3 to 18 meters, has a bark that is almost black and often features conical thorns or knotty constrictions. The leaves are finely pinnate and up to 30 cm in length. The whitish yellow flowers are globose. The leathery, dark brown seedpods can grow as long as 35 cm; they contain reddish brown seeds that are 1 to 2 cm wide, very flat, and roundish to rectangular. The tree is very difficult to distinguish from the closely related Anadenanthera peregrina (von Reis Altschul 1964).

In the twilight of evening, the tree “goes to sleep,” i.e., the pinnate leaves fold together, opening again the following morning. The stems of the leaves contain small glands that exude a sweet liquid. Certain types of ants are attracted to this and consume the nectar. At the same time, the ants destroy other pests that might pose a threat to the tree.

The tree is often confused with other species from the same family. For example, according to an oral communication from C. M. Torres, even professional botanists have incorrectly identified one tree found in the San Pedro de Atacama (northern Chile) that is also known as vilca, Acacia visco Lorentz ex Griseb. [syn. Acacia visite Griseb., A. platensis A. Manganaro, Manganaroa platensis (Mang.) Speg.], as A. colubrina.

The botanical identification is not always easy, as the species can exhibit considerable variation. The variety colubrina, for example, can form seedpods that are exactly like those of the genus Prosopis (von Reis Altschul 1964, 11).

Psychoactive Material

—Seeds (semen anadenanthera colubrina)

Preparation and Dosage

The ripe seeds are dried and may be lightly roasted, after which they are ground as fine as possible. As little as 150 mg to 0.5 g of this powder is effective when ingested nasally. One gram (which roughly corresponds to the weight of a large seed) represents a potent visionary dosage.

For smoking, the ripe, dried seeds are lightly roasted and then coarsely crushed. Some five to eight seeds are mixed with cut tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum) and occasionally with the leaves of aromo (Amaranthus spp., Acacia caven (Mol.) Molina, or Acacia farnesiana; cf. Acacia spp.) and rolled into a cigarette. An effective dosage is said to be half a cigarette per person.

When intended for oral ingestion, the seeds or the juice that is pressed from them is mixed with chicha and drunk. Two or three seeds can be boiled in water with the root of Polypodium spp. and drunk. Boiled, the seeds can also be mixed with honey and eaten. Another recipe calls for ingesting six ground seeds with some liquid (von Reis Altschul 1972, 38).

Ritual Use

Before the arrival of the Spanish, villca seeds must have had great ritual and religious importance in Peru, as high-ranking Andean priests and certain soothsayers (umu) were also known as villca or vilca camayo (Cobo 1990, 267*; Salomon and Urioste 1991, 256*; villac [sic] in Arriaga 1992, 31*; von Reis Altschul 1967). One Indian shrine (huaca) was also referred to as villca, vilcacona, or vilcabamba, “place of the villca trees” or “villca forest,” and an especially sacred mountain is known as Villca Coto. The primeval survivors of a great flood retreated to the peak of this mountain (Ibid., 51*). There are numerous other examples of this kind (cf. von Reis Altschul 1972). Moreover, villca also appears to have been a name for enemas.

Villca seeds had great ritual significance as a beer additive in chicha intended for ceremonial consumption. Here, the “juice” of villca was trickled into the fermented beverage and consumed by soothsayers (umu) or “magicians” (= shamans) so that they could peer into the future (Cobo 1990*).

The ritual or shamanic use of snuffs made from this species of Anadenanthera has been documented for the following tribes: Quechua, Piro, Chiriguano, Yabuti, Atacama (Kunza), Come-chingón, Diaguita,Allentiac, Millcayac, Humahuaca (Omoguaca), Ocloya, Mataco (Mataguayo, Nocten), Vilela, and Guaraní (von Reis Altschul 1972).

The oldest archaeological evidence for a ritual or shamanic use of cebíl seeds comes from the Puna region of northwestern Argentina (Fernandez Distel 1980).

The shamans of the Wichi (= Mataco), who live in northwestern Argentina, still use a snuff they call hataj (Califano 1975). The Mataco shamans prefer smoking the dried and roasted seeds in pipes or cigarettes over sniffing the powder. They believe that it is only through hataj that they can penetrate into the other reality and have an effect upon it (Arenas 1992; Califano 1975; Domínguez and Pardal 1938). In recent years, some of the Mataco have become converts to Christianity. When this occurred, they immediately equated the biblical tree of knowledge with cebíl (Arenas 1992). The Mataco, however, regard this not as a “forbidden fruit” but as the fruit of a sacred tree that the shamans use to perform healings. The shaman Fortunato Ruíz has described cebíl seeds as a “door into the other world.” He smokes the seeds with tobacco and aromo—just as his ancestors did five thousand years before. Northwestern Argentina is thus the site of the longest uninterrupted tradition of ritual/shamanic use of a psychoactive or psychedelic substance on the planet.
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The cebíl tree (Anadenanthera colubrina var. cebil) develops long seedpods that open in August and cover the ground with cebíl seeds. (Photographed in the cebíl forests of Salta, northwestern Argentina)
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An opened seedpod of Anadenanthera colubrina var. cebil, showing the bufotenine-rich seeds.
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The seeds of the southern Brazilian Anadenanthera colubrina var. colubrina.



Artifacts

Numerous pre-Columbian objects associated with snuff use (snuff trays, snuff tubes) have been found in northwestern Argentina (Puna) and northern Chile (Atacama Desert). The icon-ography of these objects was influenced by the visions produced by the cebíl seeds (see snuffs). A number of pipes made of clay have also been recovered from the region; the heads of some still contained cebíl seeds.

The petroglyphs and geoglyphs in the Atacama Desert as well as the images depicted on the ceramics of the Argentinian Puna region are clearly reminiscent of cebíl visions.

The hallucinations cebíl can induce appear to have exerted a considerable influence upon the iconography of the so-called Tiahuanaco style. The iconography of Chavín de Huantar is interwoven with similar motifs. The intertwined and entangled snakes that come out of the head of the oracle god can, for example, be interpreted as cebíl-induced hallucinations.

A two-thousand-year-old shamanic textile from the Chavín culture features depictions of seedpods that can easily be interpreted as those of Anadenanthera colubrina (Cordy-Collins 1982*).36 In fact, a variety of iconographic elements in the Chavín culture have been interpreted as representations of Anadenanthera spp. (Mulvany de Peñaloza 1984*).

Several paintings on ceramics from the pre-Columbian Moche or Chimu include depictions of trees. The iconographic contexts and the botanical representations of these trees indicate that they may very well be construed as Anadenanthera colubrina (archaeologists typically interpret these as “algarrobo trees”37 [Kutschner 1977, 14*; Lieske 1992, 155]).

In 1996, the German artist Nana Nauwald produced a painting about an experience with cebíl seeds. Entitled Nothing Is Separate from Me, the painting depicts the typical “wormlike” visions.

The novel The Inca includes a number of descriptions of psychoactive villca use (Peters 1991*).

The Mataco make bags, nets, et cetera, from agave fibers, some of which are dyed using extracts of cebíl bark. The seeds were also formerly used to make armbands.

Medicinal Use

A tea made from cebíl seeds and the root of Polypodium spp. is consumed for digestive problems. The seeds are drunk in chicha as a remedy for fever, melancholy, and other mysterious afflictions. In honey, they are used as a diuretic or to promote female fertility (von Reis Altschul 1972, 38). At the same time, cebíl is also regarded as an abortifacient (78). The resin of the variety colubrina is used like gum arabic (see Acacia spp.) and is said to be effective in the treatment of coughs. Sundried seeds of the variety colubrina are ingested in snuff form to treat constipation, chronic influenza, and headaches (78).

The Mataco use a decoction of the fresh (i.e., still green) cebíl pods as a wash for the head to treat headaches.

Constituents

The seeds contain tryptamines, primarily bufotenine. Some varieties contain only bufotenine (Pachter et al. 1959*). One species described for Argentina, so-called Piptadenia macrocarpa (= cebíl), contains bufotenine (Fish and Horning 1956). Other analyses found that samples of seeds from Piptadenia macrocarpa contained 5-MeOMMT, DMT, DMT-N-oxide, bufotenine, and 5-OH-DMT-N-oxide; seeds from “Piptadenia excelsa” contained DMT, bufotenine, and bufotenine-N-oxide, while seeds from “Piptadenia colubrina” contained only bufotenine (Farnsworth 1968, 1088*). Old samples of seeds were found to contain only 15 mg/g of bufotenine (de Smet and Rivier 1987).

According to an as yet unpublished analysis by Dave Repke, freshly harvested and quickly dried seeds from trees in northeastern Argentina (Salta) contain primarily bufotenine (over 4%) and an additional alkaloid (perhaps serotonin), but no other tryptamines or alkaloids. The same chemist found 12% bufotenine (!) in one of the samples (per oral communication from C. M. Torres).

Whether the seedpods or root cortex contains tryptamines has not yet been investigated. The ripe seedpods do contain some bufotenine.

Effects

The effects of cebíl snuff last for some twenty minutes and consist of profound hallucinations that are often in black and white, less frequently in color. These are not, or are only rarely, geometrical but are, rather, very flowing and decentralized. They are clearly reminiscent of the depictions of the Tiahuanaco culture.

When smoked, cebíl seeds also produce hallucinogenic effects that are very pronounced for approximately thirty minutes and that disappear completely within two hours. Because of the short duration of these effects, cebíl is an ideal drug for shamanic diagnoses. The effects begin with a sensation of bodily heaviness. After some five to ten minutes, visual hallucinations begin to appear when the eyes are closed. These either appear as phosphenes (entoptic or endogenous images of light that the “inner eye” sees in the form of characteristic patterns) or flow together in worm- and snakelike manners. Symmetrical and crystallographic hallucinations are less common. In rare cases, there may be strong visions having the character of reality (experiences of flying, journeys into other worlds, transformations into animals).
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The false villca tree, often mistaken for Anadenanthera colubrina, is actually an acacia (Acacia visco). (Photographed in San Pedro de Atacama, northern Chile)
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Representation of a shamanic or ritual hunt on a Mochican ceramic vessel (ca. 500 C.E.). The stag is “hanging” in a villca tree (Anadenanthera colubrina), which can be clearly recognized by its seedpods and pinnate leaves.
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Bufotenine



Experience has shown that before smoking or sniffing cebíl, it is useful to chew coca (Erythroxylum coca) (or sniff some cocaine). This helps the visions become clearer and also obviates possible side effects.

Commercial Forms and Regulations

None
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An experience with cebíl: “We darkened the room of our bungalow in the rainforest. The powder was relatively simple and unproblematic to sniff into the nose. It does not burn like others (e.g., Anadenanthera peregrina). The slight prickling in the nose is tolerable.

“At first I noticed how my body, especially the arms and legs, became heavy like lead; but the body sensation was warm and very pleasant (it was somewhat reminiscent of the initial effects of ketamine). I closed my eyes and waited for the coming effects with anticipation. After about five minutes, dancing phosphenes swirled before my eyes. The hopping and jumping points of light joined together into flowing forms and structures. It was as if the floodgates of the universe had been opened: Flowing patterns crashed into my field of view. From every point flowed streams and rivers of threads of light that quickly intertwined in and throughout one another, always in and throughout one another. And all this with incredible speed.

“Flowing patterns, yes, exactly the patterns that shoot out of the head of the god of Tiahuanaco! I then knew that it must have been this exact same snuff that had provided the inspiration for the artists of Tiahuanaco.

“The quickly changing patterns turned into a chaotic river of spermatozoa. They twisted and darted and shot in every direction, as if they—almost aggressively—wanted to fertilize the entire universe. After this appeared geometric figures that came forth from the depths of space and fell tunnel-like into my field of view.

“Up until now, I had not seen any colors. But now I had visions in pale color. The speed of the visions decreased, and suddenly they were over.

“As I opened my eyes in the darkened room, the brightness around me suddenly changed. For a moment I felt a trace of nausea. I had to burp, and then everything was wonderful. It was a truly new visionary experience. The effects lasted for a total of about 25 minutes.”


Anadenanthera peregrina (Linnaeus) Spegazzini

Cohoba, Yopo

Family

Leguminosae (Legume Family); Mimosoideae Section: Eumimoseae

Forms and Subspecies

There are two geographically isolated varieties: Anadenanthera peregrina var. peregrina Altschul: northern Brazil to the Antilles

Anadenanthera peregrina var. falcata (Benth.) Altschul: South America (in Brazil, only in the east)

Synonyms

Acacia angustiloba DC.

Acacia microphylla Willd.

Acacia niopa (Kunth) Humb.

Acacia niopo Humb. et Bonpl.

Acacia paniculata Willd.

Acacia peregrina Willd.

Inga niopa Willd.

Mimosa (?) acacioides Benth.

Mimosa acacioides Schombrugk

Mimosa niopo Poir.

Mimosa peregrina L.

Piptadenia falcata Spegazzini

Piptadenia niopo Spruce

Piptadenia peregrina (L.) Benth.

Folk Names

Acuja, ai’yuku, akúa, a’ku:duwha, algarroba de yupa, angíco, angico rosa, angico vermelho, anjico, black parica, bois écorce, bois rouge, cahoba, cajoba, candelón, caobo, cehobbâ, cogiba, cogioba, cohaba, cohiba, cohoba, cohobba, cohobbû coiba, cojiba, cojobilla, curuba, curupa, curupá, dópa, ebãnã, ebena, hakúdufha, hisioma, iopo, jop, khoba, kohobba, niopa, niopo, niupo, noopa, nopa, nopo, nupa, ñiopo, ñope, ñopo, ñupa, parica, paricá, paricachí, paricarama, parica rana, paricauva, savanna yoke, tabaco-rapé, tan bark, yacoana, yarupi, yarupio, yoco, yop, yopa, yopo, yópo, yoto, yu’a’, yu’ä, yupa, yuuba, zumaque

History

Archaeological remains of seeds that were definitely used in ritual contexts have been found in Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Peru, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico (Ott 1996).

The snuff known as cohoba, which is made from Anadenanthera peregrina, was mentioned several times in early colonial sources, e.g., by Fra Bartolomé de las Casas (Safford 1916). In the early sixteenth century, Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés was the first to note that the powder was obtained from the seeds of a tree belonging to the legume family (Torres 1988). The island of Cuba was apparently named after cohoba.

The first botanical description of the tree was provided by Linnaeus in 1753.

Distribution

The tree thrives only in the tropics, where it prefers drier locations such as savanna-like regions (grasslands), open plains, and fallow lands. It grows best in sandy and/or clay soils. In South America, it occurs naturally in Brazil, Guyana, Colombia, and Venezuela. The tree had already been planted on some Caribbean islands prior to the arrival of the Spanish, and it now grows wild in these areas. The relatively rare variety falcata occurs only in southern Brazil and Paraguay.

It is possible that these Anadenanthera grow even in Belize, in Central America (per oral communication from Rob Montgomery).

Cultivation

The ripe, dried seeds are easy to germinate and plant. The tree requires poor and relatively dry soil. It can be started in the moist tropics but quickly dies.

Appearance

This tree grows only to a height of 3 to 18 meters. It has a gray to black bark that is often covered with conical thorns. The leaves are finely pinnate and up to 30 cm long. The flowers are small and globose. The leathery, dark brown seedpods, which can grow as long as 35 cm, contain very flat and roundish seeds that are reddish brown in color and 1 to 2 cm across.

The tree is easily confused with Anadenanthera colubrina.
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A device for sniffing niopo powder from Anadenanthera peregrina, used by the Guajibo Indians of the Upper Orinoco, Venezuela. (From Hartwich, Die menschlichen Genußmittel, 1911)
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The bark of Anadenanthera peregrina is often warty in nature. This provides an easy way to distinguish it from the closely related and very similar Anadenanthera colubrina.
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The typical finely pinnate leaves of Anadenanthera peregrina.
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Pods and seeds of Anadenanthera peregrina, collected in Guyana.



Psychoactive Material

—Seeds

—Seedpods (with seeds)

—Bark (used by the Yecuana; von Reis 1991)

Preparation and Dosage

The ripe, dry seeds are usually lightly roasted and then ground into a fine, grayish green powder that is often mixed with an alkaline plant ash or ground snail shells and other additives (e.g., tobacco). The addition of the alkaline substances liberates the alkaloids (Brenneisen n.d.).

The Otomac collect the seedpods, which they then break, moisten, and allow to ferment. These are then mixed with manioc flour (Manihot esculenta Crantz) and slaked lime from various species of land snails, kneaded to a paste, and heated over a fire. The dried product is ground into a fine powder before being used as a snuff.

The Maué produce their snuff, which they call paricá, from the seeds of the variety peregrina, the ashes of an unidentified vine, and the leaves of an Abuta (Abuta is an ayahuasca additive) or Cocculus species.

The dosage is usually determined by the sniffing instrument that is used.

The indigenous peoples of the Amazon region knew of the technique of caoutchouc production [from the latex of Hevea spp.] long before the arrival of the Conquistadors. The Omogua, for example, used vessels of caoutchouc that they would fill with an inebriating agent [Anadenanthera peregrina powder]. A hole was drilled in the bottom, through which they introduced a tube for removing the inebriant and blowing it in one another’s nostrils. (Pavia 1995, 137*)

The minimum dosage is approximately 1 g of seeds (when applied nasally). The snuff can be ingested in a series of dosages. The ground seeds are also administered in the form of an enema.

Ritual Use

Many tribes use the roasted seeds to manufacture snuffs that are used for shamanic purposes and that hunters also ingest to locate their prey. The Taino made great use of this powder during their healing rituals and tribal celebrations (Rouse 1992; Torres 1988). The shamanic use of both varieties of this species has been documented for the following tribes: Arawak, Guajibo, Cuiva-Guajibo, Maipure, Otomaco, Taino, Tukano, Yanomamö/Waika, Yecuana, Ciguayo, Igneri, Chibcha, Muisca, Guane, Lache, Morcote, Tecua, Tunebo (= Tama), Achagua, Caberre (Cabre), Cocaima, Piapoco, Arekana, Avane, Bainwa, Bare, Carutana, Catapolitani, Caua, Huhuteni, Ipeca, Maipure, Siusi, Tariana, Airico, Betoi, Jirara (Girara), Lucalia, Situfa (Citufa), Otomac, Pao, Saruro, Sáliva, Yaruro, Chiricoa, Puinave, Guaipunavo, Macú, Guaharibo, Shirianá, Yecuana, Omagua, Mura, Maué, Mundurucú, and various tribes in Paraguay.

“‘Piptadenia peregrina,’ he said in a monotone voice, ‘that is the key. ’. . .”

REINMAR CUNIS ZEITSTURM [TIME STORM]

(1979, 205)

Artifacts

The Caribbean Taino carved figures of gods from the hard and durable wood of Anadenanthera (von Reis 1991). Numerous objects of snuff paraphernalia have been discovered in the Dominican Republic (Alcina Franch 1982). One of these is a sniffing tube in the form of a naked woman who is spreading her legs and wearing a death’s-head. In order to use this tube, you must place the skull against your nose. The other end, the opening of the vagina, is used to take in the snuff (Rouse 1992).

A recording of a snuff ritual with epená was published under the name Hekura—Yanomamö Shamanism from Southern Venezuela (London: Quartz Publications, !QUARTZ004, 1980).

Donna Torres has produced a painting of Anadenanthera peregrina (published on the book cover of Ott 1995*).

A science-fiction story by Reinmar Cunis (1979) entitled Zeitsturm [Time Storm] involves journeying between realities, made possible by tryptamine derivatives from “Piptadenia peregrina.”

Medicinal Use

Both varieties produce a resin that resembles gum arabic (see Acacia spp.) in appearance and is used in the same manner. A decoction of the bark of the variety peregrina is used to treat dysentery and gonorrhea. The variety falcata is used to treat pneumonia.

Constituents

The seeds of both varieties contain the tryptamines N,N-DMT, 5-MeO-DMT, and 5-OHDMT (= bufotenine) as well as their N-oxides. Traces of β-carbolines have also been detected (Ott 1996).

The presence of appreciable quantities of bufotenine is characteristic of this species (Stromberg 1954). Only bufotenine could be detected in old seed material (from Spruce’s collection) (Schultes et al. 1977). It is possible that bufotenine may accumulate through the hydrolysis of N,N-DMT and 5-MeO-DMT when the seeds are stored.
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5-MeO-DMT
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β-carboline
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The cover of a German science-fiction novel, in which a drug obtained from Anadenanthera peregrina plays a central role.



The bark also contains N-methyltryptamine, 5-methoxy-N-methyltryptamine, and 5-methoxy-N,N-dimethyltryptamine (Legler and Tschesche 1963). Another analysis found that the bark contains MMT, 5-MeO-MMT, DMT, and 5-MeODMT (Farnsworth 1968, 1088*). The seedpods also contain DMT.

Effects

When ingested nasally, the snuff induces psychedelic effects and produces multidimensional visions. Experiences of ego dissolution, death and rebirth, transformations into animals, and flying are common. The effects of the snuff last for some ten to fifteen minutes, although aftereffects may be noticeable for up to an hour.

During medicinal and pharmacological experiments, it was difficult to recognize the psychoactive effects (Turner and Merlis 1959).

Commercial Forms and Regulations

None
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Areca catechu Linnaeus

Betel Palm

Family

Arecaceae, Palmae (Palm Family); Subfamily Ceroxylinae-Arecineae, Areceae Tribe

Forms and Subspecies

Numerous forms and varieties have been described, although these may represent only local races (cf. Raghavan and Baruah 1958):

Areca catechu f. communis (Philippines)

Areca catechu var. alba (Sri Lanka)

Areca catechu var. batanensis (Philippines)

Areca catechu var. deliciosa (India)

Areca catechu var. longicarpa (Philippines)

Areca catechu var. nigra (Java)

Areca catechu var. silvatica (may be the wild form)

Often, the local people give their own names to the “varieties.” These are usually based upon the appearance and size of the seeds and appear to have no botanical relevance. The cultivated palm is likely derived from Areca catechu var. silvatica.

