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To my grandparents,

for showing me the beauty and magic

of the natural world



THE
POISON PATH HERBAL
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“Coby Michael’s The Poison Path Herbal is THE book that witches on the Poison Path have long been waiting for. It is an intense ride through the history and folklore of baneful plants, with exceedingly clear instructions on how to not only successfully grow them in your own garden but it also thoroughly details their proper preparation and usage on both magical and mundane levels. This is truly an important addition to the library of any apothecary or hedge rider.”

TARA-LOVE MAGUIRE, COAUTHOR OF BESOM, STANG, AND SWORD

“Reading The Poison Path Herbal is like sitting around a fire on a moonlit midsummer night conversing with a master of occult secrets. Brilliantly discussing Renaissance magic and herbalism; Greek, Roman, Egyptian, and Norse mythology; Biblical lore; and modern understandings of plant medicines; Michael seamlessly laces botanical science with entheogenic enchantment throughout this engaging work. In the process he outlines the Poison Path, showing the various mysteries and divine associations of Venus, Saturn, and Mercury. Read closely and carefully, as this book is not for the faint of heart. Michael is a real witch, and this is a book of real witchcraft, which includes recipes to make your own psychoactive tinctures, incense, beer, tea, and ointments. Hell—he even teaches you how to grow the magical plants yourself! The Psychedelic Renaissance has been waiting for a book like this—an advanced entheogenic grimoire for the witchy, the wyld, and the wyrd.”

THOMAS HATSIS, AUTHOR OF THE WITCHES’ OINTMENT

“Coby exquisitely, with much research and deep respect, presents venefic, malefic, cthonic, and pure Poison Path magic, ethnobotany, and history at its finest. This is an essential book for any serious poisoner and herbalist.”

JACLYN CHERIE, OWNER OF THE NEPHILIM RISING

“Coby beautifully combines history, folklore, science, and magic in The Poison Path Herbal with a compelling and charismatic writing style, drawing on years of practice and experience. It is an informative and poetic resource—a powerful introduction to the Poison Path, and a reference for more advanced students.”

IAN VERTEL, FOUNDER AND OWNER OF POISON PLANT CULT



Danger! Toxic!
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Many of the plants discussed within this 
book are poisonous. If used improperly, they 
can cause illness and even death. It is important when 
working with baneful herbs that you take extra precautions, 
such as wearing gloves and protective eye coverings, using tools 
designated for poisonous plants, and clearly labeling any dangerous 
formulas to protect yourself and others. The information in this book 
can be dangerous in the wrong hands! Please do not use this information 
to poison an unsuspecting partner or launch any other diabolical schemes. 
All of the details in this book are for informational purposes only and are 
not meant to diagnose, prescribe treatment, or go against the advice of 
your physician. When implementing any of the information or techniques 
described here, you are doing so at your own risk. Consult with your 
physician before experimenting with new plants, especially if you 
are taking any medication, and avoid them if you have a heart 
condition or are pregnant. There are many safe and powerful 
ways to work with these plants without consuming them. 
Neither the author nor the publisher is responsible 
for any adverse effects that come from 
using the information in this 
book.



Introduction

The Poison Path, as it has become known, is a branch of occult herbalism combined with entheogenic ritual practice, phytochemistry, and magic. The Poison Path is not limited to traditions of witchcraft or paganism. Although it is inherently animistic, there are no dogmas or institutions that restrict the use of this knowledge.

The Poison Path Herbal is focused on the magical and spiritual uses of baneful herbs, entheogens, and plant spirit allies, as well as their history and mythology. I personally came to know the uses of these plants through the practice of witchcraft and folk herbalism. It is through this lens that I have gained my own personal gnosis in regard to the intimate connections that some of these plants share with the practice of witchcraft and the ancient cultures that preceded Christianity.

Baneful refers to the ability of a thing to cause harm, and because of 
this threat, the baneful thing becomes taboo and gains a sinister reputation. In 
this case, we are talking about baneful herbs: herbs capable of causing bodily 
harm and sometimes death. They are plants that have been used for murder, 
execution, magic, and medicine throughout human history. Their prominent and 
often maligned place in the human pharmacopoeia is owing to their potency. 
Baneful herbs make powerful medicines and are often valued for their 
pain-relieving and sleep-inducing properties. Many of the plants in this 
category have a profound effect on human perception.

