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        This is for the Sarah I knew in a different dream.
      

      Fuma y agua. Amor para siempre.

      
        And for Bodge in this one.
      

      Also for J. D. Arthur for beginnings. For what was found and lost in Spain and Peru. For Jon Graham for support. For my children and Indie. With thanks to Darryl, Bobby, Tania, Emily, Suzie, Teertha, and Suzanne for new possibilities. It’s been emotional.

    

  
    
      Salvia divinorum . . . is definitely one of the plants which will shape the next few decades of the new millennium. . . .

      Terence McKenna

      
        Salvia provides access to parts of the psyche that are normally out of reach. For this reason people often learn a lot about themselves during Salvia trips. . . .
      

      Daniel Siebert

      
        Salvia did not fulfill any of my personal philosophical predispositions but rather, devastated them. The touchstones that had served to define my concept of reality have had to be discarded and a completely new set of reference points installed. . . . Salvia forced me to re-examine an entire complex of perceptions and assumptions that under normal circumstances would have been immune from such scrutiny. . . .
      

      J. D. Arthur

      
        With your feet in the air and your head on the ground, try this trick and spin it.

Your head will collapse but there’s nothing in it. 

And you’ll ask yourself: Where is my mind? 

Way out in the water, see it swimming.
      

      Pixies
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      Voyager (Bruce Rimell)
This image reminds me of the visions experienced by my wife, in Peru and then in Spain, of a “reality annihilation machine” of sorts: a multileveled conveyor belt holding various landscapes and slices of reality, worked by an overseer (in her case, a “blue god” of some kind): “like rolls of living wallpaper.” Bruce’s art conjures the same feeling, but in reverse: of realities unwinding and coming into being, a process again overseen by an entity of some sort. The similarities are striking from two people who have never met, shared experiences, or were even known to each other. The key difference—whether we see our realities as beginning or ending may say more about our own patterns and processes than it does about the nature of “reality” (whatever that means) or the spirit of Salvia.

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      BEFORE WE START DREAMING TOGETHER . . .

      The Origin and Purpose of This Book

      
        Few have heard of it

Fewer know what it looks like

Fewer still have ever met the sagely ally
      

      DALE PENDELL, PHARMAKO/POEIA

      A little over three years ago now I embarked on a shamanic quest to find the spirit of Salvia divinorum. Salvia is a power plant, a teacher and ally, which has long been used by the shamans of Mexico for healing and divination, but I had hardly worked with it before. So why the interest? There were a few reasons.

      First, I have studied extensively with San Pedro, the visionary mescaline cactus of Peru, which is my own ally, and during my journeys with it, it suggested that I also get to know Salvia as the two plants had much in common. I had gone to Peru for several months to begin serious work with San Pedro, and it was as part of this that my Salvia explorations began.

      Second, I was then co-owner of a plant medicine retreat center in the Amazon rain forest where we offered ayahuasca and sometimes San Pedro to participants to help with their healing, and I wanted to see if Salvia (a plant that also has a reputation as a profound healer) could become part of our program and an ally to others.

      Third, Salvia is developing an unfortunate reputation in the West as a “dangerous recreational drug,” and there is a (misguided and ill-informed) moral outcry by the media to have it banned. I understood the plant as a sacred shamanic medicine and was sad to see it belittled like this and its healing potential denied as a result of media panics and bandwagon politics. The same thing has happened since at least the 1960s with many of the useful psychedelics that aid our understanding of the self and the world we live in: LSD, DMT, mescaline. In America, Australia, and parts of Europe ayahuasca was also being targeted, “magic mushrooms” had been declared illegal, cannabis was moved from one “drug” class to another and back again. Even common herbs were being considered for an off-limits status unless you were a medical professional and “properly qualified” to administer them (which would theoretically make even giving a friend a cup of chamomile tea illegal unless you have trained first as a doctor).1 We were back in the days of the witch hunts, and I wanted in some way to redress the balance, to show the potential of Salvia to heal.

      I wasn’t enamored with the idea of any teacher plant being used solely and soullessly for recreational kicks by ill-prepared teenagers (which is pretty much still how Salvia is presented on forums like YouTube) but there was no body of literature on the shamanic applications of Salvia and, in the absence of guidance, people with a need for healing (or at least to escape the mundane world and reconnect with their spirits) will always experiment for (and on) themselves. I thought that by doing this research I might be able to offer some of the advice that was missing on how to work with the plant in pursuit of the self.

      There were one or two books on Salvia, which were a useful introduction, but none of them looked at shamanic work with the plant or its uses in healing, and most of them stemmed from the personal accounts of solo explorers. As J. D. Arthur, the author of one of these books, remarks, “My attempts to chronicle my own experiences presuppose [a] subjective interpretation. I have no idea if the experiences of others might parallel my own or be of a radically different nature.”2 Daniel Siebert, an early pioneer of Salvia (see the next chapter) adds that “although it does seem to have a lot of potential, the use of Salvia as a therapeutic tool has barely been studied at all.”3 It was time for a book based on more than single-person reports so that wider and more objective conclusions might be drawn about the nature of Salvia and its applications for healing.