The people of Sri Lanka make a distinction between the varieties hamban-puwak, which has long oval nuts, and rata-puwak or Batavia-puwak, which produces large round nuts (Macmillan 1991, 427*).

Synonyms

Areca guavaia nom. nud.

Folk Names

Adike, arbor areka, areca, areca nut palm, arecanut tree, arecapalme, arecca, arekapalme, arekpalme, arequero (Portuguese), aréquier, aréquir, arreck, ataykkamaram, avellana d’India, betelnußpalme, betelnut tree, betel palm, buoga, bynaubaum, catechupalme, fobal, fufal (Arabic), fûfal, ghowa, gooroaka, goorrecanut palm, gouvaka (Sanskrit), gurvaca, kamuku, kamunnu, kavunnu (Malayalam), mak, noix d’arec, paan supari, pakku, pakkumaram (Tamil), pan of India, papal (Persian), pinang (Malay), pinangpalme, ping-lang, pinlang, puga, pugah (Sanskrit), puwak, pynan, pynanbaum, sopari (Hindi), supari, surattu supary, tambul, tuuffel (Arabic)

The palm Chrysalidocarpus lutescens H. Wendl. [syn. Areca lutescens hort. non Bory] is often sold as an ornamental under the name “areca palm” (Bärtels 1993, 39*).

History

The name areca, which means “cavalier,” may be derived from the Kanarese word adeke or the Malayalam adakka. In early Sanskrit works, the palm is referred to as gouvaka. It was already mentioned in Jataka and Pali writings. The first description of the palm, however, is purportedly that of Herodotus (ca. 340 B.C.E.). Later, both the palm and the chewing of betel were more or less precisely discussed by many Arabic and European travelers (e.g., Abd Allah Ibn Ahmad, Marco Polo, Vasco da Gama, Garcia da Orta, Abul Fazal, Jacobus Bontius) in their travel reports. The British traveler R. Knox, in his Historical Relation of the Island of Ceylon (London, 1681), was obviously impressed, and he described both the use of the betel nut and its economic significance. The first European pictorial representation of the betel nut is a copperplate engraving by Carolus Clusius in Aromatum et simplicium aliquot medicamentorum . . . historia (Antwerp, 1605).

Distribution

Almost all betel palms have been planted by humans. The origin of the assumed wild form has not been fully ascertained, although it may have come from the Sunda Isles or the Philippines (cf. Raghavan and Baruah, 1958). Since it can thrive only in regions with tropical rain forests, it is limited to such areas in Hindustan, Indochina, Pakistan, Sri Lanka (Ceylon), the Maldives, Madagascar, Egypt, East Africa, Arabia, southern China, Taiwan, Indonesia, Malaysia, Fiji, and Melanesia (Stewart 1994, 39*). Betel palms grow wild in Malabar (India).

Cultivation

The betel palm is grown primarily for its seeds (betel nuts), although it is also planted as an ornamental. Avenues lined with betel palms are typical features of most palaces and parks in India.

The betel palm can be grown in a variety of soil types. Cultivation is performed using pregerminated seeds. The saplings need to grow in the shade, as they may otherwise fall victim to the intense tropical sun. It is for this reason that trees that grow quickly and provide shade (e.g., Erythrina indica Lam.; see Erythrina spp.) are first planted in betel palm plantations.

The palms bear fruit when they are ten to fifteen years of age. Typically, only the ripe fruits are harvested. One palm can bear fruit for forty-five to seventy years (Raghavan and Baruah 1958, 328). Cultivated betel palms are often infected by fungi, especially Ganoderma lucidum (Leys.) Karst. (see “Polyporus mysticus”) (Raghavan and Baruah 1958, 330f.).

Appearance

This fan palm can grow as tall as 25 meters and develop a trunk between 30 and 50 cm in diameter. The loculate fronds grow to some 2 meters in length. The male and female flowers are found in spadices located below the leaves. The palm can produce up to three such spadices, each of which yields 150 to 200 fruits. The ovoid fruits, which can be as long as 7 cm in length, contain one brown, reticulate seed (the endosperm, or actual betel nut) that can weigh from 3 to 10 g.
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In Europe, the betel plant was once regarded as a species of date palm that is able to make a person “drunk.” Although this botanical illustration is inaccurate, the betel nut itself is depicted as it occurs in nature. (Woodcut from Gerard, The Herball or General History of Plants, 1633*)
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Betel palms (Areca catechu) can attain a stately height.
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The tuftlike inflorescence of the betel palm (Areca catechu).
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Betel “nuts” are actually the seeds of the areca fruit (Areca catechu).
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Fermented and colored betel nuts from Varanasi (India).
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Slicing betel nuts reveals the astonishing, fractal-like structure of their natural inner world.
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A typical leaf of Areca triandra, the nuts of which can be used as a betel substitute.



The betel palm is easily confused with the Caribbean king palm (Roystonea regia; cf. Anzeneder et al. 1993, 33*) and with some species of the genus Veitchia, found in the Philippines and Oceania (Stewart 1994, 196*). It is difficult to distinguish from the closely related species Areca triandra Roxb. (India) and Areca vestiaria.

Psychoactive Material

—Areca nuts (arecae semen, formerly semen arecae, nuces arecae); also known as betel nut, areca nut, noix d’arec, puwag

In Sri Lanka (Ceylon), the seeds of the closely related species Areca concinna Thwaites are sometimes chewed as a substitute for the true betel nut (Raghavan and Baruah 1958, 318). In the Philippines, the seeds of another related species, Areca ipot (known as bungang-ipot), are used as a substitute (Stewart 1994, 40*). The seeds of the palm Areca laxa Ham. serve as a substitute on the Andaman Islands, while Areca nagensis Griff is used in Bengal and Areca glandiformis Lam. and Calyptrocalyx spicatus Blume are used on the Moluccas for the same purpose (Hartwich 1911, 529*). In Assam, the seeds of Gnetum montanum Mark. [syn. G. scandens Roxb. (Gnetaceae)], known locally as jagingriube, are chewed as a substitute for areca nuts (Jain and Dam 1979, 54*). In India, the bark of Loranthus falcatus L. (Loranthaceae) is used as a substitute for areca nuts and has narcotic effects. The fruits of Pinanga dicksonii Blume are also used as an areca substitute in India, while the fruits of Pinanga kuhlii Blume are used in the Malay Archipelago for the same purpose (Hartwich 1911, 529*).38

In many areas of India, freshly harvested betel nuts are preferred. In order to maintain their freshness, these may be stored for several months in a vessel full of water. When the nuts dry, they become very hard and can then be chewed only with difficulty. Sometimes, however, even dried betel nuts can be found in the market. These are dried in the sun for six to seven weeks before sale (as so-called chali nuts). In Malaysia, cracked betel nuts are smoked with gum benzoin, which imparts to them a pleasant aroma; these are sold in the markets as pinang ukup (see incense). In addition, whole, ripe, dried nuts (pinang kossi); halved, dried nuts (pinang blah); smoked nuts (pinang salai); and semi-ripened, salted nuts (pinang asin) are also sold in the markets.

Sometimes, nearly ripe betel nuts are harvested and boiled in a decoction of betel leaves (Piper betle L.); pieces of bark from Szyzygium jambolanum DC., Pterocarpus santalinus L., Adenanthera pavonia L., and Ficus religiosa L.; and some slaked lime and oils. This lends them a reddish color (from the red sandalwood) and a beautiful luster. Such nuts have a more aromatic taste and remain soft for a longer period of time (Raghavan and Baruah 1958, 332f.).

Occasionally, freshly harvested, tender, unripe nuts are boiled in a solution of lime, dried, and exported. Cut into slices, these nuts are sold under the name kali (Macmillan 1991, 427*).

Preparation and Dosage

Betel nuts have their greatest ethnopharmacological significance as the primary ingredient in betel quids.

Fermenting the fruits can even produce an areca wine (Raghavan and Baruah 1958, 316). Leaves that have been inoculated with beer yeast (Saccharomyces cerevisiae) are employed for alcoholic fermentation.

One betel quid contains approximately one-quarter to one-half nut. According to Roth et al. (1994, 141*), the maximal individual dosage is 4 g. Eight to 10 g of powdered seed can be sufficient to produce lethal effects.

A dosage of 2 mg of the isolated main alkaloid, arecoline, produces strong stimulating effects. The individual dosage should not exceed 5 mg.

Ritual Use

The most important ritual use of the betel nut occurs in ceremonies involving betel quids (cf. also Piper betle).

In Melanesia, betel nuts are considered magical once a magician has uttered an appropriate formula over them. They then carry the magical power of the words in themselves and can transfer this to a goal (a person, an action, an object). They are often used as carriers of love magic.

In India, the flowers of the betel palm are one of the flowers used as ceremonial offerings. The tree itself is symbolically venerated as Ganesha (Gupta 1991, 79*).

The leaves of the betel palm also have ritual significance. They are used in Buddhist ceremonies and during initiations. On Sri Lanka, watertight bowls are woven from the leaves, and newborn boys are ritually bathed in these.

In Southeast Asia (Indonesia), betel palm leaves are placed before the door of a newlywed couple and attached to their house as a sign of honor (Meister 1677, 57*).

Artifacts

In India, the hard areca nuts are carved into small bottles or containers for storing incense.

The palm is occasionally found depicted in Indian and Thai art.

Medicinal Use

In India, betel nuts are administered primarily to dispel tapeworms (Raghavan and Baruah 1958, 338). Betel nuts were also once a popular anthelmintic in Europe, especially in veterinary medicine (Macmillan 1991, 426*; Pahlow 1993, 430*). They also found use in folk medicine for diarrhea and similar ailments.

Betel nuts are used for a variety of purposes in Ayurveda and Unani, the two traditional medical systems of India and its neighboring regions. They are administered to treat digestive problems and nervous disorders. A decoction of them is also esteemed as a tonic and aphrodisiac (especially in combination with other substances) (Raghavan and Baruah 1958, 338). Similar uses of betel nuts can be found in traditional Chinese medicine and in Cambodia. Malay magicians and poisoners use a mixture of betel nuts and opium (see Papaver somniferum) to poison and rob their victims.

In Iran, areca nuts are mixed with sugar and coriander and administered to induce labor (Hooper 1937, 86*).

Constituents

The seeds contain various alkaloids (0.3 to 0.6%) of a relatively simple chemical structure: 0.1 to 0.5% arecoline (primary alkaloid), as well as arecaine, arecaidine, arecolidine, guvacoline, isoguvacine, and guvacine. Tanning agents (tannins: galotannic acid, gallic acid, D-catechol, phlobatannin), mucilage, resin, carbohydrates (saccharose, galactan, mannan), proteins, saponines, carotene, minerals (calcium, phosphorus, iron), and fat (sitosterol) are also present (Raghavan and Baruah 1958, 335 ff.). When betel nuts are chewed in combination with slaked lime, the alkaloid arecoline is transformed into arecaidine.

Recently, Areca seeds were discovered to contain four new polyphenolic substances (NPF-86IA, NPF-86IB, NPF-86IIA, NPF-86IIB) that may be able to inhibit a membrane-bound enzyme (5’-nucleotidase) (Uchino et al. 1988).

Effects

Arecoline, the primary alkaloid, is a parasympathomimetic. It has stimulating effects, strongly promotes salivation, and has anthelmintic (worm-killing) properties; it can also induce brachycardia (deceleration of the heartbeat) and tremors. Eight to 10 g of the seed can be lethal, death resulting from cardiac or respiratory paralysis (Roth et al. 1994, 140*). The polyphenolic substances (NPF-86IA, NPF-86IB, NPF-86IIA, NPF-86IIB) have tumor-inhibiting and immune-strengthening effects (Uchino et al. 1988). The oil of areca nuts has antifertility properties (Roth et al. 1994, 140*). An aqueous extract strengthens the body’s own immune system (Raghavan and Baruah 1958, 339). As for the psychoactivity of the pure areca nut:
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An inebriating beverage can be produced by allowing the fresh fruits of the betel palm to ferment.



“Its fruits are like nutmegs, when this fruit areca is broken out of its red-yellow mold. It is universally esteemed by the inhabitants of India, from kings to the lowest beggar, because they chew this fruit, both green and dry, smeared with betel flowers and a little lime from shells, more because it is a custom passed down from their ancestors than from necessity.

“And it is true that it imparts a well-scented breath and purple-red lips. It is for this reason that the Portuguese ladies do not wish to kiss any European man, regardless of how disgusting they might not otherwise be, before they have chewed this fruit, or one generally known as betel, claiming that the Dutch or the Germans stink from their throats when they do not chew this fruit.”

GEORGE MEISTER

DER ORIENTALISCH-INDIANISCHE KUNST- UND LUSTGÄRTNER [THE ORIENTAL-INDIAN ART AND PLEASURE GARDENER]

(1677, CH. 8, 1*)
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Areca vestiaria is easily mistaken for the betel palm. Its fruits and seed may also contain the stimulating substance arecoline.



The effects of the common areca nut are only slight, resulting at most in a sense of dizziness that is short in duration. However, there are some forms that can have strong toxic effects. The seed of Areca catechu L. var. nigra from Java (akar pining hitam) produces narcolepsy and sedation and can cause death. Other forms have inebriating effects: such as one from Burma known as “toung-noo,” one from the Moluccas known as “pining-mabok,” and another from Ceylon. (Hartwich 1911, 528f.*)

Commercial Forms and Regulations

“Since betel is nonaddictive, it does not appear on any of the international lists of addictive drugs” (Roth et al. 1994, 141*). Betel nuts are freely sold and easily available in all the countries of Asia. In Europe, they are occasionally available in pharmacies.
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An ancient Chinese illustration of pin-lang, the betel palm, together with its inflorescence. (From the Nan-fang ts’ao-mu chuang [Plants of the Southern Regions], early fourth century C.E.)
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Arecoline



“After a few days, a great festival was to take place. The people came to the festival from near and far. Mongumér-anim [a primeval being, a culture hero] was supposed to kill the pig, but during the night before the festival Mana seduced Monguméranim’s wife. For this reason, he was afraid of Mongumér-anim and would not let his club leave his hands. During the night . . . , when the singing was well under way, Mana used the opportunity to kill Mongumér-anim. He gave him a blow to the head with a club and then fled. . . . The people mourned Monguméranim. His Nakari [the unmarried girls of his totemic group] wrapped him in eucalyptus bark and placed him in his grave. The next morning, an areca palm had grown from the grave, a beautiful, slender tree that already bore ripe fruit and that had previously been unknown. All of the people came by and admired the tree and tried its nuts. . . . From that time on, it has been customary to chew betel nuts.”

NEW GUINEA ORIGIN MYTH

IN DIE MARIND-ANIM VON HOLLÄNDISCH-SÜD-NEW-GUINEA [THE MARIND-ANIM OF DUTCH SOUTHERN NEW GUINEA]

(WIRZ 1922, 10:126)


Argemone mexicana Linnaeus

Mexican Prickly Poppy

Family

Papaveraceae (Poppy Family)

Forms and Subspecies

In addition to the common yellow-blooming Argemone mexicana L. var. typica Prain, there is a white-blooming form that is known as chicalote in Mexico and is usually referred to as Argemone mexicana L. var. ochroleuca Sweet (Martínez 1987, 1050*). Another form that is almost thornless has been described under the name Argemone mexicana L. f. leiocarpa (Greene) G.B. Ownb. (Lucas 1962, 3; Grey-Wilson 1995, 74*).

There is only one named cultivar, notable for its very large and beautiful flowers (Grey-Wilson 1995, 74*): Argemone mexicana L. cv.Yellow Lustre.

Three previously described varieties are now recognized as species in their own rights (Grey-Wilson 1995, 75, 78*):

Argemone mexicana var. hispida Wats. = Argemone munita Dur. et Hilg.

Argemone mexicana var. rosea (Hook.) Reiche = Argemone rosea Hook.

Argemone mexicana var. rosea Coulter ex Greene = Argemone sanguinea Greene

Synonyms

Argemone alba var. leiocarpa Fedde

Argemone leiocarpa Greene

Argemone mexicana L. var. leiocarpa Prain

Argemone mexicana var. ochroleuca Britton

Argemone mucronata Dum.

Argemone ochroleuca Sweet39

Argemone ochroleuca L. var. barclayana Prain

Argemone spinosa Moench

Argemone sulphurea Sweet ex London

Argemone versicolor Salisb.

Ectrus mexicanus Nieuwland

Papaver spinosum Bauhin

Folk Names

Amapolas del campo (Spanish, “field poppy”), Bermuda thistle, bhatbhamt (Hindi), bird-in-the-bush, brahmadanti (Sanskrit), carbincho, cardo, cardo lechero, cardo santo (Spanish, “sacred thistle”), cardosanto, cardui flava, carhuinchu, carhuinchunca, carquincho, caruancho, chadron béni, chadron mabré, chicallotl, chicalote,40 chichicallotl, chichilotl (Aztec), chillazotl, donkey thistle, fischgemüse, fischkraut, flowering thistle, gailshe, gamboge thistle, gold thistle of Peru, guechinichi (Zapotec), h-am (Maya), hierba loca41 (Spanish, “crazy herb”), infernal fig, ixkanlol (Maya, “yellow flower”), Jamaican thistle, kantankattiri (Malayalam), kawinchu (Quechua), k’í’ix k’an lòl (modern Maya, “prickly yellow flower”), k’í’ix sák lòl (modern Maya, “prickly white flower”), kutiyotti (Tamil), Mexican poppy, Mexican prickly poppy, Mexican thistle, Mexican thorn poppy, mexikanischer stachelmohn, mihca:da:c (Mixe), mizquitl, pavero messicano (Italian), pavot du mexique, pavot espineux (French), pharamgi dhattura (Hindi), pili katili (Hindi), ponnummattai (Tamil), ponnummattu (Malayalam), prickly pepper, prickly poppy, queen thistle, satayanasi, shate (Zapotec), stachelmohn, stinking thistle, svarnasiri (Sanskrit), teufelsfeige, thistle, thistley-bush, tlamexaltzin (Nahuatl), tsolich (Huastec, “lost”), XaSáokS (Serí), xaté (Tarascan), xicólotl, yellow thistle, zèbe dragon (Creole, “dragon herb”)

History

During the time of the Aztecs, the prickly poppy was known as the nourishment of the dead; souls would refresh themselves on it in the realm of the dead and in the rain-rich paradise (Rätsch 1985). Prickly poppy is mentioned in numerous documents from the colonial period (Sahagun, Hernández, Yerbas y hechizerias, etc.) and in Europe was already well known by 1597, when it was described by John Gerard. At the beginning of the twentieth century, Chinese residents of Mexico were said to produce a kind of opium from the prickly poppy that they used as a legal substitute for Papaver somniferum (Reko 1938, 94f.*). Today, the dried plant is smoked as a marijuana substitute (see Cannabis indica) and aphrodisiac. In India, the plant is called pharamgi dhattura because of its psychoactive properties, and it is regarded as a sister of Datura metel (Warrier et al. 1993, 169*).

Distribution

The plant is from the American tropics but is now found throughout the world (Franquemont et al. 1990, 89*). It is common in tropical Africa (Lucas 1962) as well as India and Nepal.

Cultivation

Prickly poppy is very easily grown from seed. The seeds may be either simply dispersed in spring or planted in seedbeds. The plant prefers light, sandy soils, but with sufficient sunlight it can adapt to any type of soil (Grubber 1991, 23*). It can tolerate climates that are tropically moist, hot and dry, subtropical, or moderate. Under cultivation, it can thrive for two or more years.

Appearance

This annual plant, which can grow up to 1 meter in height, has several branches and produces a yellowish latex. The bluish leaves are compound and have thorny ends; some are deeply retuse. The flowers, which appear singly, can grow 4 to 6 cm across and have six yellow petals. The four- or six-chambered fruits are heavily thorned capsules that stand erect and are filled with small black seeds. The plants often bear flowers and fruits at the same time. In the tropics, prickly poppy can flower throughout the year.
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The Aztec name for the Mexican prickly poppy (Argemone mexicana L.) is chicallotl, “thorn.” (From Hernández, 1942/46 [Orig. pub. 1615]*)



“And all poisonous herbs are eaten in the Underworld.

And all who go to the Underworld eat prickly poppy [Argemone mexicana].

And all that is not eaten here on the Earth is eaten in the Underworld.

And it is said that nothing else is eaten.”

BERNARDINO DE SAHAGUN

IN EINIGE AUSGEWÄHLTE KAPITEL AUS DEM GESCHICHTSWERKE DES FRAY BERNARDINO DE SAHAGUN [SEVERAL SELECTED CHAPTERS FROM THE HISTORICAL WORKS OF FRA BERNARDINO DE SAHAGUN] (SELER 1927, 302f.*)

The plant is easily confused with the closely related Argemone platyceras Link et Otto (also found in Mexico) and with the North American species Argemone albiflora Hornemann and Argemone polyanthemos (Fedde) G. Ownb. [syn. Argemone alba James]. It is also very similar to the South American (Argentinean) species Argemone subfusiformis Ownb. ssp. subfusiformis, which in the local Spanish is also known cardo santo or cardo amarillo (Bandoni et al. 1972). The blue prickly poppy of Hawaii, Argemone glauca (Prain) Pope, is also very similar and is practically indistinguishable from the white-flowered Argemone mexicana var. ochroleuca. The former, however, has leaves that are somewhat bluer in color.

Occasionally, the prickly poppy may be confused with Mary’s thistle, Silybum marianum (L.) Gaertn. (Grey-Wilson 1995, 74*).

Psychoactive Material

—Leaves

—Flowers

—Capsules

—Latex, dried

Preparation and Dosage

The dried herbage can be smoked alone or in smoking blends. The latex that is tapped from the capsule can be dried and smoked. No information is available about dosages (Gottlieb 1973, 9*). In Urubamba (Peru), gringos smoke the dried flowers as a marijuana substitute (Franquemont et al. 1990, 89*). Further research is needed to determine the appropriate dosages.