Entheogens are substances with the ability to generate spiritual experiences and altered consciousness within an individual or group. As with any mind-altering substance, the atmosphere and intention are a major influence on the experience. Entheogens are known for their ability to open us up to the spirit world through altering consciousness in order to work magic, prophesy, and commune with spirits. Through ritual and reverence, we are able to access the entheogenic effects of these plants. By changing human perception in subtle or extreme ways, they give us access to the divine, the otherworldly, and the arcane. While there are many substances that make up the entheogenic pharmacopoeia, they are not always used for spiritual purposes. Some substances, such as cocaine, tobacco, and caffeine, are predominantly consumed for recreational use. However, their entheogenic applications are not without merit.

Many entheogenic plants, such as belladonna, poppy, and datura, are also known for their baneful nature. They are powerful botanicals that if taken improperly could cause death. In addition to their poisonous properties, baneful herbs have a naturally dark and dangerous quality about them. Plants with thorns, carnivorous plants, and plants that grow around places we associate with the dead are all known for their baneful or baleful natures. Baneful herbs with entheogenic properties are also powerfully medicinal when one has the knowledge of how to use them. They have been used for centuries by virtually every human civilization for their medicinal and spiritual properties.

The Poison Path is a spiritually based practice that explores the esoteric properties of potentially deadly plants, and while many of them have entheogenic qualities, it was their poisonous nature that first attracted me. While the study of ritual entheogens can keep one busy for decades, we should not assume that they are the only way of accessing certain states of consciousness. It is a subcategory or supplemental set of tools and knowledge that can be utilized to enhance one’s spiritual tradition. Many techniques exist for entering trance, altering perceptions, and encouraging spiritual experiences that do not require the use of mind-altering substances. These plants are not deities, and an entire tradition is not built up around them. The plants that belong to the Poison Path are among many guides and allies that we will meet along the way. Their entheogenic properties are the physical manifestation of the teaching powers that the spirits of these plants possess. Each plant spirit has an individual and complex personality.

I came to work with these plant spirit allies years ago through my study of traditional witchcraft, folk herbalism, and the animistic traditions of pre-Christian Europe. My research in modern witchcraft practices would sometimes offer a mention of one of the Old World witching herbs but seldom any serious or useful information. Knowledge of these powerful plants seems to have been kept out of modern witchcraft and its plant lore for some time, only recently making its way back. I think that knowledge of these plants has been kept secret or omitted from the wider magical community out of a desire to be more socially acceptable and distance the community from the drug culture of the 1960s and ’70s. Instead of working with plant spirit allies, altered states of consciousness were achieved through meditation, chanting, and other shamanic techniques.

As one becomes intimate with the characteristics of these plants, shared traits become noticeable. Many of the hexing herbs of European witchcraft derive from the Solanaceae, or nightshade family. They are surrounded by superstition and lore, initially appearing to be fantastical, like the secret names for more mundane ingredients like bat’s wing or eye of newt. Upon further investigation, similar themes in mythology begin to emerge. Many of these plants are mythically associated with deities and spirits of the underworld, the night, and magic—for example, Hecate, Circe, and Medea, who are renowned for their knowledge of poisons, potions, and witchcraft.

The plants are connected to deities of magic and witchcraft, ancient spirits credited with bringing knowledge to humanity. Many ancient cultures have similar myths about renegade gods coming to Earth to gift humanity with some sort of knowledge. Spirits from the wilderness or the underworld emerge at times to school an individual in the arcane arts. Each myth seems to contain a seed of an earlier source, allowing us to trace the origins of the ideas surrounding these important botanicals far back in human history. Among the stories and lore surrounding these plants are planetary and elemental correspondences attributed to them. These stories and associations give us clues to the nature of the spirits that dwell within and around these plants. Their innate energies can be honed by the magical practitioner to bring about a desired effect. Once an intimate understanding of their nature is formed, we can delve deeper into our own personal gnosis surrounding these plant spirit allies. Throughout this book, we will look at the mythological origins of many of these herbs, their legends, and the superstitions that have formed around them. Through an investigation of their esoteric associations, we can learn how to communicate with the genius of the plant and add powerful symbolic nuance to our rituals.

Medieval superstition has connected many of these plants with the Christian devil and with evil spirits in general, and a culture of fear and trepidation was encouraged around them. It has been suggested that some of the accounts of witchcraft during this period resulted from hallucinations brought on by their consumption. One thing is for certain: the connection that these plants have with magic, the spirit world, and the beings that have brought knowledge of such things to humanity is undeniable. These plants have an innate affinity with the nocturnal world of spirit and the arcane secrets hidden in the earth.