      My final reason for undertaking this project was less noble, more personal, but it was important to me at the time. I was in love with a woman who loved Salvia, and I wanted to share a journey with her. She should really have written this book—I wish she had—but that is a different story (and I will tell you some of it later).

      It all hinged though on meeting The Shepherdess, as Salvia is called by the shamans of Mexico: connecting with its spirit so its teachings could be heard; and this became my quest. The search for the spirit of Salvia would turn out to be quite an adventure, entailing shamanic ceremonies in Peru and Spain, work with participants and clients over the course of more than two years, a tragic love affair, and an encounter with a promiscuous nun before I finally met The Shepherdess and was clear on what she has to tell us. The result is this book, the first shamanic study of diviner’s sage and its ways of healing. I hope you find it useful.

      The work continues with you. The tragic love affair is not compulsory (the nun may be) and in my experience is best avoided.

    

  
    
      1

      SALVIA DIVINORUM, THE SHEPHERDESS

      An Introduction to Diviner’s Sage (The Shepherdess), Its Shamanic Uses, and Its Contemporary Form, Salvinorin A

      
        If I have a sick person during the season when mushrooms are not available, I resort to the hojas de la Pastora. . . . Of course, the Pastora doesn’t have as much strength. . . .
        
        
          1
        
      

      Maria Sabina

      Salvia divinorum is the botanical name of a visionary plant,*1 which, despite the words of Maria Sabina, is the source of what is now widely regarded as the world’s most powerful natural hallucinogen.

      More commonly known simply as “Salvia,” its other names include “diviner’s sage” and “magic mint” (the genus is part of the Lamiaceae or Mint family). The genus name, Salvia, comes from the Latin salvare, to heal or to save, while its complete botanical name, also translated from Latin, is generally understood as “sage of the seers.”

      The Mazatec shamans of Oaxaca, Mexico, where Salvia grows, use the plant for divination, visionary, and healing purposes and know it by many other names, all of which are associated with the Virgin Mary who is apparently regarded by them as the representation of its spirit (see my footnote). Among them are Ska Maria pastora (the leaf or herb of Mary The Shepherdess), hojas de Maria (leaves of Mary), hojas de la pastora (leaves of The Shepherdess), hierba Maria (Mary’s herb), and simply, la Maria.

      In its traditional shamanic usage the fresh leaves are rolled and chewed as a quid or made into a tea and drunk. When taken in this way the effects are usually (but not always) mild. When the active ingredient, salvinorin A, is extracted and smoked, however (the more frequent way of working with Salvia these days), it becomes highly—sometimes shockingly—potent.

      
        SALVINORIN A

        Salvinorin A was first isolated from Salvia by Alfredo Ortega in 1982 although he did not investigate its psychoactive properties. Another group led by Leander Valdes III did—but only on mice. Valdes tested it by administering injections of the compound, the results confirming that salvinorin A was the visionary component although its effects on humans were not tested.

        That came in 1993 with the work of Daniel Siebert who was the first to produce concentrated extracts and, in the spirit of many psychedelic pioneers, to explore their effects on himself. As he reports, his first encounter was as strange and dramatic as others have subsequently found their own experiences to be.

        
          I placed 2.6 mg of the material to be tested on a small piece of aluminum foil. I held a small torch under it and as soon as the substance vaporized I inhaled the fumes through a piece of glass tubing. I waited for a while and decided that nothing was going to happen. The last words to pass through my head went something like, “Just as I thought. This stuff is inactive. I’ll go toss it in the trash.” Then quite suddenly I found myself in a confused, fast-moving state of consciousness with absolutely no idea where my body or for that matter my universe had gone. I have little memory of this initial period of the experience, but I do know that a lot was happening and that it seemed quite literally like an eternity when in fact it must only have lasted a few minutes.
        

        
          I knew something had gone wrong and I wanted desperately to get back to the “real” world. I searched my memory trying to remember the living room I was sitting in just moments before. I tried to remember what my body felt like. Anything, just something to reconnect me with the “normal” world. But the more I looked for some little thread of “normality” to get a hold of, the more it showed me something else. At some point I realized that what I was trying to get back to did not exist. It was just an ephemeral dream. I suddenly realized that I had no actual memory of ever having lived in any other state of consciousness but the disembodied condition I was now in. So I decided to stop panicking and just relax. After all there was no place to get back to. I was totally convinced that this state of existence was all there ever was.
        

        
          Then, I suddenly found myself standing in the living room. . . . I was glad to be back. But then I saw that something was wrong! This was not my living room. It was the living room of my deceased maternal grandparents. And it was furnished as it was when I was a child, not as it was later in their life. The most extraordinary thing was that this was the real world, not a memory or a vision. I was really there, and it was all just as solid as the room I’m sitting in now.
        