Mexican Opium?

Chicalote, el opio mexicano, or chicalote opium, allegedly results when Argemone mexicana is pollinated by Papaver somniferum. This “produces capsules which, in an unripe state, do indeed allow one to obtain a product which, like opium, induces self-forgetfulness and total contentment” (Reko 1938, 94*). Botanical experiments have demonstrated that this is not possible and that the idea appears to have sprung from the author’s imagination (Emboden 1972, 63f.*; Tyler 1966, 278*).



Ritual Use

It is not entirely clear whether the Aztecs or any other Mesoamerican peoples used the prickly poppy for psychoactive purposes. Since it was regarded as a nourishment of the dead, it is possible that its consumption or use may have been controlled or prevented; in any case, its use was limited to the priests. It may have been utilized for shamanic journeys into the worlds beyond (Rätsch 1985).

The prickly poppy was a sacred plant of the Aztec rain god Tláloc, who reigned in Tlálocan, the “kingdom of dreams” (Knab 1995, 67*):

The rain was attributed to the rain god, the rain priest. He created, allowed to fall, scattered the rain and the hail, enabled the trees, the grass, the maize to blossom, sprout up, become green, burst open, grow. Moreover, he was also said to be responsible when people drowned in water or were killed by lightning.

And he was adorned in the following manner: a thick mask of soot over his face, his face painted with liquid cautschuk, he is smeared with soot; his face is spotted with a paste from the seeds of the prickly poppy, he wears the raiment of the dew, he wears the garb of the fog, he bears a crown of heron feathers, a neckband of green gems, he wears sandals of foam, and bells, he has white rushes for hair. (Sahagun, Florentine Codex 1: 4*)

Tláloc was also associated with two other psychoactive plants: iztauhiatl (Artemisia mexicana) and yauhtli (Tagetes lucida; see Tagetes spp.) (Ortiz de Montellano 1980).
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The Mexican prickly poppy (Argemone mexicana) was one of the sacred plants of the Aztec rain god, Tláloc. (Codex Vaticanus 3773, fol. 23)
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The white-blossomed variety of the Mexican prickly poppy (Argemone mexicana var. ochroleuca).
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The typical yellow flower of the Mexican prickly poppy (Argemone mexicana) reveals its affinity with the opium poppy.
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The North American prickly poppy (Argemone albiflora) produces narcotic effects similar to those of its Mexican relative. (Photographed in the Badlands, South Dakota)



Sacrificial foods that included prickly poppy seeds were prepared for a variety of ceremonies (Sahagun, Florentine Codex 2:21*). The Aztecs used prickly poppy seeds to make a dough that was ground so fine that it became a kind of tar. They used this tar to form an image of their (highest) god Huitzilopochtli. During celebrations in honor of the god, the priest would “kill” this image with a spear. Its “flesh,” which was called “god food,” was distributed among the worshippers (Sahagun, Florentine Codex 3:1, 2*).

Artifacts

Numerous pre-Columbian sculptures, wall paintings, frescoes, ceramics, and illuminated manuscripts depict the rain god Tláloc (García Ramos 1994). The prickly poppy, however, does not appear to have been portrayed in any of these contexts (cf. Turbina corymbosa).

The flower painter Hans Simon Holtzbecker (from Hamburg) painted a botanically correct portrait of the plant for the Gottorfer Codex (ca. 1650) (de Cuveland 1989, table 52*).

Medicinal Use

The medicinal use of prickly poppy juice to treat eye ailments is common and is found, for example, among the Mixe and the Maya (Lipp 1991, 187*; Roys 1976, 94*). The Serí Indians of northern Mexico prepare a tea from leaves wrapped in linen that they drink for kidney pains. The tea is also said to dispel the “bad” blood that accumulates during birth (Felger and Moser 1974, 427*). The Pima Indians of northern Mexico also use the leaves to treat kidney ailments (Pennington 1973, 221*); a decoction is drunk for difficulties with urination (Eldridge 1975, 316*). The Yucatec Maya utilize the plant for gallbladder disorders (Pulido and Serralta 1993, 47*).

In Peru, a plaster made of prickly poppy is used to treat muscle pains (Chavez 1977, 192*). The inhabitants of many Caribbean islands apply the latex to remove warts and use a decoction for sleeplessness and other sleep disorders. A tea from the leaves is used for asthma (Seaworth 1991, 128*).

In Ladakh, an aqueous extract of crushed leaves is used externally to treat eye diseases and eczema (Navchoo and Buth 1989, 141*). In Uttar Pradesh (India), the latex is combined with oil and cumin powder (Cuminum cyminum L.) to make a paste that is applied externally as a treatment for skin diseases, eczema, and flesh worms (Siddiqui et al. 1989, 484*). In Nigeria and Senegal, the prickly poppy is esteemed for its sedative effects. Use of the leaves as a sedative was known even in Europe (Schneider 1974, 1:123*; Watt 1967).

In Hawaii, the yellowish latex of Argemone glauca is used to treat toothaches, neuralgia, and ulcers (Krauss 1981, 44*).

Constituents

Although it has often been claimed that morphine is present in the prickly poppy, this information is strongly contested (Blohm 1962, 25*). Nevertheless, the entire plant is rich in alkaloids, with a concentration of 0.125% in the roots and stalk (Roth et al. 1994, 142*). The leaves, stalks, and seeds contain the alkaloids berberine and proto-pine (fumarine, macleyine) (Oliver-Bever 1982, 30). The roots also contain coptisine, up to 0.099% α-allocryptopine (= α-fagarine), chelerythrine, and dihydrochelerythrine. The rather toxic sanguinarine and dihydrosanguinarine are also present in the seeds (Bose et al. 1963). Argemonine was isolated from the leaves and capsules and identified as N-methylpavine (Martell et al. 1963). The entire plant contains the isoquinoline alkaloids (–)-canadanine, queilantifoline, queleritrine, allocryptatopine, (–)-tetrahydropalmatine, reticuline, sanguinarine, esculerine, and meta-hydroxy-(–)-estilopine (Lara Ochoa and Marquez Alonso 1996, 37*).

Effects

Little is known about the plant’s psychoactive effects: “The seeds have a cannabis-like effect and the herb, juice and flowers are reputed to be narcotic in many countries” (Oliver-Bever 1982, 30). There are increasing reports from Mexico of aphrodisiac and euphoriant effects after smoking the dried herbage. The thickened latex has induced potent narcotic effects and delirium.

Commercial Forms and Regulations

The seeds are occasionally available in nurseries or ethnobotanical specialty shops. The plant is not subject to any regulations or legal restrictions.
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The Aztecs used the seeds of Argemone mexicana for ritual purposes and associated them with the underworld. (Photograph: Karl-Christian Lyncker)
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Allocryptopine



“The prickly poppy is so full of sharp and poisonous thorns that a person who has one of these stick in his throat will doubtlessly go directly to Heaven or to Hell.”

JOHN GERARD THE HERBALL

(1597)

“The four of us smoked [the prickly poppy] and did more than just good to ourselves. As the stick was making its second round, an agreeable state of inebriation began in me. My head was blown free, my body was pleasurably warm, and I could feel how my blood whipped through its canals. The circle of friends gave me additional comfort, in particular as they appeared in a special glow in the evening sun. I found myself among beloved people. This feeling did not search long for an expression, but found one with gentle and yet rapid speed. My eyes lost their focus, and all of my other senses were stimulated in the most delicious manner. Even after the time of the bodies, the senses long remained in that fantastic state in which they are forbidden to perceive all those obscenities, to name all those realities, that we normally do. I found it difficult to steer my steps through the streets, to use fork and knife appropriately at the table, to enjoy the wine from a glass. The shortly measured sleep of this night—not much more than four hours—allowed us to experience the morning in complete and rested freshness.”

OSSI URCHS

“EIN GANZ BESONDERS RAUSCH”

[A VERY SPECIAL INEBRIATION

IN ISOLDENS LIEBESTRANK [ISOLDEN’S LOVE DRINK]

(MÜLLER-EBELING AND RÄTSCH 1986, 142f.*)


Argyreia nervosa (Burman f.) Bojer

Baby Hawaiian Wood Rose, Silver Morning Glory

Family

Convolvulaceae (Morning Glory Family)

Forms and Subspecies

There may be an African variety.

Synonyms

Argyreia speciosa (L. f.) Sweet Convolvulus speciosus L. f.

Folk Names

Baby Hawaiian woodrose, bastantri (Sanskrit), chamang-pins-dansaw, elefantenwinde, elephant creeper, Hawaiian baby woodrose, hawaiianische holzrose, Hawaiian woodrose, holzrose, jamangpi-danok, jatapmasi, marikkunni, marututari, mile-a-minute, miniature wood-rose, monkey rose, samandar-ka-pat (Hindi), samudrappacca, samudrasos, samuttirappaccai (Tamil), samuttirappalai, silberkraut, silver morning glory, soh-ring-kang, vrddhadarukah (Sanskrit), woodrose, woolly morning glory

Argyreia nervosa is often confused with Ipomoea, tuberosa L.42 [= Merremia tuberosa (L.) Rendle; syn. Operculina tuberosa (L.) Meissn.], which is also known and sold under the name “Hawaiian wood rose.” Its Hawaiian name is pili-kai.

History

The plant is originally from India, where it has been used medicinally since ancient times. It must have been introduced into Hawaii at a very early date, for its “home” now lies in the Pacific Islands. We know of no traditional use as an entheogen. The discovery that the wood rose is a potent psychedelic is a result of phytochemical research (Shawcross 1983).

Distribution

The baby Hawaiian wood rose is found throughout India and on Sri Lanka at altitudes of up to 900 meters. It is common in Uttar Pradesh (India), both in the wild and in cultivation. The plant is part of the indigenous flora of Australia and also occurs in Africa. It is now planted in all tropical regions as an ornamental or an inebriant (Bärtels 1993, 214*).

Cultivation

The plant is easily grown from seed. These are either planted after having been germinated or placed in germinating pots. The baby wood rose requires a great deal of water and a warm, preferably tropical climate. Unfortunately, when grown as an indoor plant, it almost never develops flowers (and therewith no seeds). It can also be propagated through cuttings (Grubber 1991, 33*).

Appearance

This vigorous perennial vine, which can climb as high as 10 meters, produces a latexlike sap in its cells. The opposite petiolate leaves are cordate and can grow up to 27 cm in length. Their undersides are covered with hairs and have a silvery appearance (hence the name silver morning glory). The violet- or lavender-colored flowers are funnel shaped and attached to cymes. The sepals are also covered with hairs. The roundish fruits are berry shaped and contain smooth brown seeds. Each seed capsule contains from one to four seeds (one dosage).

The genus Argyreia consists of some ninety species (Bärtels 1993, 214*), many of which are easily confused with Argyreia nervosa. It is also easily mistaken for the vine Calystegia sepium (L.) Brown. It is sometimes even confused with the Hawaiian wood rose Merremia tuberosa.

“It struck me that I had remained in the real world during the wood rose session [14 seeds], whereby I understood it much better. As a result, while many of the interesting aspects of a regular trip had remained out of reach (strange worlds, adventures . . . ), the thing had not been nearly as strenuous. If you do not leave the real world, then you will not have any difficulties integrating yourself back into it.”

KRIK, DESCRIBING AN ARGYREIA NERVOSA EXPERIENCE

IN PSYCHOAKTIVE PFLANZEN [PSYCHOACTIVE PLANTS] (SCHULDES 1995, 98*)

Psychoactive Material

—Seeds

—Roots

Preparation and Dosage

Four to 5 g represent a good starting dosage (Ott 1993, 140*). Generally, four to eight seeds (corresponding to approximately 2 g) are considered sufficient to produce an LSD-like experience (Gottlieb 1973, 17*). Thirteen or fourteen seeds are given as a maximum dose. The seeds should be ground before use (Ott 1979, 58*) and can be washed down with water. The seeds can also be chewed thoroughly (Jackes 1992, 13*). The highest dosage that has been reported in the literature is fifteen seeds (Smith 1985).

The seeds are also used in a preparation known as Utopian bliss balls. These consist of five Argyreia seeds, damiana herbage (Turnera diffusa), ginseng root (Panax ginseng), fo-ti-tieng (Centella asiatica; cf. herbal ecstasy), and bee pollen.

The dosage for Merremia tuberosa is also given as four to eight seeds (Gottlieb 1973, 18*); the psychoactivity of this plant, however, is uncertain (Schuldes 1995; cf. Grierson 1996, 88).

Ritual Use

To date, we know of no traditional use of this psychoactive plant (Brown and Malone 1978, 14*). The baby Hawaiian wood rose is a possible candidate for the soma plant, which was described as a vine.

It is unknown whether the shamanic Huna religion used the seeds as enthogenic, magical, or medicinal agents, although this is possible. In Hawaii, poor individuals who were unwilling or unable to pay the exaggerated black market prices for Hawaiian marijuana (Cannabis indica) used and still use the seeds as an inebriant (Brown and Malone 1978, 15*; Emboden 1972*). In contrast, the plant does not appear in the traditional ethnobotany of Hawaii (cf. Krauss 1993).

Today, the seeds are used in the white Australian drug scene as psychedelic agents. It is not known whether the Aborigines ever used them. In the Californian subculture, the seeds as well as preparations made with them are used in sexual magical rituals à la Crowley.

Artifacts

None

Medicinal Use

The plant has been used in Ayurvedic medicine since ancient times. The root is regarded as a tonic for the nerves and brain and is ingested as a rejuvenation tonic and aphrodisiac and to increase intelligence. It is also prescribed for bronchitis, cough, “seminal weakness,” nervousness, syphilis, diabetes, tuberculosis, arthritis, and general debility (Warrier et al. 1993, 1:173*). The baby Hawaiian wood rose is also used in the folk medicine of Assam (Jain and Dam 1979, 53*). Many Argyreia species, e.g., Argyreia pilosa Arn., also find use in Indian folk medicine as febrifuges (Bhandary et al. 1995, 153*).
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The tropical climber Calystegia sepium is often mistaken for the wood rose (Argyreia); the seeds of Calystegia also appear to contain psychoactive substances. (Photographed in Palenque, Mexico)
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The inflorescence of the baby Hawaiian wood rose (Argyreia nervosa). (Photographed on Oahu, Hawaii)
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The effects of the Hawaiian wood rose (Meremmia tuberosa) are said to be similar to those of Argyreia nervosa. (Photographed on Oahu, Hawaii)
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The seeds of Argyreia nervosa are rich in psychoactive ergot alkaloids. (Photograph: Karl-Christian Lyncker)



Constituents

The seeds contain 0.3% ergot alkaloids and are thus the most potent of all vine drugs (Hylin and Watson 1965). The ergot alkaloids agroclavine, ergine, isoergine (= isolysergic acid amide), chanoclavine-I and -II, racemic chanoclavine-II, elymoclavine, festuclavine, lysergene, lysergol, isolysergol, molliclavine, penniclavine, stetoclavine, isosetoclavine, ergometrinine, lysergic acid-αhydroxyethylamide, isolysergic acid-α-hydroxyethylamide, and ergonovine (ergometrine) have been demonstrated to be present (Brown and Malone 1978, 15*; Chao and Der Marderosian 1973b, 2436f.). Chanoclavine-I is one of the principal constituents not just in Argyreia nervosa but also in most species of Argyreia as well as in other representatives of the Family Convolvulaceae. The overall alkaloid composition is reminiscent of that of Turbina corymbosa. The related vine Stictocardia tiliafolia (Desr.) Hallier f. from Panama also contains large quantities of ergot alkaloids (ergine, chanoclavine-I, chanoclavine-II, festuclavine, lysergol, ergometrinine, lysergic acid-α-hydroxy-ethylamide, and ergonovine [ergometrine]) (Chao and Der Marderosian 1973b, 2437).

Effects

Most psychonauts characterize the effects of four to eight seeds as very similar to those of LSD (Smith 1985), that is, entailing typical psychedelic patterns and sensations. Reports describe colorful visions of a mystical nature. The effects typically last for six to eight hours or even longer (Ott 1979, 58*). Argyreia is also regarded as an aphrodisiac: “Following ingestion, the user attains a euphoric state which is soon followed by a pleasant tingling throughout the body that can last for several hours” (Stark 1984, 28*). There may also be mild side effects, including nausea, exhaustion, and subsequent constipation (Jackes 1992, 13*). When taken in high doses, the trip will sometimes begin with intense nausea (Smith 1985).

Commercial Forms and Regulations

The seeds are available in nurseries and are not subject to any additional regulations.

Literature
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Many species of Argyreia contain psychoactive constituents. The silvery leaf is typical of the genus. (Argyreia spp., photographed in Varanasi, India)




Argyreia Species Containing Significant Concentrations of Psychoactive Ergot Alkaloids (Ergolines)

(From Chao and Der Marderosian 1973b; Hylin and Watson 1965; Ott 1993, 158f.*)
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Ariocarpus fissuratus (Engelm.) K. Schum.

False Peyote, Living Rock

Family

Cactaceae (Cactus Family)

Forms and Subspecies

This variable species is divided into two varieties:

Ariocarpus fissuratus var. fissuratus (Engelm.) K. Schum.

Ariocarpus fissuratus var. lloydii (Rose) Anderson

Synonyms

Anhalonium engelmanni Lem.

Anhalonium fissuratum (Engelm.) Engelm.

Ariocarpus intermedius

Ariocarpus lloydii Rose

Mammillaria fissurata Engelm.

Roseocactus fissuratus (Engelm.) Berger

Roseocactus intermedius

Roseocactus lloydii (Rose) Berger

Folk Names

Chaute, chautle, dry whiskey, falscher peyote, false peyote, falso peyote, hikuli sunamí (Tarahumara, “false peyote”), lebender stein, living rock, living star, pata de venoda (Spanish,“deer paw”), peyote, peyote cimarrón (Spanish, “wild peyote”), pezuña de venado, star cactus, star rock, sternenkaktus, sunami, tsuwíri (Huichol), wollfruchtkaktus

History

This cactus, which is usually referred to as false peyote or dangerous peyote (see Lophophora williamsii), was certainly already well known in pre-Spanish times. Colonial sources, however, make no mention of it. Today, it is a sought-after species for many cactus enthusiasts and breeders.

Distribution

This species is found only in southwestern Texas, New Mexico, and northern Mexico.

Cultivation

The plant can be grown from seed; it requires well-draining cactus soil (otherwise, like Lophophora williamsii).

Appearance

Ariocarpus fissuratus is a small tuberous cactus that grows only a few centimeters tall. Its nodes end in pointed triangles, which give the plant a starlike appearance. The flower is pink-violet. The furrows of the variety lloydii are considerably smaller, so it does not have such a jagged appearance (Preston-Mafham 1995, 15*).

Ariocarpus fissuratus is easily confused with the closely related Ariocarpus retusus Scheidw. The Huichol Indians also refer to the latter species as tsuwíri, “bad peyote”; it is known in Spanish as falso peyote,“false peyote,” and may have been used as a peyote substitute. Also very similar, with violet or white flowers, is Ariocarpus kotschoubeyanus (Lem.) K. Schum., which is found in the Mexican states of Durango, Nuevo León, and San Luis Potosí (Preston Mafham 1995, 16*). This species is also known as false peyote or deer paw (Bravo Hollis and Scheinvar 1995, 63*).

Psychoactive Material

—Buttons (aboveground cactus flesh)

Preparation and Dosage

Unknown; it is apparently eaten while fresh or dried until its effects become noticeable.

It is said that the cactus was formerly used by the inhabitants along the Texas-Mexico border to fortify the maize beer (chicha) they called tizwin; it purportedly made them “temporarily crazy and uncontrollable” (Havard 1896, 38*).

Ritual Use

If this cactus has any ritual use at all, it is only as a peyote substitute (see Lophophora williamsii). The Huichol Indians strongly warn against eating this cactus, for it has the reputation of being associated with sorcery (Furst 1971).

Artifacts

A related species of Ariocarpus is depicted on a Laotian stamp.

Medicinal Use

Unknown

Constituents

Both varieties have been found to contain the βphenethylamines hordenine and N-methyltyramine. The var. fissuratus also yielded N-methyl-3, 4-dimethoxy-phenethylamine (McLaughlin 1969; Mata and McLaughlin 1982, 95*). Ariocarpus retusus contains hordenine, N-methyltyramine, N-methyl-3,4-dimethoxy-β-phenethylamine, and N-methyl-4-methoxy-β-phenethylamine (Braga and McLaughlin 1969; Neal and McLaughlin 1970). Other species of Ariocarpus have also yielded hordenine and methyltyramine (Bruhn 1975; Mata and McLaughlin 1982, 95*; Speir et al. 1970).
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The blossoming Ariocarpus trigonus of Mexico, on a stamp from the Southeast Asian country of Laos.




[image: ]

Hordenine
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N-methyltyramine
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An Ariocarpus button, used as a peyote substitute.
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The relatively rare northern Mexican Ariocarpus fissuratus is known as false peyote or dangerous peyote.



Effects

The renowned Huichol shaman Ramón Media Silva described the effects as contrasting with the pleasant effects of peyote: “When you eat it, you become crazy; you fall into the canyons, you see scorpions, snakes, dangerous animals, you are unable to walk, you fall, you often fall to your death by falling from the cliffs.”

The effects of Ariocarpus are said to be very dangerous, particularly for those who do not possess a strong “Huichol heart” (Furst 1971, 183).

Commercial Forms and Regulations

The cactus (as well as other species of the genus) is available in cactus nurseries. Often, however, it is sold for astronomical prices.
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The rare Ariocarpus kotschoubeyanus.
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Ariocarpus retusus, also known as false peyote.
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A rare variety, Ariocarpus retusus var. furfuraceus.
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Ariocarpus trigonus, which resembles an agave or an aloe and also contains psychoactive substances.
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Artemisia absinthium Linnaeus

Absinthe, Wormwood

Family

Compositae: Asteraceae (Aster Family); Antemideae Tribe

Forms and Subspecies

The wild form occasionally differs from the cultivated form. There also are several chemotypes (see “Constituents”).