Not every plant in this category is a deadly toxin or a mind-expanding psychedelic. Some are aphrodisiacs or stimulants that may be used for ecstatic ritual celebration. Others are sedatives or hypnotics that can be employed for prophetic dreaming or divination, and still others allow us to travel beyond our bodies or summon spirits to our circle. They serve as catalysts of the ars magica, the magical arts, acting as teachers and familiars. These plants have a predisposition to the occult arts of a witch’s private practice and can teach us more about ourselves and the many worlds out there.

This book seeks to provide information to people who would like to work with these plants in a spiritual or magical context. It is a compendium of history, lore, and scientific information along with some of my own personal insights and discoveries. The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 is an introduction to the Poison Path. It takes a look at the history of poison plants and how they have been used for medicine, murder, and magic since ancient times. The Poison Path is a nebulous practice, and to better define it there are explanations of important terminology and key concepts in this part. The connection between baneful herbs and witchcraft is explored here, along with the topic of using plant entheogens in magical practice. This section concludes with a chapter on the infamous witches’ flying ointment, allegedly used by witches in the Middle Ages to fly to their sabbat meetings. Flying ointments are a popular tool for Poison Path practitioners, and this chapter discusses not only their history but also how to make them.

Part 2 is part herbal compendium, part grimoire. This section outlines some of the more esoteric concepts associated with poison plant magic. It contains a detailed description of each plant and its magical correspondences. Each monograph provides insight into the characteristics of the individual plant spirit through a telling of the myths and lore connecting these plants to the world of magic. This part is divided into three main categories based on the three energetic currents represented by the celestial bodies Saturn, Mercury, and Venus. While the overall theme of this book is Saturnian, since Saturn rules all poisonous plants, there are other qualities that manifest themselves as well. These are concepts and energies that are quintessential to the witch’s practice and define what we do as witchcraft. The three often overlapping currents, or energetic themes, are reflected in the repertoire of the classical witch archetype. They are central to witch lore, reflected in the deities and spirits most intimately connected to the legacy of witchcraft. It is through these currents that I endeavor to establish a better understanding of the plants included in this book. We explore this threefold categorization using examples from astrology, alchemy, and occult symbolism. We examine each plant’s magical correspondences, ritual uses, medicinal applications, and chemistry. You will be introduced to various deities and spirits that align with the chapter’s theme along with recipes and magical operations that are either Saturnian, Mercurian, or Venusian.

Saturn is presented first. He can be considered the witch father, the horned god. Workings associated with Saturn are dark in nature, including spirit descent, maleficia, working with chthonic spirits, and necromancy. Venus, presented second, is the witch queen. She can be seen in all of the powerful goddess archetypes and also rules the arts of herb craft. Venus can be found in workings of glamour magic,*1 manipulation and coercion, sex magic, and aphrodisia. In our cosmology Mercury can be thought of as the divine child. He is the immortal progeny of the divine parents, a light-bearing figure, a traveler and shape-shifter. Mercury is one of the most important figures to magical practitioners, manifesting in many forms. Otherworld travel, spirit communication, shape-shifting, divination, and alchemy are within the realm of Mercury. By studying the nuances in the information that we have available about these plants, we can associate them with one or more of these categories.

“The Poison Path in Practice” is the title of part 3. A big part of the Poison Path is about working with these plants in physical ways to receive nonphysical effects. Since many of the botanicals are very potent and potentially dangerous, practitioners must have a deep understanding of the plants they are working with. This section provides a strong foundation on which to begin creating your own herbal formulations. There is more information in this section on what entheogens are and how they can benefit one’s spiritual practice. In addition to instructions on preparation and formulation, there is also information on the various extraction processes that can be used and which ones are most effective. There are many recipes in chapter 9 that provide examples of the use of poisonous plants in both medicine and magic. While some of the recipes come from historical sources, many are my own personal formulations. Chapter 10 details how to grow each plant from seed, including tips on germination and care of the plant through to harvesting and drying. Many green practitioners want to be involved in every step of the process. This is a powerful way to really connect with the plant spirit and receive its medicine.

By providing a wealth of ideas and practices as well as useful and accurate information to draw from, I aim to encourage you to embark on your own exploration with these powerful plant spirit allies.
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Basic Knowledge for the Poison Path

Entheology, Ethnobotany, and the Solanaceae

To tread the Poison Path requires drawing on knowledge from several areas: chemistry, alchemy, herbalism, folklore, and history. It also incorporates ethnobotany and entheology, fields of study that encompass many different cultures and time periods and are not limited to a specific tradition or a single group of plants.

Key to the path is becoming familiar with the Solanaceae or nightshade family of plants and their alkaloids. Since many of these plants can be dangerous in a variety of different ways, it is important to know a little bit about their chemistry and their action on human physiology.


SOLANACEAE IN THE GARDEN OF SHADOW

There are no plants more specifically associated with witchcraft and the devil than those that belong to the family of nightshade, the Solanaceae. Solanaceae means “to soothe,” and these plants are valued for their pain-relieving and sedative properties. This category consists of the infamous plants of the medieval witch’s garden, all of them feared and revered for their healing powers and their ability to loosen the shackles of the physical body, thereby freeing the spirit. In legend these plants were in the garden of Hecate, queen of the witches, who possessed knowledge of the uses for all the baneful herbs. She passed her knowledge on to her daughter Circe and the witch Medea, both of whom were well-known pharmakeus, an ancient term for a person knowledgeable about the medicinal and magical properties of plants.

The hexing herbs of the Solanaceae family—deadly nightshade, datura, mandrake, and henbane—share similar effects due to their chemistry, according to pharmacologist Louis Lewin. They have the property of calling forth “disorders of the brain, including peculiar excitation followed by depression.”

We find these plants associated with incomprehensible acts on the part of the fanatics, raging with the flames of frenzy and fury and persecuting not only witches and sorcerers but mankind as a whole. Garbed in the cowl, the judge’s robe, and the physician’s gown, superstitious folly instituted diabolical proceedings in a trial of the devil and hurled victims into the flames or drowned in blood. Magic ointments or witches’ philters procured for some reason and applied with or without intention produced effects which the subjects themselves believed in, even stating that they had intercourse with evil spirits, had been on the Brocken and danced at the Sabbat with their lovers, or caused damages to others by witchcraft. (Lewin 1998, 190)

Within the Solanaceae family are several plants that go by the name nightshade. They are all relatives of this larger category with their own distinct attributes. Some of the more common varieties that grow abundantly in Europe and North America, in addition to deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna), are black nightshade (Solanum nigrum) and woody nightshade (Solanum dulcamara). These plants are also related to vegetables like pepper, tomato, and potato, which display similar characteristics, most evident in the shape of their flowers, which have five petals and sepals. Some flowers are bell or trumpet shaped, while others resemble stars. The berries range in color depending on the variety of the plant. The berries of black nightshade and deadly nightshade are black or deep purple. The berries of bittersweet nightshade start out green and, like a ripening tomato, go from yellow to orange and finally red.

In addition to the common varieties, there are those that are rarer, comprising the three thousand different species of this diverse family. Other plants like hemlock and wolfsbane are also known for their supernatural associations and are connected to witches and their patron spirits, capable of enhancing magical acts in their own unique ways. Many of these plants gained their arcane reputations through their poisonous nature, which connected them to infernal deities and, in later medieval lore, to the practice of witchcraft. In antiquity, sorcery was a common practice sought out by anyone in need of otherworldly assistance; however, there was a division between the practice of sorcery and black magic. This type of magic contrasted with the socially acceptable propitiation of the gods.

Astrologically, the nightshades are under the dominion of Saturn, known as the greater malefic, ruler of all poisonous plants and creatures. Many plants also have secondary planetary and elemental correspondences that further influence how they interact with our magic. For example, although the nightshades are Saturnian, they also have connections to Venus and Mercury. Other poisonous plants are connected by lore to Jupiter, Uranus, and Neptune and are used for their visionary, consciousness-expanding capabilities.

Many more practitioners are opening up to the idea of exploring these plants as spiritual allies in magical practice despite their reputation for being too dangerous to work with. However, as we integrate these chthonic and Saturnian energies that are a prominent part of traditional craft practices, we learn to work with our own shadow as well as the darker forces of the natural world. Much importance and inquiry has been placed on specific dosage and how to prepare formulas for entheogenic use through ingestion. Although there is a growing body of information based on experimental practices from modern practitioners, and some obscure medical references for the use of these plants, this is where one is largely left to walk the Poison Path for oneself. While there are guidelines and more information available with an increasing number of practitioners sharing their entheogenic experiences, personal exploration and learning are key.

There are several ways to work with these powerful spirits, just as there are for those plants used for healing. By using flower essences, ritual incense, oils, fetishes, and charms, one can come to understand safer esoteric ways of working with baneful herbs. The hallucinogenic and trance-inducing properties that they have are a small facet of the rich spiritual properties that can come from a working partnership with these botanical allies.

The variations in alkalinity among different plants and the many factors that contribute to how concentrated the alkaloids are in any given plant are part of the unpredictability characteristic of these teaching plants of a darker nature. They are the tricksters and shapeshifters of the plant world. They can act as both poison and panacea and teach us about boundaries and limitations that we would otherwise not approach. Their visions are often terrifying; their amnesiac qualities can sneak up on a practitioner who may not realize he or she was delirious until the effects of the plant have begun to subside.