Synonyms

Absinthium majus Geoffr.

Absinthium officinale Lam.

Absinthium vulgare Lam.

Folk Names

Absint-alsem (Dutch), absinth, absinthe, absinthium vulgare, absinthkraut, agenco, ajenjo, ajenjo común, ambrosia (ancient Greek), apsinthos, artenheil, assenzio vero (Italian), bitterer beifuß, botrys, common wormwood, eberreis, echter wermut, gengibre verde (Spanish, “green ginger”), grande absinthe, green muse, grüne fee (German, “green fairy”), heilbitter, hierba santa (Spanish, “sacred herb”), la fée verte, magenkraut, ölde, rîhân (Arabic), sage of the glaciers, schweizertee, wermôd (Saxon), wermut, wermutkraut, wermutpflanze, wor-mod (Old English), wormod, worm-wood, wurmkraut

History

Wormwood and its qualities were already well known in ancient times. This and other species of Artemisia were sacred to the Greek goddess Artemis—hence their name (Vernant 1988). However, it is uncertain whether the early sources used the Greek name absinthion as a catch-all term for a number of Artemisia spp. or even other plants (asters) (Schneider 1974, 1:136ff.*).

In medieval times, the powers of wormwood were praised in Latin hexameter in the Hortulus of Walahfried Strabo (ninth century) (Stoffler 1978). Hildegard von Bingen euphorically praised it as “the most important master against all exhaustions” (Physica 1.109).

In the sixteenth century, Spanish Jesuits brought the Old World plant, which was known as hierba santa, “sacred herb,” to the entire world, particularly Central and South America (Hoffmann et al. 1992, 37*).

In central Europe, the essential oil (also known as absinthe oil) was distilled from the plant and mixed with alcohol. This drink, known as absinthe, became a fashionable drug, especially in nineteenth-century artistic circles. Chronic use, however, had terrible side effects (brain damage; so-called absinthism) (Schmidt 1915). It is still unclear whether absinthism was due to the thujone or to other ingredients (e.g., heavy metal salts) (Proksch and Wissinger-Gräfenhahn 1992, 363). Because wormwood was an inebriating drug, and because it was also used as an illegal abortifacient (by quack physicians), it was soon banned as a result of “increasing misuse” (Vogt 1981) in France in 1922 (Arnold 1988, 3043) and in Germany in 1923. At about the same time, the “green fairy” (as the psychedelic drink was called) was also made illegal in Switzerland under threat of severe fines and imprisonment (Rätsch 1996). Today, absinthe cannot be (officially) obtained anywhere.

Since the early 1990s, many Swiss “scene” bars have been selling beverages known as die grüne fee (“the green fairy”). These drinks do not contain any genuine and illegal absinthe but consist of other commercial alcoholic beverages. The true green fairy is available only through private channels. No one has been able to explain to me why absinthe became known as the green fairy. One woman conjectured that it might have something to do with the effects, for absinthe is said to carry people away as if they had been enchanted by a fairy. Others suggested that it refers to the often greenish color of the absinthe. One Swiss man informed me that absinthe is the “most psychedelic alcohol there is.”

Distribution

Wormwood is found throughout Europe, North Africa, Asia, and North and South America. Large numbers of the plant grow wild in Valais (Switzerland).

Cultivation

Wormwood is quite easy to grow from its very small seeds. The best method is to sow the seeds in a bed sheltered from the rain and press them a little into the ground. The seeds should be watered with care so that they are not constantly shifted around and their germination disturbed (Grubber 1991, 67*). Wormwood prefers dry soils; it also thrives well on rocky subsoil. Most of the areas in which wormwood is grown for pharmaceutical use are in eastern Europe (Proksch and Wissinger-Gräfenhahn 1992, 360).

Appearance

The perennial, upright, somewhat branched shrubby herb grows to a height of 50 to 100 cm. The finely pinnate, whitish gray leaves are covered on both sides with fine hairs and have a feltlike, silky surface. When crushed, they immediately exude the characteristic aromatic-bitter scent of the essential oil. The spherical, clustery yellow flowers are attached paniculate to the ends of the branches. The flowering lasts from July to September. The stalks wilt in the fall. The root-stock produces new shoots in the spring.
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Wormwood (Artemisia absinthium) can differ in appearance from one location to another. (Woodcut from Tabernaemontanus, Neu Vollkommen Kräuter-Buch, 1731)



“The drinking of absinthe resembles the smoking of cannabis together with the drinking of wine. The secret of the drink lies in the proper proportion of alcohol to thujonene. This leads to a synergistic effect. Absinthe is cannabis in a bottle. I drink it in the traditional manner, with sugar and ice water. But be careful! Strange things happen after the third draft.”

RT/ABSINTH (ENTHEOGENE 5, 1995, 49)

Artemisia absinthium is easily confused with other members of the genus, including mugwort (Artemisia vulgaris) (see Artemisia spp.). Worm-wood is almost indistinguishable from Artemisia mexicana.

Psychoactive Material

—Aboveground herbage (absinthii herba, herba absinthii, absinthii cacumina florentia, summitates absinthii, wermutkraut)

The percentages of constituents in the plant are highest when it is harvested during the flowering season. The dried herbage should be stored away from light.

Preparation and Dosage

The fresh or dried herbage (it is best to use leaves only from the ends of the twigs) are added to boiling water and allowed to steep for five minutes. One g of dried leaves in 1 cup of hot water represents a single medicinal dosage (Roth et al. 1994, 146*).

Wormwood herbage can also be smoked alone or as an ingredient in smoking mixtures; it is also used as an incense, e.g., in smudge bundles (cf. Artemisia spp.).

In ancient times, the plant was already being used to produce medicinal wines:

A wine, the so-called wormwood wine, is also made from it, especially in Propontis and in Thrace, where it . . . is used when fever is lacking. They also drink it in the summer before, for they believe that is wholesome to the health. . . . But the juice of absinthe appears to exert the same effects, except that we do not consider it good to drink, for it is contrary to the stomach and causes headaches. (Dioscorides 3.23)

In ancient China, wormwood was used as an additive to rice wine (cf. sake).

In 1797, M. Pernod, a Frenchman who was living in Switzerland at the time, developed the emerald green drink known as absinthe by distilling a preparation of an herb mash of worm-wood, anise (Pimpinella anisum L. [syn. Anisum vulgare Gaertn.]), fennel, lemon balm (Melissa officinalis L.), hyssop, and other herbs (Arnold 1988, 3043). Absinthe definitely has a much more pleasant taste when only the distilled oil of Artemisia absinthum is used. Herbal extracts can impart an unpleasantly bitter taste to the liquor.

Absinthe was also produced by macerating the following herbs in a high-proof alcohol (brandy or similar spirits, with up to 85% ethanol content) (Albert-Puleo 1978, 69):
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To prepare absinthe, coriander (Coriandrum sativum L.), sweet marjoram (Majorana hortensis Moench [syn. Origanum majorana Boiss.]), nutmeg (Myristica fragrans), marjoram (Origanum vulgare L., Origanum spp.), chamomile (Chamomilla recutita (L.) Rauschert [syn. Matricaria chamomilla L.]), parsley (Petroselinum crispum), juniper (Juniperus communis L.; cf. Juniperus recurva), and spinach (Spinacia oleracea L.) have also been used (Pendell 1995, 103*).

Dale Pendell, one of the last of the Beat poets, developed a recipe of his own that induces profound psychoactive effects:

30    g Wormwood leaves (Artemisia absinthium)

8.5   g Hyssop herbage (Hyssopus officinalis)

1.8   g Calamus root (Acorus calamus)

6.0   g Lemon balm leaves (Melissa officinalis) 30 g Anise seed (Pimpinella anisum)

25    g Fennel seed (Foeniculum vulgare)

10    g Star anise fruits (Illicium verum)

3.2   g Coriander seeds (Coriandrum sativum)
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Found seldom in the wild, wormwood (Artemisia absinthium) is an ancient European medicinal and inebriating plant. (Photographed in Valais, Switzerland)



Lightly crush the herbs and place them in a vessel that can be sealed. Add 800 ml of 85 to 95% alcohol. Allow the vessel to stand closed for a week, shaking it slightly from time to time. Then add 600 ml of water and allow the entire contents to macerate for an additional day. Pour off the liquid and squeeze the remaining fluid out of the herbs and into the extract. The herbs can then be added to vodka or another type of spirits and squeezed once more (Pendell 1995, 112*).

Contemporary (Swiss) absinthe recipes are kept secret. The wormwood is distilled together with other herbs. The color may be clear, greenish, or yellowish. The taste is strongly reminiscent of anisette or Pernod. Absinthe is diluted with water prior to consumption (approximately 1:1). The resulting mixture is milky-cloudy.

An absinthelike drink named yolixpa (Nahuatl, “in the view of the heart”) is distilled in Puebla (Mexico) and drunk ritually (Knab 1995, 219*). It is produced from aguardiente (sugarcane spirits; cf. alcohol) to which such herbs as Artemisia mexicana have been added. Absinthelike love drinks made of alcoholic spirits and the appropriate herbs were once produced in Switzerland as well (Lussi 1997).

German wormwood wine45 contains only trace amounts of the essential oil (Fühner 1943, 239*).

Ritual Use

In ancient times, the name artemisia (which was derived from that of the goddess Artemis, the sister of Apollo and the god of healing) was primarily used to refer to wormwood, mugwort, and related species (cf. Artemisia spp.).46 Unfortunately, very few ancient texts have come down to us that are able to cast light upon the connection between these plants and the virgin goddess. The Greek word artemisia means “intactness,” a clear reference to the chasteness of the goddess, who, as the mistress of wild animals, functions as a mixture of Amazon, witch, and shamaness. In ancient Greece, Artemis was revered as the patron goddess of virgins. In the ancient Orient, she was regarded as the ruler of the Amazons. During the Italian Renaissance, she became Diana, the witch goddess. In spring, during the time of the full moon, ecstatic and orgiastic Artemis festivals were held to honor the goddess. As part of these festivities, the goddess was symbolically consumed in the form of wormwood and mugwort. In Laconia, boisterous Artemis festivals were held that featured obscene activities, wild dances, travesties, and masks. The men would wear women’s masks and the women would strap on phalluses (Giani 1994, 89*). It appears that these festivals were actually mystery rites and fertility rituals.

Artifacts

Absinthe was a legendary drug among artists and Bohemians at the end of the nineteenth century (Conrad 1988). It was popularized primarily through the absinthe pictures of the Parisian painters Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec (1864–1901) and Édouard Manet (1832–1883). The manic-depressive painter Vincent van Gogh (1853–1890) appears to have been addicted to absinthe. His paintings, especially those in which brilliant yellow tones predominate (the renowned “Van Gogh yellow”), are good representations of the perceptual changes caused by thujone (Arnold 1988). Pablo Picasso also helped immortalize absinthe (Adams 1980). Paul Gauguin even took an ample supply of absinthe with him when he traveled to Tahiti. Alfred Jarry referred to absinthe as “holy water” (Pendell 1995, 110*).

Absinthe was also a source of literary inspiration for such writers as Arthur Rimbaud, Ernest Dowson, Charles Cros, H. P. Lovecraft, Charles Baudelaire, Oscar Wilde, Jack London, Ernest Hemingway, Gustave Kahn, Victor Hugo, Alfred de Musset, and Paul Verlaine (Conrad 1988; Pendell 1995: 103ff.*). These authors have left us with a number of poems praising absinthe.

Medicinal Use

In ancient Egypt, wormwood was commonly used as a remedy, an aromatic substance, and an additive to wine (cf. Vitis vinifera) and beer and to dispel worms and to treat pains in the anal region. Today, wormwood is still used in Yemen to alleviate the pains associated with parturition (Fleurentin and Pelt 1982, 102f.*).

In European folk medicine, wormwood is one of the most important gynecological agents for abortion and to induce menstruation and labor. In tea form, it is consumed primarily for stomach pains, lack of appetite, feelings of fullness, gallbladder problems, vomiting, and diarrhea (Pahlow 1993, 339*).

In homeopathy, absinthium is used in accordance with the medical descriptions to treat such ailments as epilepsy and nervous and hysterical spasms (Pahlow 1993, 340*).

Constituents

Wormwood contains large quantities of bitter substances (absinthine) and an essential oil that is rich in thujone. The four primary components of the essential oil are (+)-thujone (= α-thujone), cis-epoxyocimene, trans-sabinylacetate, and chrysanthenylacetate. Wormwood develops a variety of chemotypes; for this reason, the composition of the essential oil can vary considerably. Any one of the four primary components can dominate, depending upon the location where the herb originated. For example, (+)-thujone dominates in altitudes of up to 1,000 meters (Proksch and Wissinger-Gräfenhahn 1992, 360). Thujone has a molecular symmetry not unlike that of THC (Castillo et al. 1975).

“Use it to help yourself,

and boil the bitter green of the woody wormwood;

then pour the juice from spacious bowls

And wash the highest part of the head with it.

When you have washed the fine hairs with this brew,

then remember to lay thereon,

bundles of leaves tied together,

and wrap a snug bandage around the hair after the bath.

Before too many hours have passed in the course of time,

you will be amazed by this agent

and by all of its other powers.”

WALAHFRIED STRABO

HORTULUS 9

“[T]he use of psychedelic Artemisia preparations combined synergistically with the lunar effect would have facilitated the ecstatic and orgiastic rites of Artemisia.”

MICHAEL ALBERT-PULEO

“MYTHOBOTANY, PHARMACOLOGY, AND CHEMISTRY OF THUJONE-CONTAINING PLANTS AND DERIVATIVES”

(1978, 68)

In addition to the essential oil, the herbage also contains sesquiterpene lactones, glycosides of camphor oil, tanning agents, and quercetin (cf. Acacia spp., Psidium guajava, Vaccinium uliginosum, kinnikinnick) (Proksch and Wissinger-Gräfenhahn 1992, 361).
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Thujone



Effects

The extremely bitter wormwood tea has been demonstrated to soothe the stomach (Hoffmann et al. 1992, 37*). The pharmacological effects of thujone, which is chemically related to camphor (see Cinnamomum camphora) and pinene, are very similar to those of THC (Castillo et al. 1975). The literature contains frequent reports of hallucinations as well as of spasms and epileptic-like seizures following consumption of absinthe (Arnold 1988, 3043; Schmidt 1915; Walker 1906).

Because of the presence of thujone, a potent psychoactive substance, absinthe liquor is much stronger than other types of alcoholic beverages and produces different effects (cf. alcohol):

The absinthe did indeed have inebriating effects upon me, but these were quite different than with “normal” schnapps. The stimulant effects of absinthe were quite strong, it woke me up and also kept me awake for a long time. I was partially bathed in aphrodisiac sensations, and I partially flowed in that direction. As the effects increased, I had the sensation that I was floating away. It was like the kiss of the green fairy. —Unfortunately, the next day the head was in as much pain as the inebriation had been delightful during the previous evening. I had never before experienced such a brutal hangover. (Rätsch 1996, 286)

A line of cocaine is said to be a very effective treatment for the torments of an absinthe headache.

In comparison to absinthe, the effects of the herbage when smoked are quite mild, producing only a slight euphoria.

Commercial Forms and Regulations

In central Europe, wormwood herbage is officinal (DAB10, Helv. VII, ÖAB90, BHP83); the minimum amount of essential oil must be 0.2% (Proksch and Wissinger-Gräfenhahn 1992, 362). The herbage is sold without restriction; only absinthe is illegal. However, we find the same thing occurring here as with other instances of legal proscriptions, for the illegal substance continues to be distilled in underground circles. Today, absinthe is banned around the world, but it is still being illegally produced in some of the German-speaking regions of Switzerland according to old, traditional recipes. Absinthe connoisseurs pay precious little attention to the fact that the substance is severely restricted. In Switzerland, absinthe was made illegal primarily because it was being used (or abused) to terminate pregnancies. Today, anyone caught distilling absinthe illegally faces a fine of 100,000 Swiss francs (Rätsch 1996).

Literature

See also the entries for Artemisia mexicana, Artemisia spp., essential oil, and THC.

Adams, B. 1980. Picasso’s absinth glasses: Six drinks to the end of the era. Artforum 18 (8): 30–33.

Albert-Puleo, Michael. 1978. Mythobotany, pharmacology, and chemistry of thujone-containing plants and derivatives. Economic Botany 32:65–74.

Arnold, Wilfred Niels. 1988. Vincent van Gogh and the thujone connection. Journal of the American Medical Association 260 (20): 3042–44.

———. 1989. Absinthe. Scientific American. June:113–17.

Castillo, J. D., M. Anderson, and G. M. Rubboton. 1975. Marijuana, absinthe and the central nervous system. Nature 253:365–66.

Conrad, Barnaby, III. 1988. Absinthe: History in a bottle. San Francisco: Chronicle Books.

Lussi, Kurt. 1998. Der Liebestrank der Aphrodite: Eine Rezeptsammlung aus der Innerschweiz. Yearbook for Ethnomedicine and the Study of Consciousness 1996 (5): 79–97. Berlin: VWB.

Proksch, Peter, and Ulrike Wissinger-Gräfenhahn. 1992. Artemisia. In Hagers Handbuch der pharmazeutischen Praxis, 5th ed., 4:357–77. Berlin: Springer.

Rätsch, Christian. 1996. “Die Grüne Fee”: Absinth in der Schweiz. Yearbook for Ethnomedicine and the Study of Consciousness 1995 (4): 285–87. Berlin: VWB.

Schmidt, H. 1915. L’Absinthe, l’aliénation mentale et la criminalité. Annales d’Hygiène Publique et Médecine Légale 23 (4th series): 121–33.

Vernant, Jean-Pierre. 1988. Tod in den Augen—Figuren des Anderen im griechischen Altertum: Artemis und Gorgo. Frankfurt/M.: Fischer.

Vogt, Donald D. 1981. Absinthium: a nineteenth-century drug of abuse. Journal of Ethnopharmacology 4 (3): 337–42.

Vogt, Donald D., and Michael Montagne. 1982. Absinthe: Behind the emerald mask. The International Journal of Addictions 17 (6): 1015–29.

Walker, E. E. 1906. The effects of absinthe. Medical Record 70:568–72.

Zafar, M. M., M. E. Hamdard, and A. Hameed. 1990. Screen of Artemisia absinthium for antimalarial effects on Plasmodium berghei in mice: a preliminary report. Journal of Ethnopharmacology 30:223–26.


Artemisia mexicana Willdenow et Spreng.

Mexican Wormwood

Family

Compositae: Asteraceae (Aster Family); Antemideae Tribe; Abrotanum Section

Forms and Subspecies

Today, Artemisia mexicana is usually regarded as a subspecies of the North American western mugwort (Argueta et al. 1994, 628*; Lee and Geissman 1970; Ohno et al. 1980, 104; Pulido Salas and Serralta Peraza 1993, 16*): Artemisia ludoviciana Nutt. ssp. mexicana (Willd.) Keck (cf. Artemisia spp.). The plant also has one variety: Artemisia mexicana var. angustifolia (Mata et al. 1984).

Synonyms

Artemisia ludoviciana ssp. mexicana (Willd.) Keck

Artemisia vulgaris ssp. mexicana (Hall.) Clem.

Folk Names

Agenjo del país, ajenjo, ajenjo del país, altamisa, altamiza, altaniza, ambfe (Otomí), artemisia, azumate de puebla, cola de zorillo, (“little tail of the fox”), ensencio de mata verde (“incense of the green bush”), epazote de castilla, estafiate,47 estaphiate, estomiate, green wormwood, guietee, guitee (Zapotec), haway, hierba de San Juan (Spanish, “Saint John’s herb”), hierba maestra (Spanish, “master herb”), hierba maistra, incienso verde (Spanish, “green incense”), istafiate, istafiatl, ixtauhyatl (Aztec), iztauhiatl, iztauhyatl (Nahuatl), kamaistra (Popoluca), kaway si’isim, Mexican wormwood, mexikanischer beifuß, mexmitzi (Otomí), osomiate, quije-tes (Zapotec), ros’sabl’i (Rarámuri), si’isim (Maya), te ts’ojol (Huastec), tlalpoyomatli (Aztec), tsakam ten huitz (Huastec), tsi’tsim (Yucatec), xun, zizim

History

The Aztecs and other Indians of Mesoamerica were already using Mexican wormwood for ritual and medicinal purposes in pre-Columbian times. Today, the prime significance of the plant is in folk medicine. In Mexico, the herbage is often smoked as a marijuana substitute (cf. Cannabis indica).

The first European to describe Mexican worm-wood and compare it to its European counterpart was the Franciscan priest and book burner Diego de Landa (1524–1579).

Distribution

The plant occurs in both the dry and warm regions of Mexico (the Valley of Mexico, San Luis Potosí, Veracruz, Chihuahua) and the Yucatán Peninsula (Martínez 1994, 134*). It is also said to occur in Arizona and New Mexico (Ohno et al. 1980, 104).

Cultivation

See Artemisia absinthium.

Appearance

Mexican wormwood, which can grow as tall as 1 meter in height, is so similar to the European species that even experts can have difficulty distinguishing the two. Some botanists and ethnobotanists believe that it is a variety or subspecies of Artemisia absinthium.

Psychoactive Material

—Herbage without the roots

—Roots

Preparation and Dosage

The fresh herbage can be added to aguardiente, mescal, tequila (cf. Agave spp.), or any other distilled spirits (cf. alcohol) for optimal extraction (Martínez 1994, 134*). Mexican wormwood is one of the herbs used to manufacture the absinthelike herbal liquors of Central Mexico known as yolixpa.

The dried herbage can be smoked. One to 3 g produces mild psychoactive effects. Three to 4 g of the dried herbage, taken internally, has strong anthelmintic effects (Martínez 1994, 135*). Higher dosages can induce abortions.