ALKALOIDS

Possibly one of the most important words to the study of entheogens on the Poison Path is alkaloid. Alkaloids are the active chemicals within the plants that allow them to do what they do. They are responsible for all the effects the plants have on our brain chemistry and are also the medicinal components of the plants. Many plants contain alkaloids, but it is not immediately apparent what purpose these chemicals serve for the plants themselves. It is likely that these powerful chemicals are simply by-products of their chemical processes. The fact that they serve little purpose for the plants but have such profound effects on humans is a testament to nature’s grand design. In this way, these plants are truly of the gods.

Alkaloids are compounds with a complex organic structure and occur naturally in plants, fungi, and animals. They contain carbon, oxygen, hydrogen, and nitrogen and are categorized based on their specific structure (Schultes 1976, 16). There are thousands of alkaloids that belong to different categories. Twenty-five thousand alkaloids are derived from plants. They have diverse and important physiological effects on humans and other mammals. Alkaloids are categorized based on their chemical structure, having a common heterocyclic nucleus such as indole, pyrrolizidine, and tropane.

The term alkaloid was developed in 1818 by K. F. W. Meissner (1792–1853), a German pharmacist. The names of specific alkaloids are based on their natural origin, using the name of a prototypal alkaloid group of the plant family (Funayama and Cordell 2015, 2–6). Morphine, strychnine, hyoscyamine, ephedrine, and nicotine are all alkaloids that have had an impact on humanity. Hallucinogenic alkaloids are indole alkaloids such as ergoline used in the synthesis of LSD, ibogaine from a hallucinogenic shrub in Africa, and harmaline found in Syrian rue (Schultes 1976, 43). Other alkaloids are more mildly hallucinogenic, acting differently on the body. These pseudohallucinogens or deliriants, such as the tropane alkaloids, are more dangerous at hallucinogenic doses.

Covering all the different plant-based alkaloids is beyond the scope of this book and my expertise. There are some comprehensive academic texts out there that cover the topic of alkaloids thoroughly, and I have included them in the works cited at the end of the book. The focus of this book is to explore the plants containing the tropane alkaloids, the Solanaceae family. The Solanaceae, or nightshades, comprise a group of plants historically associated with magic and witchcraft. The plants within this group have a long history of ritual use and are associated with spirits allied to the arcane arts. They have been used as funerary herbs, offerings to deities, and ingredients in spells and as a means of opening a doorway to the spirit world. While the Solanaceae are the crux of this book, I also explore other plants that are prominent in folklore and pagan myth.

Tropane Alkaloids

Tropane alkaloids, which are found in the nightshade family, are characterized by their unique nitrogen bridge or tropane ring. The tropane alkaloids are secondary metabolites, which means that the plant’s survival is not contingent on their presence. These naturally occurring nitrogen compounds are basic, having an alkaline pH.

Some of the most commonly discussed solanaceous alkaloids are atropine, hyoscyamine, hyoscine or scopolamine, and solanine. These chemicals are found in plants like deadly nightshade, mandrake, henbane, and thorn apple. They are present in different amounts and combinations depending on the plant, and each alkaloid has a slightly different effect.

Atropine (dl-hyoscyamine) was isolated in the 1830s and was a cornerstone in the study of neurochemistry. It led to the discovery of the neurotransmitter acetylcholine (Datta and Rita 2011). The half-life of atropine is four hours, meaning it takes the body four hours to metabolize half the amount of atropine ingested. However, symptoms may last twenty-four to forty-eight hours due to decreased gastrointestinal motility (digestion). Atropine is easily absorbed by the gastrointestinal tissues and mucous membranes but does not penetrate the skin as effectively.

Hyoscyamine is found in fresh plant material and is a depressant. It racemizes (converts) to atropine (dl-hyoscyamine) in dry plant material and/or in liquid extraction. Atropine is a stimulant and at low doses (0.5–1 mg) leads to mild excitation, while 10 mg of atropine results in the central depression of life functions (Börsch-Haubold 2007).

Scopolamine (d-hyoscine) is responsible for fatigue, drowsiness, dreamless sleep, euphoria, and amnesia. At higher doses, it causes restlessness and hallucinations. Scopolamine is one of the alkaloids of the Solanaceae family. It is like atropine, an antagonist of the muscarinic cholinergic receptors (anticholinergics). Scopolamine is a hypnotic, having a shorter duration of effect on the peripheral nervous system than atropine. It can depress the central nervous system in a little as 0.5 mg (Alizadeh et al. 2014, 300).

Scopolamine is used today in medication for motion sickness and is generally applied in the form of a patch. It is also used topically for pain relief and is an effective analgesic. Scopolamine is easily absorbed by the skin, unlike atropine and hyoscyamine. Oftentimes these patches are worn by tourists traveling abroad, leading to increased intoxication and amnesia when consumed with alcohol. Scopolamine powder has been used by unscrupulous individuals as a means of committing numerous crimes. Scopolamine poisoning allegedly results in a “zombie-like” state, during which the victim is easily manipulated. Afterward, the poison causes amnesia, leaving no memory of the previous events. These qualities make scopolamine a dangerous tool for thieves and predators of all kinds.

Solanine is an allelochemical that occurs in some plants as a defense mechanism against competitive encroachment. Allelochemicals are released into the soil and interfere with the biomembranes of other plants, leading to death. Solanine, a glycoalkaloid present in black nightshade, woody nightshade, and other common Solanaceae, is also present in the leaves and stem of the potato plant. It can cause nausea, vomiting, dry mouth, abdominal pain, mydriasis, and seizures.

The tropane alkaloids act on the brain in unique ways. They are capable of activating the pineal gland, which corresponds to our third eye. The pineal gland senses changes between light and darkness even though it is deep inside the brain. By stimulating melatonin, these alkaloids can induce a dreamlike waking state. It is a state akin to lucid dreaming, which is further enhanced by darkness and ecstatic techniques.

The tropane alkaloids are anticholinergic. Anticholinergics are a group of substances that block the neurotransmitter acetylcholine in the central and peripheral nervous system. There are three types of anticholinergics; the tropane alkaloids are antimuscarinic, the most common of the three types. Acetylcholine is the chief neurotransmitter of the parasympathetic nervous system and activates muscarinic receptors in nerve cells, which contract smooth muscles. Atropine and scopolamine chemically resemble acetylcholine. They bind to the receptors but fail to stimulate the cell (antagonists), and thus nerve transmission is blocked. Blocking acetylcholine inhibits nerve impulses that affect the functioning of involuntary smooth muscles in the gastrointestinal tract, urinary tract, and lungs. This causes many of the symptoms for which tropane alkaloids are known.

Poisoning from these plants results in acute anticholinergic syndrome or toxidrome. Symptoms of tropane alkaloid poisoning are remembered with this common mnemonic: “Blind as a bat, mad as a hatter, red as a beet, hot as a hare, dry as bone, the bowel and bladder lose their tone, and the heart runs alone.” Recreational users consider these plants the least enjoyable because of their side effects. They are commonly referred to as deliriants. Long-term use may result in physical and mental decline.

The effects of tropane alkaloids on the peripheral nervous system receptors on exocrine glands can cause poor coordination, decreased mucus production, anhidrosis (no sweating), and increased body temperature. The muscles in the bladder and urinary tract are affected, resulting in urinary retention. The mydriatic effects of pupil dilation cause light sensitivity (photophobia) and cycloplegia (inability to focus close up).

The effects on the central nervous system resemble delirium and consist of confusion, disorientation, euphoria or dysphoria, memory problems, loss of concentration, and illogical thinking. As tertiary amines, which are absorbable by the central nervous system, they result in anticholinergic syndrome manifesting as psychosis. They can cause visual disturbances such as seeing warped and textured surfaces, dancing lines, and imaginary spiders or insects. In addition to other visual disturbances, auditory and sensory disturbances occur as well. These can include phantom smells of smoke, visions of lifelike objects and figures, and the sensation of nonphysical presences. This explains the use of these plants in visionary workings and in the communication with spirits. Daniel Schulke coined the term chronophagoi or time-eaters to describe the effects of tropane alkaloids because of the loss of time due to their amnesiac effects.




ENTHEOGENS

All of the plants within this category, no matter their chemical action or level of toxicity, are in some way considered entheogens. The term entheogen was coined to replace the socioculturally loaded term psychedelic from the 1960s. It comes from two Greek words: éntheos, which means “full of the god, inspired and possessed,” and genésthai, which means “to come into being.”

Entheology is the study of entheogens, or plants that generate the divine within. Its name was conceived by a group of influential ethnobotanists in 1979: Carl A. P. Ruck, Jeremy Bigwood, Danny Staples, Jonathan Ott, and R. Gordon Wasson (Ruck et al. 1979). Ethnobotanists study the traditions of different cultures and the way that they use plants medicinally, spiritually, and ritually, as well as their practical uses. Entheology can be thought of as a specific branch of ethnobotany.