Ritual Use

The Aztecs were already using Artemisia mexicana as a ritual incense in pre-Columbian times:

Tlalpoyomatli, its leaves are smoky, gray, soft; it has many flowers. Incense is made from this plant: it produces an agreeable scent; it produces a perfume. This incense spreads, it is distributed over the entire country. (Sahagun, Florentine Codex 11:6*)
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Mexican wormwood (Artemisia mexicana) is almost indistinguishable from European wormwood. The Mexican plant, however, is more potently psychoactive. (Photographed in Veracruz, Mexico)



“[In the Yucatán], There is wormwood, much leafier and more aromatic than what we have here, and with longer and narrower leaves; the Indians grow it for the scent and for pleasure, and I have noticed that the plants grow better when the Indian women put ashes at the foot.”

FRAY DIEGO DE LANDA

AN ACCOUNT OF THE THINGS OF YUCATÁN, XLIX

(2000:158*)

The aromatic plant was sacred to Uixtociuatl, the Aztec goddess of salt and salt makers. The Aztec name for Mexican wormwood, itztauhyatl, is sometimes translated as “water of the goddess of salt” (Argueta et al. 1994, 628*). During her festival, which occurred in the seventh month (Tecuilhuitontli), the goddess was portrayed by a pries-tess who carried a staff that was used in a dance:

While dancing, she swings her shield around in a circle, makes movements with it. And she carries a rush staff, decorated with papers and sprinkled with caoutchouc, and furnished on three sides with shells. And where the staff bears the chalice-shaped enlargements, there too is wormwood herbage. Crossed feathers are on it, it bears crossed feathers. When dancing, she supports herself on this, places it firmly into the ground and circles around it, making movements towards the four directions. And ten days long they sang and danced for her in the manner of women; everyone was occupied with this, the salt people, the salt makers, the old women and the women in middle age and the maidens and the girls who had just grown to be maidens. While the sun is still there, still shines, they begin to dance. They are arranged in rows, they arrange themselves in rows. Using a rope, which they call “flower rope,” they take hold of one another, forming a long row. They wear a wormwood flower on their heads. And they sing, they scream loudly, sing with a very high voice, their song is just as the centzontle sings somewhere in the forest, like a clear little bell are their voices. (Sahagun, Florentine Codex 2:26*)

Mexican wormwood is one of the plants sacred to Tláloc, the rain god, who was also associated with Argemone mexicana and Tagetes lucida (see Tagetes spp.).

Documents from the colonial period make no mention of any use of this plant as a psychoactive plant. However, Jacinto de la Serna did refer to Mexican wormwood in the same breath as peyote (Lophophora williamsii) and ololiuqui (Turbina corymbosa) (Garza 1990; Ott 1993, 393*). In modern Mexico, the leaves are smoked as a marijuana substitute. It is possible that ritual forms for using the plant have developed in conjunction with this use.

Artifacts

The plant was sometimes depicted in connection with the Aztec goddess Uixtociuatl (= Huixtocihuatl) and her festival.

Medicinal Use

The herbage is used as an antispasmodic in Mexican folk medicine (Cerna 1932, 303*). An extract obtained with a mixture of alcohol and water is medicinally drunk for stomach ailments and digestive problems (Martínez 1994, 134*). The plant is listed in the Mexican pharmacopoeia as an anthelmintic and a stomachic (Dibble 1966, 66*; Lara Ochoa and Marquez Alonso 1996, 55*). In modern folk medicine (which was influenced by the Aztecs), the roots and herbage are used to treat epilepsy and rheumatism and to induce menstruation and abortion, and are also drunk as a tonic (Reza D. 1994). Teas made from the plant are drunk to treat lack of appetite. Alcoholic extracts with albahaca (see Ocimum micranthum) are said to heal diseases caused by “bad winds” (Argeuta et al. 1994, 628f.*). The Yucatec Maya use the herbage as a fumigant for treating headaches (Pulido Salas and Serralta Peraza 1993, 16*). Decoctions are drunk for coughs, asthma, and diarrhea (Roys 1976, 310*). Both the Yucatec Maya and other Indians also use the plant for birth control (to induce menstruation and abortion).

Constituents

In addition to the essential oil, which is composed in part of the terpenes borneol, alcafor, limonene, α-phellandrene, and β-phellandrene, the primary active component is santonin. An alkaloid of unknown structure is also said to be present (Martínez 1994, 134*). The herbage contains azulene, butenolide, coumarins, flavones, polyacetylenes, lactones, and sesquiterpenes (armefolin, 8-α-acetoxyarmexifolin, artemexifolin) (Argueta et al. 1994, 628*; Dibble 1966, 66*; Lara Ochoa and Marquez Alonso 1996, 55*). Although it is likely present, thujone has not yet been detected.

A sample from Arizona was found to contain the eudesmanolides (sesquiterpene lactones) douglanin, ludovicin-A, ludovicin-B, and ludovicin-C. Mexican plants contain the sesquiterpene lactones arglanin, douglanin, armexin, estafiatin, chrysartemin-A,48 and artemolin (Lee and Geissman 1970; Ohno et al. 1980, 104; Romo et al. 1970).

Effects

Smoking the dried herbage initially produces a mild, pleasant stimulation that can—depending upon dosage and sensitivity—increase to a euphoric state, very much like the effects of marijuana.

Taken internally, the herbage and the oil it yields have anthelmintic and abortative effects. Overall, the plant is said to be less toxic than Artemisia absinthium and therefore more easily tolerated (Martínez 1994, 134*).

Commercial Forms and Regulations

In Mexico, the dried herbage is available in markets and herbal shops.
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Artemisia spp.

Artemisia Species

Family

Compositae: Asteraceae (Aster Family); Antemideae Tribe

To date, a number of species of this genus have been described that display interesting pharmacological properties that can be characterized as stimulating, tonic, and antispasmodic (Morán et al. 1989a). In all of the places where species of Artemisia are found—and they are found almost worldwide—they are used for ethnomedicinal purposes. For example, Artemisia herba alba L. is used in Arabic folk medicine to treat diabetes. Its abilities to lower blood sugar levels have been experimentally verified (Twaij and Al-Badr 1988). The Nepalese Sherpas use the juice of freshly pressed leaves of Artemisia dubia Wall. ex Besser (titepati, kemba girbu) as an antiseptic and a decoction for fevers (Bhattarai 1989, 47*). The malarial agent artemisinin (= quinghaosu) was discovered in the Asian Artemisia annua L. (El-Feraly et al. 1986).

Many Artemisia species are used ritually as incense, in the peyote cult (see Lophophora williamsii), and as medicines. Even mugwort (Artemisia vulgaris), which was introduced from Europe, is used as “sage” (tägyi). Some species that have gynecological effects are sacred to the Greek goddess Artemis (Brøndegaard 1972).

Artemisia frigida contains camphor (the plant is even regarded as a source of camphor; cf. Cinnamomum camphora). Some species of Artemisia contain the psychoactive substance thujone (see essential oils). Methoxylated flavonoids are common in the genus (Rodríguez et al. 1972). Many species of Artemisia have muscle-relaxing and antiasthmatic effects (Morán et al. 1989c) and are thus suitable for use in smoking blends. They include:

Artemisia scoparia Waldst. et Kit.

Artemisia sieversiana (Ehrh.) Willd.

Artemisia argyi Leveille et Vaniot

Artemisia caerulescens ssp. gallica (Willd.) K. Pers.

The West European Artemisia caerulescens ssp. gallica is rich in an essential oil with a high thujone content (Morán et al. 1989b).

Artemisia copa Phil.—copa-copa, copa tola This species is found in northern Chile. The inhabitants of the Toconse oasis (Atacama Desert) claim that this plant has the power to induce dreams (Aldunate et al. 1981, 205*). It apparently even has hallucinogenic properties (Aldunate et al. 1983*).

Artemisia ludoviciana Nutt.—prairie sagebrush, western mugwort, white sage, präiriebeifuß This variable species is divided into the following varieties and subspecies (Ohno et al. 1980, 104):

Artemisia ludoviciana Nutt. [syn. Artemisia gnaphalodes, Artemisia purshiana Bess.]

Artemisia ludoviciana var. ludoviciana Nutt.

Artemisia ludoviciana ssp. albula (Woot.) Keck.

Artemisia ludoviciana ssp. mexicana (Willd.) Keck. [syn. Artemisia mexicana Willd.]

The subspecies differ with regard to the composition of the sesquiterpene lactones that are present (Ohno et al. 1980).

Ethnobotanical research now suggests that Paleo-Indians brought the use of mugwort as incense with them into the New World from Asia some 30,000 years ago (Storl 1995).
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Pontic wormwood (Artemisia pontica L.) contains thujone. In former times, it was used together with wormwood to manufacture absinthe. (Woodcut from Fuchs, Läebliche abbildung und contrafaytung aller kreüter, 1545)



There is almost no ritual among the Plains Indians that does not include smudging with Artemisia ludoviciana. The ascending aromatic smoke is a prayer. It links together Maká, the Mother Earth, with Wakan Tanka, the Great Spirit, who is active in all creatures. The Plains Indians use western mugwort primarily for spiritual purification, to dispel disease spirits and negative powers, to treat possession, and to protect the home. The herbage is also used as an incense in peyote ceremonies, as pillows (support) for “Father Peyote” (cf. Lophophora williamsii), and as an altar covering. The herbage as well as the leaves are suitable for use as a tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum) substitute and are a component of ritual and medicinal smoking blends and kinnikinnick.

The aboveground portion of the plant contains an essential oil with thujone as well as the lactone glycosides santonin and artemisin, which are responsible for the anthelmintic effects. The sesquiterpene lactone anthemidin has been found in Artemisia ludoviciana (Epstein et al. 1979). Four santanolides (ludovicin-A, -B, -C, and luboldin) as well as camphor have also been detected (Domínguez and Cárdenas 1975). The essential oil has antibacterial properties (Overfield et al. 1980, 99). A variety of guaianolides have been discovered in Artemisia ludoviciana var. ludoviciana (Ohno et al. 1980). Occasionally, mild psychoactive effects (euphoria, sensations of being “high”) have been reported following deep inhalation.

The species Artemisia tridentata Nutt. is used in the Great Plains as an alternative to Artemisia ludoviciana. Artemisia tridentata also contains sesquiterpene lactones (Asplund et al. 1972). Sagebrush (Artemisia arbuscula arbuscula) is used as an incense as well. It contains an essential oil with cineole, camphor (cf. Cinnamomum camphora), camphene, p-cymene, and other compounds (Epstein and Gaudioso 1984). A number of Plains Indians also use Artemisia cana Pursh and the subspecies cana as a ritual incense. This plant is also rich is sesquiterpene lactones (Bhadane and Shafizadeh 1975; Lee et al. 1969).
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The North American prairie sagebrush (Artemisia ludoviciana) is the most important ritual incense of the Plains Indians. It also contains an essential oil with stimulating effects.
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Pati, a Himalayan species of mugwort (Artemisia spp.), is used as an incense to support meditation and as a psychoactive beer additive. (Photographed in Langtang, Nepal)



“Artemis—

Queen, hear me,

Much beckoned daughter of Zeus,

Thundering, highly praised Titaness,

Exalted archeress!

All-illuminating, torch bearing,

Goddess Diktynna, who smiles upon the childbed;

Helper in labor,

But who herself knows the childbed not.

She who unties the girdle, Friend of madness,

Dispeller of Troubles,

Huntress, Runner, Hurler of arrows,

Friend of the hunt, who storms through the night.”

ORPHIC HYMN

Artemisia nilagirica (Clarke) Pamp.

The Lodha, a tribe from West Bengal (India), call this species ote-paladu. Tribe members inhale the smoke of the burning herbage as a sedative. This effect is also widely known in Southeast Asia. The Santal use an oil pressed from the leaves as a local anesthetic. The Oraon smoke the dried leaves to induce hallucinations (Pal and Jain 1989, 466).

Artemisia tilesii Ledeb.

The Yupik Eskimos live in southwest Alaska. Because of the paucity of flora in the tundra, they know of only a very few medicinal plants. The fresh or dried herbage of this small Artemisia is used to treat skin diseases, painful joints, and chest colds. A decoction is made from the herbage that is said to be strong enough once it has turned green. It is adminstered externally and internally. The ample essential oil consists almost entirely of thujone and isothujone, whereby thujone predominates. Thujone has potent psychoactive powers, while the effects of isothujone are similar to those of codeine (Overfield et al. 1980).

Artemisia tournefortiana Reichenb.—burnak

This species is indigenous to the Himalayas. In Ladakh, it is used as a psychoactive additive to beer (Navchoo and Buth 1990, 319*).

Literature

See also the entries for Artemisia absinthium, Artemisia mexicana, and essential oils.

Aldunate, Carlos, Juan J. Armesto, Victoria Castro, and Carolina Villagrán. 1983. Ethnobotany of pre-altiplanic community in the Andes of northern Chile. Economic Botany 37 (1): 120–35.

Asplund, R. O., Margaret McKee, and Padma Balasubramaniyan. 1972. Artevasin: A new sesquiterpene lactone from Artemisia tridentata. Phytochemistry 11:3542–44.

Bhadane, Nageshvar R., and Fred Shafizadeh. 1975. Sequiterpene lactones of sagebrush: The structure of artecanin. Phytochemistry 14:2651–53.

Bohlmann, Ferdinand, and Christa Zdero. 1980. Neue Sesquiterpene aus Artemisia koidzumii. Phytochemistry 19:149–51.

Brøndegaard, V. J. 1972. Artemisia in der gynäkologischen Volksmedizin. Ethnomedizin 2 (1/2): 3–16.

Domínguez, Xorge Alejandro, and Enrique Cárdenas G. 1975. Achillin and deacetylmatricarin from two Artemisia species. Phytochemistry 14:2511–12.

Epstein, William W., and Ellen E. Ubben Jenkins. 1979. Anthemidin, a new sesquiterpene lactone from Artemisia ludoviciana. Journal of Natural Products 42 (3): 279–81.

Epstein, William W., and Larry A. Gaudioso. 1984. Volatile oil constituents of sagebrush. Phytochemistry 23 (10): 2257–62.

Feraly, Farouk el-, Ibrahim A. Al-Meshal, Mohammed A. Al-Yahya, and Mohammed S. Hifnawy. 1986. On the possible role of qinghao acid in the biosynthesis of artemisinin. Phytochemistry 25 (11): 2777–78.

Lame Deer, Archie Fire, and Richard Erdoes. 1992. Gift of power: The life and teachings of a Lakota medicine man. Rochester, Vt.: Bear and Co.

Lee, K. H., R. F. Simpson, and T. A. Geissman. 1969. Sesquiterpenoid lactones of Artemisia, constituents of Artemisia cana ssp. cana, the structure of canin. Phytochemistry 8:1515–21.

Morán, A., M. J. Montero, M. L. Martín, and L. San Román. 1989a. Pharmacological screening and antimicrobial activity of the essential oil of Artemisia caerulescens subsp. gallica. Journal of Ethnopharmacology 26:197–203.

Morán, A., M. L. Martín, M. J. Montero, A. V. Ortiz de Urbina, M. A. Sevilla, and L. San Román. 1989b. Analgesic, antipyretic and anti-inflammatory activity of the essential oil of Artemisia caerulescens subsp. gallica. Journal of Ethnopharmacology 27:307–17.

Morán, A., R. Carrón, M. L. Martín, and L. San Román. 1989c. Antiasthmatic activity of Artemisia caerulescens subsp. gallica. Planta Medica 55:351–53.

Ohno, Nobuo, Jonathan Gershenzon, Catherine Roane, and Tom J. Mabry. 1980. 11,13-dehydrodesacetylmatricarin and other sesquiterpene lactones from Artemisia ludoviciana var. ludoviciana and the identity of artecanin and chrysartemin B. Phytochemistry 19:103–6.

Overfield, Theresa, William W. Epstein, and Larry A. Gaudioso. 1980. Eskimo uses of Artemisia tilesii (Compositae). Economic Botany 34 (2): 97–100.

Pal, D. C., and S. K. Jain. 1989. Notes on Lodha medicine in Midnapur District, West Bengal, India. Economic Botany 43 (4): 464–70.

Rodríguez, E., N. J. Carman, G. Vander Velde, J. H. McReynolds, T. J. Mabry, M. A. Irwin, and T. A. Geissman. 1972. Methoxylated flavonoids from Artemisia. Phytochemistry 11:3509–14.

Storl, Wolf-Dieter. 1995. Das esoterische Pflanzen-Lexikon: Beifuß. Esotera 11/95:137–39.

Twaij, Husni A. A., and Ammar A. Al-Badr. 1988. Hypoglycemic activity of Artemisia herba alba. Journal of Ethnopharmacology 24:123–26.


Arundo donax Linnaeus

Giant Reed

Family

Gramineae: Poaceae (Grass Family); Festuceae Tribe

Forms and Subspecies

There is a small form that has striped leaves and is frequently cultivated as an ornamental: Arundo donax L. cv. Variegata.

Synonyms

Arundo bambusifolia Hkr.

Arundo bengalensis Retz.

Arundo glauca Bub.

Arundo sativa nom. nud.

Folk Names

Arundo cypria, arundo tibialis, auleticon, barinari (Hindi), calamia, calamus, calamus cyprius, cana, cane of Spayne, cane sticks, canna, canna hispanica, caña brava, carizzo, carizzo de castilla, casab (Arabic), donax, flötenrohr, giant reed, great reed, guna pipi (Siona, “rock reed”), harundo, hasab (Arabic), hispanischried, italienisches rohr, juco, juinanashu(p)jua (Kamsá), kalamos (Greek), kinapipi (Secoya, “rock reed”), kyprisches rohr, nalaka (Sanskrit), navadna trstenika (Slowenic), nbj.t (ancient Egyptian), pfahlrohr, pfeilrohr, pilco, rede, rede of Spayne, ried, riesenschilf, riet, rohr, rohr aus syrien, roseau, shaq (Chumash), spanisches rohr, Spanish cane, Spanish reed, tubito, uenyinanashuf, xapij, xapij-aacöl (Serí, “great reed grass”), yuntu (Mapuche), zahm rohr

History

Archaeological finds, e.g., of flutes made from the stalks, demonstrate that Arundo donax was used widely in ancient Egypt since at least the time of the New Kingdom (Germer 1985, 204*). The stems have been used around the world to make shafts for arrows (Timbrook 1990, 246*). The plant has long been associated with the pastoral god Pan, in part because its shafts were used to make pipes of Pan. Arundo donax may have been the wondrous “twelve gods’ plant” of late antiquity (see dodecatheon). Because it appears in the legend of the Buddha, the reed is also sacred to Buddhists (Gupta 1991, 18f.*). It is only recently that the psychoactive properties of the reed have become known (Ott 1993, 245*).
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The reed (Arundo donax) is the largest species of true grass known in Europe. (Woodcut from Tabernaemontanus, Neu Vollkommen Kräuter-Buch, 1731)
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The phalluslike shoots on the roots of Arundo donax may explain why the grass is sacred to the lusty god Pan.
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The giant reed (Arundo donax), with its typical spikes. (Photographed on Naxos, Greece)
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One of the many cultivated forms of Arundo donax (cv. Variegata) bred for ornamental purposes.



Distribution

The giant reed is originally from the Mediterranean region, but it spread quickly throughout the world. It has been present in the New World since the sixteenth century.

Cultivation

The simplest method is to plant root segments that have been dug up and separated from the main root or to take scions with young shoots. The scion, with its small piece of root, can be placed in water before transplanting.Young, phalluslike roots (which may help to explain the association with the phallic god Pan) will form almost overnight.

Appearance

The stalks, which grow in bundles from the nodular rhizomes, can grow 4 to 6 meters tall. The lanceolate leaves are 3 to 5 cm wide and over 50 cm in length. The symmetrical panicles can grow as long as 70 cm. In the tropics, the grass can grow over 10 meters tall. The striped form that is grown as an ornamental reaches a height of only about 3 meters.

Arundo donax is easily confused with Phragmites australis.

Psychoactive Material

—Rhizome (rhizoma arundinis donacis)

Preparation and Dosage

The fresh rhizome is cleaned, cut into small pieces, and macerated in an alcohol-water mixture (1:1). The maceration can be concentrated by evaporation. The residue, which is rich in alkaloids, can then be prepared in a manner appropriate for ayahuasca analogs.

The Shipibo shamans from Caimito use the giant reed as an ayahuasca additive. Northern Peruvian folk healers (curanderos) sometimes set up crosses of reeds when making the San Pedro drink (see Trichocereus pachanoi) so that the brew will not boil over. Otherwise, it will not bring good fortune (Giese 1989, 229*).

Little is known about dosages. Fifty mg of the extract (in combination with 3 g of Peganum harmala seeds) does not appear to produce any psychedelic effects. Unfortunately, little is also known about toxic dosages. Great care should be exercised when experimenting with Arundo donax (cf. Phragmites australis).

Ritual Use

In ancient times, the reed not only was consecrated to the nature god Pan but also was sacred to Silvanus and Priapus. It is not known whether the reed was used as a psychoactive agent in the cult of Pan. On the other hand, the syrinx, the pipes of Pan, are made from reeds, and these not only produce beautiful melodies but also can spread a “Panic terror” (Borgeaud 1988). This story may be a metaphor for the great psychoactive power of the root (for most people, DMT experiences are profoundly terrifying).
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It was once thought that the Greco-Roman columns of ancient times had been inspired by the stalks of the reed (Arundo donax). (Woodcut from Tabernaemontanus, Neu Vollkommen Kräuter-Buch, 1731)



Apart from this, there are only a few rumors of a ritual use as a psychoactive plant that can be taken seriously:

There are statements about a secret Sufi tradition in which Arundo donax and Peganum harmala have been linked with mystical initiation. If this is in fact true, then this would be evidence for the use of a reliable ayahuasca analog in the ancient Near East—the celebrated soma of the Arians. (DeKorne 1995, 28)

Artifacts

Several ancient Egyptian paintings depict grasses and thickets of grasses that can be interpreted as either Arundo donax or Phragmites australis (Germer 1985, 204*). The stems were made into panpipes. They also appear to have been used as a model for the design of certain columns.

In the New World, the shafts of Arundo donax were used not only in the manufacture of arrows but also as ritual objects. The poles for the prayer flags of the Huichols (cf. Lophophora williamsii) are made from Arundo donax stems (per oral communication from Stacy Schaeffer). Today, Ecuadoran Indians still make panpipes from the stalks (Vickers and Plowman 1984, 13*). In Colombia, shamans wear the fronds as ear ornaments (Bristol 1965, 103*).

Medicinal Use

The rootstock was used in folk medicine primarily as a diuretic, i.e., an agent that promotes urination (Wassel and Ammar 1984).

In homeopathy, an essence of fresh root shoots called “Arundo mauritanica—water reed” was an important remedy around 1863 (Schneider 1974, 1:144f.*).

Constituents

The rhizome contains at least five tryptamines: N,N-DMT, 5-MeO-DMT, bufotenine, dehydrobufotenine, and bufotenidine (DeKorne 1995, 27; Ghosal et al. 1969; Wassel and Ammar 1984). Little is known about other constituents.

Effects

According to Dioscorides, the flower tufts of Arundo donax—just like those of Phragmites australis—induce deafness if they get into the ear (1:114).

The reports about the effects of an ayahuasca analog made with Arundo donax are not very promising and do not encourage others to experiment:

For example, I once ingested one gram of Peganum harmala extract with 50 mg of an Arundo donax extraction. There was no psychoactivity at all, but I did suffer a modest allergic reaction. Within an hour I noticed that my vision was impaired—there was some difficulty in focusing on the print in a magazine. Later, my eyes felt watery and slightly swollen. The next day, I had a medium conjunctivitis with occasional hives appearing on my body. It took three days for these symptoms to subside. Obviously, one should take extreme care when experimenting with any new plant species, especially those which have no known history of shamanic usage. (DeKorne 1994, 97*)

Commercial Forms and Regulations

None
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“Pan, the Mighty, I call to you

the god of the shepherds, the totality of the universe—

Heaven, Ocean, Earth, the queen of all,

and the immortal fire,

for all are the limbs of Pan.

Come, blessed one, Jumper, running in a circle,

He who rules with the Horae, Goat-footed god:

Friend of souls ardent for god, Ecstatic, cave-dweller—

You play the world’s harmony

with merry flute tones,

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Off then, Blessed one, Ecstatic one,

to the libations of sacred virtue!

A blessed end shall join life;

To the marrow of the earth Enthrall the Panic terrors

Power!”

ORPHIC HYMN

“There is a real world, but it lies behind this luster and this illusion, behind all of the ‘hunting for Gobelin tapestries, dreams at full speed’! Behind it, as if behind a veil. . . . The old ones knew what it meant to lift the veil. They called it: beholding the god Pan.”

ARTHUR MACHEN

DER GROßE PAN [THE GREAT PAN] (1994, 10)


Atropa belladonna Linnaeus

Belladonna, Deadly Nightshade

Family

Solanaceae (Nightshade Family); Atropoideae (= Solanoideae), Atropeae (= Solaneae) Tribe

Forms and Subspecies

Two varieties are distinguished on the basis of the color of their flowers and ripe fruits (Lindequist 1992, 423):

Atropa belladonna var. belladonna: violet flowers, black fruits

Atropa belladonna var. lutea Döll.[syn. Atropa lutescens Jacq. ex C.B. Clarke, Atropa pallida Bornm., Atropa belladonna L. var. flava, perhaps Atropa acuminata Royle ex Lindl.]: pure yellow flowers, yellow fruits

Synonyms

Atropa belladonna L. ssp. gallica Pascher

Atropa belladonna L. ssp. grandiflora Pascher

Atropa belladonna L. ssp. minor Pascher

Atropa lethalis Salisb.

Atropa lutescens Jacq. ex C.B. Clarke

Atropa pallida Bornm.

Belladonna baccifera Lam.

Belladonna trichotoma Scop.

Folk Names

Banewort, beilwurz, belladonna, belladonne, belledame, bennedonne, bockwurz, bollwurz, bouton noir, bullkraut, cerabella, chrottebeeri, chrotteblueme “toad flower”), deadly nightshade, deiweilskersche, dol, dollkraut, dolo, dolone, dolwurtz, dulcruyt, dwale, dway berry, English belladonna, great morel, groote nachtschaed, große graswurzel, hexenbeere, hexenkraut, höllenkraut, irrbeere, jijibe laidour (Moroccan), judenkernlein, judenkirsche, lickwetssn, mandragora theophrasti, mörderbeere, morel, morelle furieuse, poison black cherry, pollwurz, rasewurz, rattenbeere, satanskraut, saukraut, schlafapfel, schlafbeere, schlafkirsche, schlafkraut, schwarzber, schwindelbeere, sleeping nightshade, solanum bacca nigra, solanum lethale, solatrum mortale, strignus, teufelsauge, teufelsbeere, teufelsbeeri, teufelsgäggele, teufelsgückle, teufelskirsche, tintenbeere, todeskraut, tollbeere, tolle tüfus-beeri, tollkraut, tollkirsche, tüfus-beeri, waldnachtschaden, waldnachtschatt, waldnachtschatten, uva lupina “wolf’s berry”), uva versa, walkerbaum, walkerbeere, wolfsauge, wolfsbeere, wolfskirsche, wutbeere, wuth-beer, yerva mora

History

Since ancient times, belladonna has been feared as a poisonous plant and demonized as a plant of witches. It has even been suggested that the plant was responsible for the extinction of the dinosaurs. These mighty lizards may have poisoned themselves on the plant or caused their own demise through hallucinations.

It is possible that Dioscorides described the deadly nightshade under the name stychnos manikos (Schneider 1974, 1:160*). However, this name has caused great confusion and continues to pose an ethnobotanical puzzle (cf. Datura stramonium, Solanum spp., Strychnos nux-vomica).

Belladonna may be identical to the morion, the “other, growing near caves,” “male” mandrake (Mandragora officinarum). Morion literally means “male member” and refers to the plant’s use as a tollkraut (in Middle High German, toll = mad, as in “crazy,” and kraut = plant). The deadly nightshade has been used as an aphrodisiac since antiquity.

The genus name is derived from that of Atropos (= “the terrible, merciless”), one of the Three Fates or Goddesses of Destiny, who determine life and death. It is Atropos who cuts the thread of life.

In the ancient Orient, belladonna was used as an additive to beer and palm wine. The Sumerians appear to have used it to treat numerous ailments caused by demons.

Little is known about the history of the deadly nightshade during the early Middle Ages. In the eleventh century, the plant was used as a “chemical weapon” in the war between the Scots and the invading Danes. The Scots added juice from the berries to their dark beer and gave this to the thirsty Danes, who were subsequently overpowered as they lay in a delirious stupor (Schleiffer 1979, 143ff.*; Vonarburg 1996, 62).

The demonization and denouncement of the plant, which was utilized in pagan rituals, had already begun by the time of Hildegard von Bingen:

The deadly nightshade has coldness in it, and yet holds disgust and paralysis in this coldness, and in the earth, and at the place where it grows, the devilish prompting has a certain part and a role in its arts. And it is dangerous for a man to eat and to drink, for it destroys his spirit, as if he were dead. (Physica 1:52)

This demonization continued into later times (teufelsbeere = “devil’s berry,” teufelsgäggele = “little devil’s berry,” teufelskirsche = “Devil’s cherry”), as the plant was linked to the witches’ ointments and regarded as a dangerous and demonic plant. Because belladonna can easily produce toxic states that can prove lethal, its role as a magical plant has never been significant.
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The deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna) is one of the most significant medicinal plants in the history of pharmacy. (Woodcut from Tabernaemontanus, Neu Vollkommen Kräuter-Buch, 1731)



“When we encounter the deadly nightshade during our excursion through the columned halls of the forest, a strange feeling comes over us, as if a secretive being with fixed, staring eyes were standing behind the mysterious plant. Its sparkling, shiny black fruits reflect back to us in the dark light of the forest. The deadly nightshade has an aura of danger about it, and we can feel as we look at it that caution is advised.”

BRUNO VONARBURG

DIE TOLLKIRSCHE [THE DEADLY NIGHTSHADE]

(1996, 61)

The Italian herbalist Matthiolus was the first to mention the name belladonna,“beautiful woman,” explaining that Italian women would drip juice pressed from the plant into their eyes in order to make themselves more beautiful. The juice contains atropine, which effects a temporary dilation of the pupils (mydriasis). At the time, large black pupils were the epitome of beauty. Because of this dilatory effect, belladonna juice also gained great significance in eye medicine. Ophthalmologists still use atropine, named after Atropa, to achieve the same effect. Atropine, the active principle of the plant, was first isolated from the deadly nightshade in 1833 by the German apothecary Mein (Vonarburg 1996, 62).

Distribution

Belladonna is indigenous to central and southern Europe and Asia Minor. From there, it spread throughout Western Europe, as far as Iran, and all across North Africa. It is rare in Greece, where it is found only in mountainous regions. In the Alps, it grows at altitudes of up to 1,700 meters (Kruedener et al. 1993, 128*). It prefers shady locations and requires chalky soils (Vonarburg 1996, 61).

Cultivation

The simplest and most successful method of cultivating belladonna is to take cuttings from newly formed shoots or layers of the rootstock. This must be done in the spring. Cultivation from seed is rather difficult, as less than 60% of the seeds are viable. This notwithstanding, the use of seeds is important in commercial production (Morton 1977, 284*). Belladonna is cultivated on a large scale in southern and eastern Europe, Pakistan, North America, and Brazil.

Appearance

This herbaceous perennial, which can grow as tall as 1.5 meters, develops straight, ramified stalks, oblong leaves, and bell-shaped, brownish violet flowers that are enclosed in a five-cusped green calyx. The fruit, which is initially green but then turns shiny black, is roughly the size of a cherry and sits upon the five-pointed calyx. Belladonna blooms between June and August and often already bears fruits at this time. The variety lutea has yellow flowers, yellow fruits, and a green stem.

The deadly nightshade produces an attractive nectar that bees and bumblebees enthusiastically collect and transform into psychoactive honey (Hazlinsky 1956). The plant is also pollinated by these insects (Vonarburg 1996, 62).

Although belladonna can be mistaken only for other Atropa species (see page 85), the Scopolia species (see Scopolia carniolica) are an occasional source of confusion.

Historical sources often confused the deadly nightshade with the bittersweet nightshade (Solanum dulcamara) and the black nightshade (Solanum nigrum; cf. Solanum spp.) (Schneider 1974, 1:160*) and occasionally with the sleeping berry (Withania somnifera). The herb Paris (Paris quadrifolia L.; cf. Aconitum spp.) has also been regarded as a form of belladonna (Schwamm 1988, 133).

Psychoactive Material

—Leaves (belladonnae folium, belladonnae herba, folia belladonnae, herba belladonnae, solani furiosi, belladonnablätter). The pharmaceutical raw drug is sometimes falsified with leaves of tree-of-heaven (Ailanthus altissima L.), poke-berry (Phytolacca americana L., Phytolacca acinosa), Hyoscyamus muticus, Physalis alkekengi L. (cf. Physalis spp.), and Scopolia carniolica.

—Roots (belladonnae radix, radix belladonnae, belladonnawurzel). The pharmaceutical raw drug is sometimes falsified with the roots of pokeberry (Phytolacca americana L., Phytolacca acinosa) or Scopolia carniolica.

—Fresh or dried fruits (belladonnae fructus, fructus belladonnae).
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The typical violet-tinged flower of the deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna).
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The rare yellow-blooming variety of the deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna var. lutea).
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The shiny black fruit of the deadly nightshade has a seductively sweet taste.
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The ripe fruit of the yellow-blooming Atropa belladonna var. lutea is also yellow and is easily mistaken for the fruits of the mandrake (Mandragora).



Preparation and Dosage

The leaves of the wild form should be harvested in May or June, as their alkaloid content is greatest at this time. They are dried in the shade and must then be stored away from light in an airtight container. It is best to harvest the fruits when they are almost ripe. These must be dried in a dry, ventilated location. Both the leaves and the fruits are suitable for use in smoking blends and can be combined with dried fly agaric mushrooms (Amanita muscaria) and hemp (Cannabis indica). Pharmaceutical cigarettes made of belladonna leaves soaked in a tincture of opium (cf. Papaver somniferum) were still being prescribed as recently as 1930 (Schneider 1974, 1:162*).

Ingestion of one or two fresh berries produces mild perceptual changes approximately one to two hours after consumption. Three or four fresh berries is regarded as a psychoactive aphrodisiac; three to a maximum of ten berries represents a hallucinogenic dosage. Ten to twenty berries is said to be lethal; among children, as few as two or three berries can cause death (Vonarburg 1996, 62). Extreme care should be exercised with Atropa belladonna! With some individuals, even the smallest amounts can have devastating results (delirious states). Using the plant as a fumigant or as an ingredient in smoking blends is the least dangerous method of consumption.

When used (internally) for medicinal purposes, 0.05 to 0.1 g of dried and powdered leaves is regarded as an average individual dosage (Lindequist 1992, 429). The therapeutic dosage of atropine is listed as 0.5 to 2 mg. A pleasant psycho-active dosage is 30 to 200 mg of dried leaves or 30 to 120 mg of dried roots, either smoked or ingested internally (Gottlieb 1973, 5*).

Belladonna is reputed to have been an ingredient in witches’ ointments and was used as a magical fumigant. One traditional “oracular incense” had the deadly nightshade as its chief component and active ingredient (cf. incense). It contained:

leaves of fool’s parsley [Aethusa spp., Apium spp., or Sium spp.], harvested during the new moon,

acorns [Quercus spp.], plucked during the full moon while naked,

leaves and flowers of the deadly nightshade, harvested at midday,

leaves of vervain [Verbena officinalis], plucked by hand in the afternoon,

leaves of wild peppermint [Mentha spp.], picked in the morning,

leaves of the thistle [Viscum album], from the previous year, cut at midnight.

(Magister Botanicus 1995, 185*)

Unfortunately, no precise details about the amounts to use have come down to us.

Belladonna berries can also be mashed, fermented, and distilled into alcohol and were formerly used as a psychoactive additive to beer, mead, palm wine, and wine. They are also an ingredient in the Moroccan spice mixture known as ras el hanout (Norman 1993, 96f.*).

Ritual Use

Since ancient times, deadly nightshade has probably been used in the same or a very similar manner as mandrake (see Mandragora officinarum). It is possible that its root was also used as a substitute or an alternative to that of the mandrake. Folktales have preserved the remnants of a belladonna cult that suggest that this may have been the case. In Hungary, for example, the root “is dug up on the night of St. George while naked, and a bread offering is made as if to an elfish monster” (Höfler 1990, 90*). In Romania, the deadly nightshade is also known as the wolf cherry, the flower of the forest, the lady of the forest, and the empress of herbs.

Belladonna is common in some regions of southern Germany. It is uncertain whether the plant is part of the indigenous flora or was introduced during the early Middle Ages. The German names for the plant are suggestive of its psychoactive effects (schlafbeere = “sleeping berry,” rasewurz = “mad root,” tollkirsche = “crazy cherry”) and contain pagan references (wolfsauge = “wolf’s eye,” wutbeere = “rage berry”); the wolf is the animal of Wotan and wut (= fury, ecstasy) is his characteristic (wuotan, “the furious”). The deadly nightshade is also associated with the daughters of Wotan: “On the Lower Rhine, its fruits are known as Walkerbeeren [“Valkyrie berries”], and the plant itself is known as the Walkerbaum [“Valkyrie tree”], and anyone who ate of the berries would fall victim to the Valkyries” (Perger 1864, 182 f.*). The Valkyries are the daughters of Heaven and Earth (Wotan and Erda) who accompany the souls of heroes who have fallen in battle to Valhalla, where they are entertained with inebriating mead while they await the Götterdämmerung, the Twilight of the Gods (i.e., the rebirth of the world). Since Wotan is the lord of the Wild Chase as well as of the hunt and the forest, he was also closely associated with hunters. Consequently, as late as the nineteenth century, southern German hunters would still often consume three or four belladonna berries before going out hunting, a practice that was said to sharpen their perception and make them better hunters.49
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Belladonna, the goddess of the deadly nightshade, is depicted with a wreath made from the leaves and fruits of Atropa belladonna. She appears to be deep in a nightshade dream. (Belladonna; engraving after a painting by Gabriel Max, printed in the Jugendstil journal Gartenlaube, 1902)
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Atropos, the goddess of destiny who severs the thread of life, provided the inspiration for the botanical name of the deadly nightshade. (Floor mosaic, Roman period, Cyprus)



Although the deadly nightshade is regarded as a classic witches’ plant, only a very few details have come down to us concerning its magical use in witches’ rituals. In his work Magiae naturalis [Natural Magic], Giovanni Battista della Porta (ca. 1535–1615) wrote that a person could use an arcanum (secret means) to transform himself into a bird, fish, or goose—the sacred animal that was sacrificed to Wotan/Odin at the time of the winter solstice—and thereby have much amusement. He listed belladonna first among the agents that could be used for these purposes (Schleiffer 1979, 139f.*).

In Celtic rituals and in the neo-pagan rituals of certain modern “witches cults” (Wicca) that are based upon these, following a fasting period of fourteen days50 (one fortnight), the oracular fumigation noted above was and is still carried out during the night of the full moon preceding the festival of Samhain (November 1). A tea made of Amanita muscaria was also consumed on that day:

The members of a band of people knowledgeable about herbs would then gather in the “sacred” night and select one of their own, who would then sit before the incense vessel as the oracular priest/ess and inhale the toxic fumes.

The resulting toxic effects of the smoke would place the priest/ess into a trance state in which he or she would then serve as oracle and answer the questions of the others or establish contact to the spirits or gods. It is also interesting that a priest or priestess was never allowed to function as the oracle on two consecutive occasions. (Magister Botanicus 1995, 185f.*)

Artifacts

In the nineteenth century and in the 1920s, both the berry of the deadly nightshade and belladonna in its anthropomorphic form were frequently portrayed in printed material (e.g., by Erich Brukal, Paul Wending; cf. Rätsch 1995, 138*). It is not known whether these pictures were the result of the artists’ personal experiences with bella-donna preparations. It is possible that the legends concerning the witches’ plant and the spirit that lives within it provided all the inspiration they needed.

The short film Belladonna, by herman de vries and others, depicts a magical ritual in which witches use the deadly nightshade. It shows a young woman walking through the forest in search of the plant; when she finds it, she disrobes and rubs its fruits all over her body. The film then attempts to portray the resulting psychoactive effects. An experimental film entitled Atropa belladonna—Die Farbe der Zeit [Atropa bella-donna—The Color of Time] was also inspired by the myth of the beautiful woman and the spirit of the plant (Friel and Bohn 1995).

Belladonna has also left its marks on both psychedelic and heavy metal music (e.g., Ian Carr, Belladonna, as well as the band Belladonna) and in the music of Andreas Vollenweider.

The book Right Where You Are Sitting Now: Further Tales of the Illuminati, by Robert Anton Wilson, provides a turbulent literary version of belladonna inebriation (1982, 13–26).

Medicinal Use

The deadly nightshade has been used for medicinal purposes since ancient times, e.g., as an analgesic (cf. soporific sponge). It was often administered to “dispel demons” (in other words, it was likely used in therapies to treat depressions, psychoses, and other mental illnesses). Rudiments of such psychiatric usage have been preserved in northern Africa.

In Morocco, the dried berries, together with a small amount of water and some sugar, are made into a tea that can “help produce a good mental condition.” This tea is also an aphrodisiac for men. It is also said “that a small dose of belladonna clears the mind and enables one to do intellectual tasks” (Venzlaff 1977, 82*). A couple of fresh berries are also said to increase the ability to remember.

In the nineteenth century, extracts of the root and herbage were used to treat jaundice, dropsy, whooping cough, convulsive cough, nervous ailments, scarlet fever, epilepsy, neuroses, renal colic, various skin diseases, eye inflammations, and diseases of the urinary and respiratory tracts, the throat, and the esophagus (Schneider 1974, 1:161*).

A mother tincture obtained from the fresh plant together with the rootstock at the end of the flowering season (Atropa belladonna hom. PFX and RhHAB1, Belladonna hom. HAB1) as well as various dilutions (normally D4 and above) are used in homeopathy for numerous purposes, depending upon the medical description (Vonarburg 1996, 63).

Constituents

The entire plant contains between 0.272 and 0.511% tropane alkaloids; the variety lutea contains only 0.295% (Lindequist 1992, 424). The stalk can contain up to 0.9% alkaloids, the unripe fruits up to 0.8%, the ripe fruits from 0.1 to 9.6%, and the seeds approximately 0.4%. In the living plant, (–)-hyoscyamine predominates; following harvest, during the drying and storage process, this is converted to atropine. The dried leaves contain 0.2 to 2% alkaloids, the dried root 0.3 to 1.2%. Hyoscyamine is the primary component (68.7%), apoatropine is the secondary alkaloid (17.9%), and many other tropane alkaloids are also present (433).
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The psychedelic wave of the late 1960s also swept over many jazz musicians in the early 1970s. In 1972, the trumpeter Ian Carr dedicated an entire album (Belladonna) to the hallucinogenic deadly nightshade. In this cover photograph, however, the musician is actually shown standing among field poppies (Papaver rhoeas). (CD cover 1990, Linam Records.)



The alkaloids in the plant apparently pass into the tissues of animals that have eaten the foliage, the fruits, or the roots. In one eighteenth-century case, an entire family experienced hallucinations after eating a rabbit. Rabbits appear to be fond of the plant and do not display any toxic reactions (Ruspini 1995).