Not all entheogens are psychedelic or hallucinogenic; they exhibit a broad spectrum of effects from the most subtle to the most intense. Stimulants, sedatives, deliriants; and aphrodisiacs all alter human brain chemistry and perception in different ways. These different states, when entered ritually, can aid the practitioner in achieving his or her desired results. Entheogens are any substances, typically plant or animal based, that are used as spiritual and sacramental tools (Tupper 2009). Louis Lewin (1850–1929) used the term phantastica, derived from phantasia, a Greek word meaning “imagination, appearance,” to describe the many plants within this category. Lewin’s book Phantastica, published in 1929, is credited with beginning ethnobotany.

As mentioned earlier, entheogens are not simply drugs. There are those spiritually oriented individuals who practice the use of traditional ritual entheogens for their consciousness-expanding effects. These practitioners often call themselves psychonauts and experiment with a wide variety of entheogens, hallucinogens, and psychedelics. Recreational users often have very different and uncomfortable experiences when using these plants just for a high. The ritual preparation and spiritual understanding are paramount to unlocking the potential of these powerful allies. “Consider the degree by which the potential of entheogens comes not only from their neurophysiological effects, but also from social practices, rituals into which their use has been traditionally incorporated” (Tupper 2009, 503).

Many of these plants contain deadly toxins, and their effects can be debilitating and detrimental to cognition. Regular long-term use by recreational users can result in permanent damage and death. “Ritual context, however, offers psychospiritual safeguards that make the potential of entheogenic plant teachers to enhance cognition an intriguing possibility” (Tupper 2009, 503). Traditional ritual entheogens, as the name implies, help us connect with the spiritual forces in nature. They help us bring the essence of the divine into ourselves and access our own divine connection to the rest of the universe. They do this by facilitating initiatory experiences that, though not always pleasant, can give us a new perspective and expand our consciousness. Many modern practitioners of different forms of witchcraft and neoshamanism have a desire to work with these traditional plants.

By entering a spiritual relationship with such plants, we gradually gain a deeper understanding of their uses and the proper way to work with them, coming to know them first at a distance until a more intimate relationship is reached. These plants act as gatekeepers to spiritual understanding, and it is often through a balanced synergy that such understanding is achieved. Plant spirits are often just as, if not more, willing to partner with humans in the pursuit of spiritual and occult knowledge than other spirits because of humanity’s close relationship with them. Many practitioners have specific plants with which they have developed a familiar relationship, and through this bond their work is enhanced.




ETHNOBOTANY, ETHNOPHARMACOLOGY, PHARMACOGNOSY

The cultural folklore, traditional remedies, and spiritual uses of plants are all part of the study of ethnobotany. Practitioners of esoteric herbalism, plant magic, and alchemy are already involved in the study of ethnobotany. By understanding the myths, legends, medicinal properties, and physical characteristics of plants, we gain a deeper understanding of their occult characteristics. Every bit of lore provides an additional layer of symbolism that can be incorporated into one’s magical practice.

Ethnopharmacology is the study of the traditional medicines of different groups of people. Folk cures, traditional Chinese medicine, and ayurveda are all examples of
materia medica collected by a group of people over time. Many traditional cures work homeopathically or require the synergy of multiple plants to be effective. An understanding of energy and balance is often required in these culturally based practices. Some cures work by nonphysical means that are not completely understood, though their effectiveness is well known within the culture.

Pharmacognosy is the study of naturally derived medicines. Many of the plants within this pharmacopeia have medicinal properties. Some have resulted in important discoveries in modern medicine and are still used by the pharmaceutical industry. Understanding how to use these powerful natural medicines safely is one of the lessons these plants have to teach us. The old Paracelsian dictum is often repeated by those on the Poison Path:
dosis sola facit ut venenum non fit (only the dose permits something not to be poisonous). This basic principle of toxicology teaches that anything can be toxic if the dose is high enough. On the other hand, substances that are apparently toxic can have beneficial properties when the appropriate dose is found.




TREADING THE POISON PATH IN MODERN WITCHCRAFT

Modern advances in phytochemistry and plant medicine have taken us to a place where we as practitioners can blend science with magic; however, advances in the chemical extraction of these substances for pharmaceutical use have created a dangerous tool in the wrong hands. These powerful alkaloids in their pure state have resulted in many negative experiences and sickness in those seeking recreational highs by exploiting these sacred herbs. Many people, upon hearing of their use in spirit work and witch’s flight, view these plants as magical potions, nothing more than a pill that can be taken to gain its prescribed effect. But these sacred plants are not a shortcut to spiritual knowledge or magical power, just as they are not pleasant highs to be chased by the recreational drug user. From a magical perspective, these plants cannot simply be reduced to something profane and utilitarian.