Effects

The clinical picture of the effects of belladonna is rather homogeneous (and reminiscent of the effects of Datura and Brugmansia):

Within a quarter of an hour, the following toxic symptoms appear: psychomotor disquiet and general arousal, not infrequently of an erotic nature, urge to speak, great euphoria (cheerfulness, urge to laugh), but also fits of crying, strong desire for movement, which may be manifested as an urge to dance, disturbances of intention, manneristic and stereotypic movements, choreatic states, ataxia, disturbances of thought, sensations of befuddlement, confused speech, screaming, hallucinations of a diverse nature; increasing states of excitation culminating in frenzy, rage, madness, with complete lack of ability to recognize the surroundings. (Roth et al. 1994, 158*)

Death can result from respiratory paralysis. The (main) effects last for three to four hours; the effects on vision may continue for three to four days.

Belladonna-induced hallucinations are typically described as threatening, dark, demonic, devilish, hellish, very frightening, and profoundly terrifying. Many users have compared the effects to those of a “Hieronymus Bosch trip” and have indicated that they have no intention of repeating the experiment (Gabel 1968; Illmaier 1996; Pestolozzi and Caduff 1986).

The alkaloids also cause the mucous membranes to become very dry and the face to turn red, while the pulse rate accelerates and the pupils dilate.

Commercial Forms and Regulations

In Germany, belladonna leaves and roots are available in pharmacies and require a physician’s prescription (Lindequist 1992, 431).
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“For the Moirai alone in life . . .

Observe what occurs to us.

The Moirai know everything, everything,

and the seeing mind of Zeus,

Their aerial, their gentle,

friendly hearts come by:

Atropos, Lachesis, Clotho;

Come, daughters of the noble father,

Inescapable, invisible

nocturnal, immortal,

givers of all, taking the mortal

The compulsion of necessity . . .”

ORPHIC HYMN TO THE MOIRAI

“The world is much more absurd and threatening than most people comprehend. Just ask any of the people that have partaken of the belladonna, and they will attest to this.”

ROBERT ANTON WILSON

RIGHT WHERE YOU ARE SITTING NOW: FURTHER TALES OF THE ILLUMINATI

(1982, 26)


Other Species of Belladonna

The genus Atropa is composed of four to six species, all of which occur only in Eurasia (D’Arcy 1991, 79*; Symon 1991, 147*). The genus is treated inconsistently in the taxonomic literature. The only species that has attained any ethnopharmacological significance as a psycho-active plant is Atropa belladonna. Only the Indian belladonna has acquired a certain ethnomedicinal usage. All species contain tropane alkaloids, primarily hyoscyamine and atropine, along with apoatropine, belladonnine, and cuscohygrine (in the roots). The leaves also contain quercetin and camphor oil derivatives and coumarins (scopoletin) (Lindequist 1992, 423*).

Atropa aborescens [nom. nud.?]

This species, collected in Martinique, “contains narcotic poisonous substances” (von Reis and Lipp 1982, 266*).

Atropa acaulis L.

Synonym for Mandragora officinarum

Atropa acuminata Royle ex Lindl. [syn. Atropa belladonna var. acuminata, Atropa belladonna C.B. Clarke non. L.]—Indian belladonna, sagangur

This species occurs only in the Indian districts of Barmula, Kinnaur, Simla, and Nainital. It is very similar to Atropa belladonna, in particular the yellow-flowered subspecies. But this species produces yellow flowers and black fruits (Morgan 1977, 289*). For this reason, it has recently been regarded more as a synonym, although it may represent a local variety or subspecies. Indian belladonna has almost the same alkaloid content as the European species, but it has a higher concentration of scopolamine (approximately 30% of the total alkaloids). It is cultivated in Afghanistan and Kashmir for pharmaceutical purposes. The Indian raw drug is very often falsified with the roots of Phytolacca acinosa (Morton 1977, 290*). Atropa acuminata is also regarded as a synonym for Atropa baetica.

Atropa baetica Willk.—Iberian belladonna

This species is found in Spain and possesses a higher alkaloid content (with only a little scopolamine) than Atropa belladonna.

Atropa caucasica Kreyer—Caucasian belladonna

The only other Asian species besides Atropa acuminata.

Atropa cordata—heart-leaved belladonna

This species is apparently a broad-leaved European form of Atropa belladonna.

Atropa digitaloides—finger-leaved belladonna

This species is apparently a small-leaved European form of Atropa belladonna.

Atropa komarovii Blin. et Shal—Turkmenic belladonna

Found only in Turkmenistan, this species is being tested for commerical cultivation as a source of alkaloids.

Atropa mandragora (L.) Woodville

Synonym for Mandragora officinarum.

Atropa x martiana Font Quer

Hybrid from Atropa baetica and Atropa bella-donna.

Atropa pallidiflora Schönb.-Tem.

Has an alkaloid concentration that is approximately as high as that of Atropa belladonna, although the mixture contains approximately 30% scopolamine.

Atropa rhomboidea Gill. et Hook

Now known as Salpichroa origanifolia (Lam.) Baill., this plant occurs in the southern portion of South America as far as Tierra del Fuego (Zander 1994, 496*).
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The fruit of the deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna), whole and in cross section.




Banisteriopsis caapi (Spruce ex Grisebach) Morton

Ayahuasca Vine

Family

Malpighiaceae (Barbados Cherry Family); Pyramidotorae, Banisteriae Tribe

Forms and Subspecies

Two varieties have been distinguished (D. McKenna 1996):

Banisteriopsis caapi var. caupari

Banisteriopsis caapi var. tukonaka

The first form has a knotty stem and is considered to be more potent; the second has a completely smooth stem.

The Andoques Indians distinguish among three forms of the vine, depending upon the types of effects each has upon the shamans: iñotaino’ (transformation into a jaguar), hapataino’ (transformation into an anaconda), and kadanytaino’ (transformation into a goshawk) (Schultes 1985, 62). The Siona make a distinction among the following cultivated forms: wa’í yahé (“flesh yahé,” with green leaves), ya’wi yahé (“pekari yahé,” with yellow-striped leaves), naso ãnya yahé (“monkey snake yahé”), naso yahé (“monkey yahé,” with striped leaves), yahé repa (“proper yahé”), tara yahé (“bone yahé,” with knotty stems), ‘aíro yahé (“forest yahé”), bi’ã yahé (“bird yahé,” with small leaves), sia sewi yahé (“egg sewi yahé,” with yellowish leaves), sêsé yahé (“white-lipped peccary yahé”), wêki yahé (“tapir yahé,” of large size), yaí yahé (“jaguar yahé”), nea yahé (“black yahé,” with dark stems), horo yahé (“flower yahé”), and sisé yahé (Vickers and Plowman 1984, 18f.*).

Synonyms

Banisteria caapi Spruce ex Griseb.

Banisteria quitensis Niedenzu

Banisteriopsis inebrians Morton

Banisteriopsis quitensis (Niedenzu) Morton

Folk Names

Amarón wáska, “boa vine”), ambi-huasca (Inga, “medicine vine”), ambiwáska, ayahuasca amarilla, ayahuascaliane, ayahuasca negra, ayahuasca vine, ayawasca, ayawáska, bejuco de oro (“gold vine”), bejuco de yagé, biaj (Kamsá, “vine”), biáxa, biaxíi, bichémia, caapi,51 caapí, camárambi (Piro), cauupuri mariri, cielo ayahuasca, cuchiayahuasca, cushi rao (Shipibo, “strong medicinal plant”), doctor, hi(d)-yati (d)yahe, iáhi’, kaapi, kaapistrauch, kaheé, kahi, kalí, kamarampi (Matsigenka), máo de onça, maridi, natem, natema, nepe, nepi, nishi (Shipibo, “vine”), oo’-na-oo (Witoto), purga-huasca, purga-huasca de los perros, rao (Shipibo, “medicinal plant”), reéma (Makuna), sacawáska, sacha-huasca (Inga, “wild vine”), seelenliane, seelenranke, shurifisopa, tiwaco-mariri, totenliane, vine of the dead, vine of the soul, yagé, yagé cultivado, yagé del monte, yagé sembrado, yahe, yaje, yáje, yajé, yajén, yaji, yaxé (Tukano, “sorcerer’s plant”)

History

The word ayahuasca is Quechuan and means “vine of the soul” or “vine of the spirits” (Bennett 1992, 492*). The plant has apparently been used in South America for centuries or even millennia to manufacture psychoactive drinks (ayahuasca, natema, yahé, etc.). Richard Spruce (1817–1893) collected the first botanical samples of the vine between 1851 and 1854 (Schultes 1957, 1983c*). The original voucher specimens have even been tested for alkaloids (Schultes et al. 1969).

The German ethnographer Theodor Koch-Grünberg (1872–1924) was one of the first to observe and describe the manufacture of the caapi drink from Banisteriopsis caapi (1921, 190ff.). The pharmacology was first elucidated in the mid-twentieth century (see ayahuasca).

Distribution

It is not certain where the plant originated, as it is now cultivated in Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, and Brazil, that is, throughout the entire Amazon basin. Wild plants appear to be chiefly stands that have become wild (Gates 1982, 113).

Cultivation

The plant is cultivated almost exclusively through cuttings, as most cultivated plants are infertile (Bristol 1965, 207*). A young shoot or the tip of a branch is allowed to stand in water until it forms roots, after which it is transplanted or simply placed into humus-rich, moist soil and watered profusely. The fast-growing plant thrives only in moist tropical climates and does not typically tolerate any frost.

Appearance

This giant vine forms very long and very woody stems that branch repeatedly. The large, green leaves are round-ovate in shape, pointed at the end (8 to 18 cm long, 3.5 to 8 cm in width), and opposite. The inflorescences grow from axillary panicles and have four umbels. The flowers are 12 to 14 mm in size and have five white or pale pink sepals. The plant flowers only rarely (Schultes 1957, 32); in the tropics, the flowering period is in January (although it can also occur between December and August). The winged fruits appear between March and August (Ott 1996) and resemble the fruits of the maple (Acer spp.). The plant is quite variable, which is why it has been described under several different names (see “Synonyms”).
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Inflorescence and fruit of the ayahuasca vine (Banisteriopsis caapi). Under cultivation, the vine rarely develops flowers. (Drawing by Sebastian Rätsch)
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The Tukanos and other Indians of the Amazon regard the ayahuasca vine as a snake that can bear humans into the world of the spirits. (Traditional representation, from Koch-Grünberg, Zwei Jahre bei den Indianern Nordwest-Brasiliens, 1921*)



The vine is closely related to Banisteriopsis membranifolia and Banisteriopsis muricata (see Banisteriopsis spp.) and can easily be confused with these (Gates 1982, 113). It is also quite similar to Diplopterys cabrerana.

Psychoactive Material

—Stems, fresh or dried (banisteriae lignum)

—Bark, fresh or dried, of the trunk (banisteriae cortex)

—Leaves, dried

Preparation and Dosage

In Amazonia, dried pieces of the bark and the leaves are smoked. The Witotos powder dried leaves so that they can smoke them as a hallucinogen (Schultes 1985).

The vine is rarely used alone to produce ayahuasca or yagé:

The Tukano prepare the yajé by dissolving it in cold water, not, as is done by other tribes to the south, by boiling. Short pieces of the liana are macerated in a wooden mortar, unmixed with the leaves or with other ingredients. Cold water is added, and the liquid is passed through a sieve and placed in a special ceramic vessel. This solution is prepared two or three hours before its proposed ceremonial use, and it is later drunk by the group from small cups. These drinking vessels hold 70 cubic cm and between drinks, six or seven in number, intervals of about an hour elapse. (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1970, 32).

In between they drink chicha, a slightly fermented beer, and smoke copious amounts of tobacco (Nicotiana rustica, Nicotiana tabacum).

The vine is usually prepared together with one or more additives so that it develops either psychedelic (using plants that contain DMT, primarily Psychotria viridis) or healing (e.g., with Ilex guayusa) powers (see list at ayahuasca).

Small baskets made of strips of ayahuasca bark 4 to 6 mm in thickness (total dry weight = 13 to 14 g) are now being produced in Ecuador; each basket corresponds to the dosage for one person. These little baskets are stuffed with leaves of Psychotria viridis (approximately 20 g) and boiled to prepare a psychedelic drink.

Ritual Use

The Desana, a Colombian Tukano tribe, drink pure ayahuasca only on ritual occasions, although these do not have to be associated with any particular purpose, such as healing or divination. Only men may consume the drink, although the women are involved as dancers (i.e., as entertainment). The ritual begins with the recitation of creation myths and is accompanied by songs. It lasts for eight to ten hours. Very large amounts of chicha are also consumed while the ritual is in progress (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1970, 32).

For more on ritual use, see ayahuasca.

Artifacts

See ayahuasca.

Medicinal Use

In some areas of the Amazon, and among the followers of the Brazilian Umbanda cult, a tea made from the ayahuasca vine is drunk as a remedy for a wide variety of diseases and may also be used externally for massaging into the skin (Luis Eduardo Luna, pers. comm.).

Constituents

The entire plant contains alkaloids of the βcarboline type. The principal alkaloids are har-mine, harmaline, and tetrahydroharmine. Also present are the related alkaloids harmine-N-oxide, harmic acid methylester (= methyl-7-methoxy-βcarboline-1-carboxylate),harmalinic acid (= 7-methoxy-3,4-dihydro-β-carboline-1-carboxyl acid), harmic amide (= 1-carbamoyl-7-methoxy-βcarboline), acethylnorharmine (= 1-acetyl-7-methoxy-β-carboline), and ketotetrahydronorharmine (= 7-methoxy-1,2,3,4-tetrahydro-1-oxo-β-carboline) (Hashimoto and Kawanishi 1975, 1976). Also present are shihuninine and dihydroshihunine (Kawanishi et al. 1982).

The stems contain 0.11 to 0.83% alkaloids, the branches 0.28 to 0.37%, the leaves 0.28 to 0.7%, and the roots between 0.64 and 1.95%. Of these, 40 to 96% is harmine. Harmaline is completely absent in some samples, while in others it can comprise as much as 15% of the total alkaloid content (Brenneisen 1992, 458). The stems and bark also contain large quantities of tanning agents.

It has also been reported that the vine contains caffeine. This information is probably due to confusion with Paullinia yoco (cf. Paulinia spp.) (Brenneisen 1992, 458).

Effects

The vine functions as a potent MAO inhibitor, whereby only the endogenous enzyme MAO-A is inhibited (see ayahuasca). As a result, both endogenous and externally introduced tryptamines, such as N,N-DMT, are not broken down and are thus able to pass across the blood-brain barrier.
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The ayahuasca vine (Banisteriopsis caapi) blooms in January. The plant only flowers in the tropics.
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Harmine
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Harmaline



“Caapi is a decoction of a Malpighiaceae shrub (Banisteria) and is prepared in the following way by the men only, for the women do not drink any Caapi. The roots, stems, and leaves are pounded in a wide, trough-shaped mortar into a greenish brown mass that is washed in a pot with a little water, squeezed thoroughly, and then pounded in the mortar and washed again. The resulting mush, which bears something of a resemblance to cow dung, is strained through two fine sieves placed on one another into the Caapi vessel, whereby this is aided by hitting against the edge of the sieve. The pot with the unappetizing drink is covered carefully with leaves and placed in front of the house for a time. The Caapi vessel always has the same bulging urn shape and is always painted with the same yellow pattern against a dark red background. Remarkably, these are very similar to the patterns that are painted on the round exterior of the signal drums. At the upper edge, the vessel has two leaf-shaped handles that protrude out horizontally and are used to carry it, and two holes, in which a string for hanging it is attached. It is never washed but is newly painted from time to time.

“The effects of Caapi resemble hashish inebriation. One can see how the Indians say that everything is much larger and more beautiful that it really is. The house is enormously large and magnificent. They see many, many people, especially many women.—The erotic appears to play a central role in this inebriation. —Large, colorful snakes wind their way up and down the house posts. All of the colors are garishly colorful. Some who drink Caapi suddenly fall into a deep unconsciousness state and then have the most beautiful dreams, and admittedly also the most beautiful headache when they awake—hangover.”

THEODOR KOCH-GRÜNBERG

ZWEI JAHRE BEI DEN INDIANERN NORDWEST-BRASILIENS [TWO YEARS AMONG THE INDIANS OF NORTHWEST BRAZIL]

(1921, 119f.*)

When the vine is used alone, it produces mood-enhancing and sedative properties. In higher dosages, the harmine present in the plant (above 150 to 200 mg) can induce nausea, vomiting, and shivering (Brenneisen 1992, 460).

In the 1960s, Reichel-Dolmatoff was able to take part in numerous ayahuasca rituals among the Desana. He wrote the following about his experience with a repeated administration of a drink that was said to have been made only from Banisteriopsis caapi:

My own experience was as follows: first draft, pulse 100, a sense of euphoria, followed by a passing drowsiness; second draft, pulse 84; fourth drink, pulse 82 and strong vomiting; sixth draft, pulse 82, severe diarrhea. Almost immediately there appeared to me spectacular visions in color of a multitude of intricate designs of marked bilateral symmetry, which passed slowly in oblique bands before my range of vision, my eyes being half closed. The visions continued, becoming modified, for more than twenty minutes, during which time I was entirely conscious and able to describe my experience very clearly on the tape recorder. There were no acoustical phenomena and no figures represented. (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1970, 33)

Commercial Forms and Regulations

Pieces of the vine are only rarely offered in ethnobotanical specialty stores. There are no regulations concerning the plant.
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Banisteriopsis spp.

Banisteriopsis Species

Family

Malpighiaceae (Barbados Cherry Family); Banisteriae Tribe

Today, some ninety-two species of the genus Banisteriopsis are recognized. Most species occur in the tropical lowlands of Central and South America. A few species are also found in Asia.

Banisteriopsis argentea (Spreng. ex A. Juss.) Morton

A native of India, this species contains tetrahydroharman, 5-methoxytetrahydroharman, har-mine, harmaline, and the β-carboline leptaflorin (Ghosal et al., 1971). The leaves contain only 0.02% alkaloids [(+)-Nb-methyltetrahydroharmane, N,N-DMT, N,N-DMT-Nb-oxide, (+)-tetrahydroharmine, harmaline, choline, betaine, (+)-5-methoxytetrahydroharmane] (Ghosal and Mazumder 1971). We know, however, of no traditional use as a psychoactive plant (Schultes and Farnsworth 1982, 147*). Banisteriopsis argentea may be synonymous with Banisteriopsis muricata (see below).

Banisteriopsis inebrians Morton

In the Amazonian lowlands of Ecuador, Banisteriopsis inebrians is known as barbasco. In South America, the word barbasco is used primarily to refer to fishing trees (Piscidia spp.) and other plants that can be used to poison fish (e.g., Clibadium spp.). The Indians pound the fresh roots of Banisteriopsis inebrians, place the result into a coarse-meshed basket, and put this in the water. The fish poison then spreads as a milky exudation (Patzelt 1996, 261*).

In southern Colombia (in the Vaupés and Río Piraparaná region), this ayahuasca species is used ritually to prepare yagé or kahi primarily by the Barasana (see ayahuasca). In the language of the Barasana, this species is known as kahi-ukó, “yagé catalyst,” yaiya-sûava-kahi-ma, “red jaguar yagé,” and kumua-basere-kahi-ma, “yagé for shamanizing.” Under the influence of this vine, it is said that one sees thing in shades of red, dances, and is able to see people who are normally invisible. According to the mythology of the Barasana, this vine was brought to people in the yuruparí trumpet; for this reason, it is also known as hêkahi-ma,“yuruparí yagé” (Hugh-Jones 1977, 1979; Schultes 1972, 142f.*). Today, it is regarded as a synonym for Banisteriopsis caapi. It contains the same alkaloids (O’Connell and Lynn 1953).

Banisteriopsis maritiniana (Juss.) Cuatrecasas var. laevis Cuatrecasas

This species is found in the Amazon region of Colombia. The Makuna Indians purportedly use it to manufacture yajé (Schultes 1975, 123).

Banisteriopsis muricata (Cavanilles) Cuatrecasas [syn. Banisteria acanthocarpa Juss., Banisteria muricata Cav., Banisteriopsis argentea (H.B.K.) Robinson in Small, Heterpterys argentea H.B.K., and others]

In Ecuador, where this species is known as mii, the Waorani use it as the basis for ayahuasca. The shaman (ido) prepares the drink from bark scrapings that are slowly boiled. He can use the drink to heal a person as well as to send him a disease or even death. A disease can be healed only when the person who has caused the illness also brews the healing drink (Davis and Yost 1983, 190f.*).

The Witoto from Puca Urquillo on the Rió Ampiyacu (Peru) call this vine sacha ayahuasca, “wild vine of the soul,” and say that it can be used in place of Banisteriopsis caapi (Davis and Yost 1983, 190f.*). In Peru, this plant is also known as ayahuasca de los brujos (“ayahuasca of the sorcerers”); in Bolivia it is called bejuco hoja de plata (“silver leaf vine”); in Argentina, sombra de tora (“shadow of the steer”); and in El Salvador, bejuco de casa (“vine of the house”), pastora (“shepherdess”; cf. Salvia divinorum, Turnera diffusa), and ala de zompopo. Of all the species of Banisteriopsis, this plant is the most widely distributed.

The vine is also found in the lowlands of southern Mexico (Selva Lacandona) and in Petén (Guatemala) (per oral communication from Rob Montgomery). It is possible that the ancient Maya may have used it to produce a kind of “maya-huasca” (see ayahuasca analogs).

The plant contains both β-carbolines (har-mine, etc.) and N,N-DMT. DMT is present not in the vine itself (i.e., the stems) but in the leaves. This American species may be identical to the Indian Banisteriopsis argentea (see above).
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Intertwining stems of Banisteriopsis muricata, found in Petén (Guatemala) and Chiapas (Mexico), recall numerous illustrations of cosmic umbilical cords from the Classic and post-Classic Mayan period. Some people believe that the Maya used this vine to brew a type of “mayahuasca.” (Photographed in Tikal)
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This yellow-blossomed vine was published under the name Banisteria tomentosa. (Copperplate engraving, colorized, nineteenth century)



Banisteriopsis quitensis (Niedenzu) Morton

This species is purported to have hallucinogenic effects (Schultes and Farnsworth 1982, 188*). Today, it is regarded as a synonym for Banisteriopsis caapi.