The baneful plants are autonomous entities offering experiential gnosis; the path of exploring their mysteries must be treaded individually. These plants do not give up their mysteries easily. Just as with animal spirits, an intimate bond must be forged on a one-to-one basis, and in many cases, the spirit does the choosing. Ritual and relationship are the keys to working with these plants and unlocking their mysteries. The ritual process is just as vital a part of this practice as the active components of the plants themselves. They are tricksters and sometimes adversaries, their effects and potency always changing. Many people are concerned about dosages, knowing that these plants are poisonous. I, however, think it is good that there are no universally prescribed dosages; no one can say for certain what one plant will do for another person. The prospect of potential poisoning and unpleasant side effects keeps the dabblers at bay.

It is important that we do not forget what brought us to these plants to begin with. Their practical use and growing prominence in modern witchcraft continue the ancient tradition with these powerful botanical allies. The lore surrounding these plants continues to grow and transform as we gain new insight through direct communion with these plant spirits.
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A Brief History of Baneful Herbs

Medicine, Politics, and Magic

The plants traditionally associated with witchcraft have been used in medicine, politics, and magic by diverse groups throughout history and have shared infamous reputations and prominent places in myth since antiquity. Poisonous plants have played a pivotal role in shaping human history. Since ancient times, early humans made use of the power of plant toxins, whether discovered by chance or experimentation. The powerful effects of these substances elevated them to a mythical status.

The ancient Egyptians recorded their use in the Ebers Papyrus, among the oldest surviving medical texts documenting ancient herbal knowledge dated to circa 1550 BCE. The Ebers Papyrus combines the use of magic and botanical medicine, providing incantations and rituals with some of the recipes. Opium poppy, cannabis, and belladonna are among the herbs prescribed and were used in topical applications or steeped in wine to relieve pain and bring sleep (Crystalinks 2009).

Historically, belladonna and henbane have been used in ointments and liniments applied topically for pain. Mandrake was combined with opium to create a powerful anesthetic used by medieval physicians. Datura, a relative of the European thorn apple, is used in South America and Central America to create an amnesiac effect, which was used during childbirth to dull the pain and cause the patient to forget her experience. Loss of time is a common effect attributed to the tropane alkaloids.


BANEFUL PLANTS AS ENTHEOGENS

The use of entheogens as plant allies is common to humanity and has been a source of healing and knowledge for millennia. Entheogens have been used by many cultures around the world and have an extensive history in religious ritual and magic.

The Talmud and other Jewish writings suggest the entheogenic effects of incense used in temple fumigations. According to the Bible, God said to Moses, “Take unto thee sweet spices, stacte and onycha, and galbanum; these sweet spices with pure frankincense: of each shall there be a like weight. And thou shalt make it a perfume, a confection after the art of the apothecary, salted together, pure and holy” (Exodus 30:34–35). The Talmud adds ingredients with entheogenic qualities like spikenard, cassia, and myrrh.

The plants themselves have been elevated to a divine status, their stories told throughout history in myth and legend. Ancient cultures recognized their usefulness as medicinal herbs, but they did not neglect the powerful spiritual properties of these plants. Oftentimes, entheogenic plants and fungi were thought to be gifts from the gods and were treated as holy sacraments. A healer or shaman did not just use a plant for its chemical properties but also called upon the spirit of the plant to serve a specific purpose.

In animistic societies, these plants were viewed as independent entities with unique spirits and were sometimes anthropomorphized. The mandrake is perhaps the most famous example of this. The root, which resembles the human body, was thought to contain a spirit that, when cared for in the proper manner, would work in favor of the person keeping it. These plant fetishes, called manikins, homunculi, or, in German, alraune, were often passed down within families, from one generation to another. These powerful roots were so coveted that charlatans would often substitute the more common white bryony root in northern Europe, passing it off for genuine mandrake.

Another example would be the keeping and feeding of roots such as angelica root (Angelica archangelica), masterwort root (Imperatoria ostruthium), and High John the Conqueror root (Ipomoea jalapa). Although these roots do not resemble a human form, they are often treated in the same way. Life is breathed into the root, and its spirit is awakened through cleansing and anointing, reminiscent of a kind of baptism. The root is then regularly empowered—spoken to and fed various oils and powders—to strengthen the keeper’s intentions. The root itself stands as a proxy for the powerful spirit that it contains.
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