Banisteriopsis rusbyana (Niedenzu) Morton

This name is now regarded as a synonym for Diplopterys cabrerana.


[image: ]

An Indian plays on the yuruparí trumpet; according to mythical tradition, the trumpet came from the heavens filled with Banisteriopsis spp. (From Koch-Grünberg, Zwei Jahre bei den Indianern Nordwest-Brasiliens, 1921*)



“Ayahuasca [from Banisteriopsis spp.] is drunk among the Cashinahua to obtain information which would otherwise remain concealed. The hallucinations are regarded as the experiences of one’s own dream spirit; they are clues about the future and memories of the past, and with them the drinker can learn about things, people, and events that are far removed.”

ARA H. DER MARDEROSIAN, ET AL. “THE USE AND HALLUCINATORY PRINCIPLE OF A PSYCHOACTIVE BEVERAGE OF THE CASHINAHUA TRIBE (AMAZON BASIN)” (1970, 7)
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Early illustration of the frankincense tree, which was long unknown in Europe. (Woodcut from Gerard, The Herball or General History of Plants, 1633*)
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Boswellia sacra Flückiger

Frankincense Tree

Family

Burseraceae (Bursera Family)

Forms and Subspecies

The true frankincense tree can exhibit considerable variation, depending upon its place of origin. For this reason, it has been described under numerous names that refer solely to local varieties, forms, or races. The taxonomy of the genus Boswellia is represented very irregularly in the literature, particularly the nonbotanical literature. An additional difficulty lies in the fact that many species of the genus produce resins that are sold under the name frankincense (Watt and Sellar 1996, 22f.).

Synonyms

Boswellia bhau-dajiana Birdwood

Boswellia carteri Birdwood

Boswellia thurifera sensu Carter

Folk Names

Ana, bayu, beyo, djau der, echter weihrauchbaum, encens, frankincense, frankincense tree, incense tree, kundara (Persian), kundur (Persian), lebona (Hebrew), libanotis (Greek), lubân, luban-tree, maghrayt d’scheehaz (Arabic), mohr (Somali), mohr madow, mohr meddu, neter sonter (Egyptian), oliban, olibanum (Roman), olibanumbaum, seta kundura (Hindi), weihrauchbaum, weihrauchstrauch, weyrauch, wicbaum, wichboum

History

Frankincense, the true incense, is the golden yellow, pleasantly aromatic resin of the bushlike frankincense tree, great forests (“balsam gardens”) of which thrive near the Red Sea, especially in Arabia (the ancient land of incense known as Sa’kalan) and Somalia (the legendary land of Punt) (Wissman 1977). For at least four thousand years, frankincense has been obtained in these regions from incisions made in the bark of the tree (Howes 1950). In ancient times, this was the most coveted of all resins used for incense, and it was transported along the famed Incense Road—probably the most important trade route of antiquity—between Egypt and India (Groom 1981; Kaster 1986).

Since ancient times, frankincense resin has been used to manufacture incense, cosmetics, and perfumes. Arabian women still burn frankincense to perfume their bodies, in particular the vulva (Martinetz et al. 1989). This not only lends them a more pleasant scent but also is said to make them more erotic.
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The true frankincense tree (Boswellia sacra) in its natural habitat. (Photograph: Walter Hess)
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Two qualities of olibanum, the resin of the frankincense tree (Boswellia sacra). Left, high-quality ware from Eritrea; right, the coarser, impure product from Ogaden.



Frankincense has been attributed with psycho-active powers since the early modern period (Lonicerus 1679, 738*; Menon and Kar 1971; Farnsworth 1972, 68*). As a result, frankincense was swallowed, burned, or smoked in the Ottoman Empire, in Arabia, and even in Europe (often in combination with opium; cf. Papaver somniferum). Other incense plants have also been claimed to induce hallucinogenic effects (cf. Bursera bipinnata).

The history of frankincense and the tree it is obtained from is simultaneously a history of mistaken identities and confusion, as all drop-shaped aromatic resins were once referred to as “frankincense” (Schneider 1974, 1:185f.*). Since all species of Boswellia—and their resins—display considerable variation, the botanical classification is often a question of chance (cf. Hepper 1969). The botanical identity of the stock plant was not determined until the middle of the nineteenth century (Carter 1848; Hepper 1969).

Distribution

The frankincense tree occurs in Somalia and southern Arabia. In Somalia, it is primarily found in areas between 100 and 1,800 meters above sea level (Pabst 1887, 1:54*).

Cultivation

Cultivation methods (assuming any are actually known) are a well-protected secret of the peoples who live from the collection of frankincense. The ancient Egyptians attempted to plant frankincense trees in Egypt but were unsuccessful in spite of their great knowledge of gardening (Dixon 1969). They excavated small trees together with soil that they then shipped back to Egypt in tubs. The trees died shortly thereafter.

Appearance

This small, rather graceful tree grows from 4 to 5 meters in height, and in rare cases to 6 meters. It has a robust trunk and a dark brown, papery bark that sheds repeatedly and immediately regrows. Each year, new shoots form that are thickly adorned with short yellow trichomes. The pinnate leaves grow in clusters on the ends of the branches. The small, petiolate flowers grow from the leaf axils and are arranged in paniculate racemes. The whitish flowers have five petals and ten red stamens. The small fruits form light brown capsules that have three lobes, in which the angular stones sit individually with the small seeds. Flowering occurs in April.

The true frankincense tree is very easily confused with Boswellia serrata Roxb., the Indian incense tree, especially because this species is also a source of incense (Indian frankincense) (Schneider 1974, 1:187*). The very similar Boswellia papyrifera (Del.) Hochst. is easily distinguished on the basis of its height; it grows much taller and is more ramified than the other species.

Psychoactive Material

—Resin (olibanum, Somalian olibanum, Aden olibanum, Bible incense, Arabian olibanum)

In Persia (Iran), a distinction is made between two types of olibanum: kundara zakara, “male incense,” is dark yellow to reddish in color and comes in the form of round drops; kundara unsa, “female incense,” is yellowish-whitish, pale, and transparent and usually comes in the form of oblong drops (Hooper 1937, 92*).

Resins used to counterfeit frankincense are false incense (spruce resin; Picea spp.), gum arabic (cf. Acacia spp.), fir resin (Abies spp.), mastic (Pistacia lentiscus L.), sandarac (the resin of Tetraclinis articulatia (Vahl) Mast or Callitris quadrivalvis Vent.), and calcite crystals (Pabst 1887, 1:56*).

Preparation and Dosage

The resin is obtained by making long (4 to 8 cm), deep incisions into the bark. A special scalpel-like instrument known as a mengaff is used for this purpose. According to Theophrastus, the resin should be collected during the dog days, i.e., the hottest time of the year. Pliny also noted that the first incision into the bark of the stock plant should be made around the time of the rising of the Dog Star (Sirius).

Frankincense is an important component in many recipes for psychoactive incense. It is also an ingredient in the Oriental joy pills and was formerly used as a spice in wine (cf. Vitis vinifera).

“[Amun] transformed herself into the form of the majesty of her spouse, the king of Upper and Lower Egypt; they [Amun and Thoth] found her as she rested in the splendor of her palace.—She awakened from the scents of the god; she laughed at his majesty. . . . She was filled with joy to see his beauty, his body went into her body, [the palace] was flooded with the scents of the god, all of his scents were [scents] from Punt [the land of incense].”

TEMPLE INSCRIPTION AT DER EL-BAHARI (CA. 1550 B.C.E.) CITED IN WEIHRAUCH UND MYRRHE [FRANKINCENSE AND MYRRH] (MARTINETZ ET AL. 1989, 103)

“God does not permit himself to be held, nor heard, nor seen, but in the scent of the divine flower or the taste of the sacred juice, it is most likely that the conception of him will be awakened. Using incense, balsam, and sacred oils, through tonic and heart-strengthening plant extracts, the Egyptians speak directly to the gods, they begin to breathe, to speak, to open their mouths and live.”

PAUL FAURE

MAGIE DER DÜFTE [MAGIC OF SCENTS]

(1990, 23)


Other Types of Olibanum

The following species of Boswellia, which occur in East Africa and India, also yield resins that are referred to and marketed as olibanum:
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An ancient Egyptian illustration of the frankincense tree as a potted plant, in the grave of Hatshepsut (1504–1483 B.C.E.). The inscription reads: “Greening incense tree, 31 pieces; brought here among the delicacies for the majesty of the god Amun, the lord of the earthly throne. Never has its like been seen since the creation of the universe.” (From Engel)



Ritual Use

For both cultic and economic reasons, frank-incense was the most important incense of the ancient Assyrians, Hebrews, Arabs, Egyptians, and Greeks. The resin was used as a fumigant and offered to the gods at every ceremony. The Assyrians burned it especially for Ishtar, the queen of the heavens, for Adonis, the god of resurrecting nature, and for Bel, the Assyrian high god. The Assyrian kings, who were also high priests, offered frankincense to the tree of life, which was sprinkled with wine (cf. Vitis vinifera) as it was bathed in smoke. The pagan, pre-Islamic Arabs consecrated frankincense to Sabis, their sun god, and the entire supply was required to be stored in the temple of the sun. Among the Hebrews, frankincense was one of the ingredients of the sacred incense and a symbol of divinity. The Bible refers to it as a sacred incense and an article of tribute and trade. It later became the most important incense of the Catholic Church. In central Europe, the resin of the frankincense tree became known primarily through the Catholic Church. At the time of Charlemagne, it was burned not only during masses but also during the “trials by ordeal” that were common at the time.

Egyptian and Greek magicians of the late ancient period used the smoke to conjure demons, the intermediary beings that they wished to put to use. In Egypt, the frankincense tree was consecrated to Amun of Thebes. Incense was also sacred to Hathor, the goddess of drunkenness (cf. Mandragora officinarum). For the Romans as well, there was no ceremony, no triumphal procession, no public or private celebration that did not include the use of this aromatic resin. It was said that frankincense “enabled one to recognize god.” Frankincense manna was sacred to the sun and the oracular god Apollo (cf. Hyoscyamus albus). Frankincense was also important in the cult of Aphrodite. Offering the goddess incense was a way to ensure that the hetaerae, or temple servant girls, would be provided with sufficient clientele. In Ethiopia, frankincense is still burned to “control evil spirits” (Wilson and Mariam 1979, 30*). Similar practices have been preserved in certain Swiss folk customs (Vonarburg 1993).

Artifacts

Both frankincense and the tree from which it comes are frequent subjects in ancient Egyptian works of art (wall paintings, poetry). There are a great many incense vessels and other devices for burning incense (cf. Martinetz et al. 1989).

Medicinal Use

Frankincense was used for numerous medicinal purposes in ancient times and was praised by Hippocrates, Celsus, Dioscorides, Galen, Marcellus, and Serenus Sammonicus. It was used to produce oils to treat colds, enemas to treat constipation, agents for cleaning wounds, bandages to treat the “sacred fire” (cf. Claviceps purpurea), and ointments against frostbite, burns, skin nodules, rashes, scabies, warts, psoriasis, inflammations, excrescence, watery eyes, scars, ear inflammations, boils, rheumatism, and gout. More recently, an extract of Boswellia serrata (H 15)53 has been used with success in Western medicine and phyto-therapy to treat rheumatoid arthritis (Etzel 1996). Essential oils distilled from a number of different types of frankincense are also becoming increasingly important in aromatherapy (Watt and Sellar 1996).

In traditional Chinese medicine, frankincense is generally regarded as a stimulant, and it is used to treat leprosy, skin diseases, menstrual cramps, coughs, and lower abdominal pains. The smoke or the essential oil is inhaled for coughs.

In the early modern period, frankincense was even used for “psychiatric” purposes as a mood-enhancer:

The smoke of Olibani is good for heavy eyes / when taken in there. It removes sorrow / increases reason / strengthens the heart / and makes one of cheerful blood. (Lonicerus 1679, 738*)

In Ethiopia, frankincense is burned as a fumigant to treat fever and as a tranquilizer (Wilson and Mariam 1979, 30*).

Constituents

All types of frankincense are composed of 53% resin (C30H32O4), gum, essential oil, boswellic acids, bitter principles, and mucilage. Frankincense contains 5 to 10% essential oil, consisting of pinene, limonene, cadinene, camphene, П-cymene, borneol, verbenone, verbenol, dipentene, phellandrene, olibanol, and other substances. The composition of the essential oils of the different species varies somewhat (Tucker 1986). The essential oil from bejo (olibanum from Somalia) contains 19% α-thujene and 75% α-pinene, as well as sabinene, α-cymene, limonene, β-caryophyllene, α-muurolene, caryophyllene oxide, and other, unknown substances. The oil of olibanum Eritrea consists of approximately 52% octyl acetate; the oil of olibanum Aden contains approximately 43% α-pinene (Watt and Sellar 1996, 28).

For years, both the literature and the media have reported claims that pyrochemical modifications and reactions produce THC when frankincense is burned (Martinetz et al. 1989, 138; Faure 1990, 30).54 To date, however, THC has not been detected in any genus other than Cannabis. The results of recent studies at the Pharmaceutical Institute of the University of Bern have demonstrated that no THC is produced when frankincense resin is burned; not even one nanogram was detected (Kessler 1991). But since there are numerous types of olibanum, it may be that some of these do contain THC or produce it when burned while others do not. However, the smoke was not “investigated with respect to other psychotropic substances, so that its last secrets are still preserved” (Hess 1993, 11).

Effects

Both olibanum and the incense of the church have long been attributed with inebriating, euphoriant, and mood-improving effects (Menon and Kar 1971). The Universallexikon of 1733 to 1754 states:

It strengthens the head, reason, and sense, but when it is used needlessly, it awakens painful days in the head and is damaging to the reason, otherwise it cleanses the blood, strengthens the heart, takes away sorrow, and makes the blood cheerful.

Cases of “olibanum addiction” are still observed and noted in the toxicological literature (Martinetz et al. 1989, 138). It is not unlikely that many people attended church services in the past because of the inebriating effects of olibanum.

Commercial Forms and Regulations

The olibanum that is now found in trade comes primarily from Boswellia sacra, the true frankincense tree, which is indigenous to Somalia, Iran, and Iraq. Olibanum is traded in different qualities and is named after its place of origin (Aden, Eritrea, Beyo). The unrefined drops (olibanum electum) are the best. Olibanum is available without restriction and can be obtained from sources specializing in devotional articles and incenses.
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Brugmansia arborea (Linnaeus) Lagerheim

Angel’s Trumpet Tree

Family

Solanaceae (Nightshade Family); Subfamily Solanoideae, Datureae Tribe, Brugmansia Section

Forms and Subspecies

There are presumably different cultivars.

Because of their variability and the many hybrids, angel’s trumpets are often very difficult to classify (Preissel and Preissel 1997). The botanical literature is also quite chaotic concerning the taxonomy of these plants (Bristol 1966 and 1969; Lockwood 1973).

Synonyms

Datura arborea L.

Datura arborea Ruíz et Pav.

Datura cornigera Hook.

Brugmansia candida Pers. sensu latu

Folk Names

Almizclillo, angel’s trumpet tree, baumdatura, baumstechapfel, borrachera, (Spanish,“inebriator”),55 campachu, campanilla, chamico, cimora, cojones del diablo, engelstrompetenbaum, floripondio, großer stechapfel, guarguar, hierba de los compañones, huántac (Zaparo-Quechua), huanto, huánto (Quijo), huántuc (Quechua), huarhuar, isshiona (Zaporo), kecubong (Bali),56 maícoma, mai ko, mai ko’ mo, mataperro (Spanish, “dog killer”), misha huarhuar, misha rastrera blanca, qotu (Quechua), saharo, tecomaxochitl (Nahuatl),57 toé, tree stramonium, trombeteiro (Brazil)

History

All of the angel’s trumpets are from South America. They are now known only as cultigens and not as wild plants. It has still not been determined which wild plants yielded the known species and hybrids. This implies that the plant must have long played a role in human cultures. For this reason, it is very likely that angel’s trumpets were already being used for ritual and psychoactive purposes in prehistoric times. Brugmansia arborea is from the Andes region. The earliest description of the Indian use of this potent hallucinogen is probably that of Bernabé Cobo (1653) (Bastien 1987, 115*). The species “was first described in 1714 by Louis Feullée, and Linnaeus’s description is based upon his illustration” (Stary 1983, 96*).

Distribution

This relatively rare species has an extensive range, from Ecuador to Peru and Bolivia and into northern Chile. It grows wild in the Bolivian province of Bautista Saavedra, in the lower valleys of Camata (Bastien 1987, 114*).

Cultivation

This angel’s trumpet, like all other Brugmansia species, is most easily propagated by cuttings. A sharp knife is used to cut off the end of a branch, some 20 cm in length, which is then stripped of all but the newest leaf buds. The cutting is then placed in water. Roots appear after two to three weeks. Soon thereafter, it can be planted in nutrient-rich soil. Because the plant does not tolerate frost, in central Europe it can be grown only in pots.

The plant is grown for pharmaceutical purposes (scopolamine production) in the Andes region, Brazil, the southern United States, and India (Lindequist 1992*). The angel’s trumpet also enjoys a wide distribution as an ornamental.

Appearance

The treelike perennial bush can grow as tall as 5 meters in height. It produces trumpet-shaped (sometimes double), five-pointed flowers that are white or cream-white in color and hang slightly to the side. At night, these exude an exhilaratingly sweet scent. The long calyx is single and deeply incised (an important diagnostic feature). The smooth fruits, when they do develop, are berrylike and contain large brown seeds. They are almost spherical (another important diagnostic feature). Most angel’s trumpets only rarely or never produce fruits. The leaves, which frequently grow along the same side of the stalk, are oblong-elliptic and pointed at the ends and can be of varying lengths. In the tropics and temperate zones, angel’s trumpets blossom throughout the year. The flowers wilt after about five days.

Brugmansia arborea is easily confused with the white-blossomed Brugmansia aurea and Brugmansia candida.

Many plant lovers, gardeners, anthropologists, and even botanists confuse all Brugmansia species with the thorn apple (Datura). The two genera, however, can be easily distinguished by the position of their flowers. The flowers of all species of Brugmansia hang more or less straight down, while the flowers of the Datura species point more or less upward, often steeply. In addition, no Brugmansia is known to produce a thorny fruit.


[image: ]

Depiction of an angel’s trumpet or tree datura on an Incan drinking vessel. (Copy by C. Rätsch)
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The treelike angel’s trumpet (Brugmansia arborea) is a common ornamental throughout the world. Especially in subtropical zones, it can attain a stately height and develop woody stems. (Photographed in Peru)



Psychoactive Material

—Leaves

—Fresh flowers (used to produce the homeopathic mother tincture)

—Seeds

Preparation and Dosage

The leaves are extracted in cold water or steeped in hot water. A psychoactive dosage is usually given as four leaves or one flower brewed into a tea. The crushed seeds may be added to chicha (Bastien 1987, 114f.*). The leaves are also used as one of the main ingredients of the cimora drink and as an additive to preparations of San Pedro (Trichocereus pachanoi). Dried leaves are smoked alone or in smoking blends together with other ingredients, e.g., Cannabis indica.

Extreme caution should be exercised when ingesting any species of Brugmansia. Angel’s trumpets are the most potent hallucinogens in the plant kingdom, producing hallucinations that are no longer recognized as such. South American shamans urgently warn unknowledgeable people against using these plants. Angel’s trumpets are used for psychoactive purposes almost exclusively by experienced shamans. Overdoses can result in states of delirium that can last for days and have aftereffects that persist for weeks. Proper dosage presents an additional problem. People react very differently to the tropane alkaloids. In other words, the same dosage can produce completely different effects in different people. In the toxico-logical literature, one can read that heavy overdoses can be fatal; such cases, however, are only poorly documented (cf. Brugmansia suaveolens).

In contrast to internal ingestion, smoking the dried leaves is relatively harmless. Smoking an amount that corresponds to one to two cigarettes produces only subtle effects. The Brugmansia effects become more obvious when the leaves are combined with hemp products (Cannabis indica, Cannabis sativa).

Ritual Use

The Indians regard angel’s trumpet as sacred. The priests of the Andean peoples smoked the leaves so that they could make prophecies, divine, and diagnose. Many Andean peoples use the seeds as an additive to the chicha (maize beer) that is drunk at village festivals and religious rituals.

“The Indians use [the angel’s trumpet] to get drunk, and when they take too much, they completely lose their senses, so that they cannot see or hear with open eyes. They are accustomed to exploit this for evil purposes. Not long ago, it happened that one of my friends was given chamico so that he could be robbed. When he awoke, he was so angry that he ran around naked, with only his shirt, and fell into a river. They seized him and kept him locked up until, after two days, he reawakened from his condition. Juice from the leaves, mixed with vinegar and applied above the liver, mitigates mild fever and is very good for high fever. A mate [= tea] of this solution heals chronic fever.”

BERNABÉ COBO

HISTORIA DEL NUEVO MUNDO [HISTORY OF THE NEW WORLD] (1653; CITED IN BASTIEN 1987, 115*)

Artifacts

It is astonishing that relatively few artifacts or artistic renditions are associated with angel’s trumpet. Where such objects do exist, it is usually almost impossible to determine which species is being represented (cf. Brugmansia candida). Angel’s trumpets are frequently depicted in the paintings of the American artist Donna Torres. Jürgen Mick has masterfully portrayed Brugmansia arborea in his comic story Träume [Dreams] (Carlsen, Hamburg, 1993).
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Anhalonium retusum (Scheidw.) Salm-Dyck, Ariocarpus
furfuraceus (S. Wats.) H.J. Thomps.]

A.retusus Scheid. var furfuraceus

Ariocarpus scaphorostrus Bod Nuevo Leén

Ariocarpus trigonus (A.C. Web) K. Schum. Nuevo Leén, Tamaulipas
[syn. Anhaloniun trigonum EA.C. Web.]
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