        
          I had the sudden realization that although I had managed to pull myself back into my body I had somehow ended up back in the wrong spot in the timeline of my physical existence. I was convinced that I might be stuck in this situation and would have to continue my life from this point in my past. As I panicked and desperately tried to remember where it was that I was supposed to be, I lost awareness of the physical world again, and found myself without a body: lost. Then it happened again. I found myself regaining consciousness in the real world. And again as I saw everything clearly, I realized that this was not my home, it was the home of a friend of mine. Then again I panicked and lost consciousness.
        

        
          This cycle repeated at least seven or eight times. Always I would find myself in a familiar room. Some of these places were from my childhood, and some were from my more recent past. In this state all the points of time in my personal history coexisted. One did not precede the next. Apparently, had I so willed it, I could return to any point in my life and really be there because it was actually happening right now . . .
        

        A little later the physical world all started to work properly again. As the effects began to subside I managed to piece together what had happened. When I remembered that I had tested the extract and that it must have been responsible for what I had just been through I felt ecstatic. I was literally jumping for joy. I wanted to say “EUREKA!” I had stumbled upon the psychedelic essence of Salvia divinorum. I grabbed a pen and tried to write down a few notes while the experience was still fresh. The first thing I wrote down in BIG letters was, “IT IS TOTAL MADNESS,” then, “TEARING APART THE FABRIC OF REALITY.” . . . I had been shaken to the soul.

        Siebert wrote in The Entheogen Review the following year that salvinorin A is

        an extremely powerful consciousness-altering compound. In fact it is the most potent naturally occurring hallucinogen thus far isolated. But before would-be experimenters get too worked-up about it, it should be made clear that the effects are often extremely unnerving and there is a very real potential for physical danger with its use.

        When the herb . . . is consumed either by smoking the dried leaf or chewing the fresh leaves the effects are usually (but not always) pleasant and interesting. This is because when used this way the amount of salvinorin A absorbed into the bloodstream is usually very small, and in the case of the chewed leaves it is absorbed into the blood very gradually. The pure compound salvinorin A [however] is active at 200–500 mcg when vaporized and inhaled . . . [and] when the dose goes above 500–1000 mcg the effects can be very alarming. I have seen several people get up and lunge around the room falling over furniture, babbling incomprehensible nonsense and knocking their heads into walls. . . . When the experience is over they have no memory of any of this. In fact they usually remember very different events. To an outside observer people in this condition have a blank look in their eyes as if no one is present (and perhaps no one is).2

        Dr. Bryan Roth of the University of North Carolina agrees with Siebert about the potency of the extract. In 2002 he discovered that salvinorin A, uniquely, stimulates a single receptor site in the brain, the kappa opioid. LSD by comparison stimulates about fifty receptors to produce its effects, which, even then, are not as potent or immediate. “Dr. Roth said salvinorin A was the strongest hallucinogen gram for gram found in nature,” the New York Times reported.3 He added that “its chemistry may enable the discovery of valuable derivatives [and] there’s good evidence it could treat brain disorders including depression, schizophrenia, Alzheimer’s, maybe even HIV.”4

        Although usually a much gentler experience, even chewing the leaves of Salvia (one of the more traditional shamanic ways of ingestion) can have profound effects as the anthropologist Bret Blosser discovered in the mid-1980s. He writes at The Salvia divinorum Research and Information Center about an experience he had in Oaxaca.

        I never noticed the transition. I was not aware that I had eaten an entheogenic plant, was in Mexico, was with friends, or had ever had a body. I was engulfed in a complex, fluctuating environment. Much hung in the balance. I was facing awesome challenges and knew that I lacked the skills to deal effectively with them. However, I also knew that I might somehow do OK.

        I remember very little of this first plunge into the world of the hojas, but toward the end I recall an intricate, neon-pastel, slick-lit, all encompassing, non-Euclidian topography. This sense of a distinctive topography has characterized each of my Mazatec Salvia experiences. Of course, what I can describe begs the question of what I cannot describe: being out of the three dimensions and linear time.5

      

      
        MY INTRODUCTION AND REINTRODUCTION TO SALVIA

        My own experiences with Salvia began in 2003. At that time I was working extensively with ayahuasca (Banisteriopsis caapi), the visionary “vine of souls,” and San Pedro (Trichocereus pachanoi), the “cactus of vision,” both of which are native to Peru. I had first visited the country in 1998 to drink both medicines and had started to take groups of people there for healing encounters with these plants a few years later. My first plant teacher was ayahuasca, which I went in search of, like many others, to find meaning in my life and gain new understanding of where I had come from and where I was going. Ayahuasca has the effect of taking you outside the body and into the spiritual universe, showing you all possibilities open to you. I also drank San Pedro at that time and realized that it had a complementary effect in the sense that it brings the spirit of the universe into the body and shows the possibilities open to us in this world.6

        Over time my main plant teacher began to change from ayahuasca to San Pedro as I realized that it was more important for me to learn how to live properly and deal with “real-life issues” than seek the new options that ayahuasca reveals. The infinity contained within ayahuasca can be confusing, showing us too much. What I needed was practical, down-to-earth advice about how to be and how to be a better person. San Pedro provided that, and with its help it is a lesson I am still learning.

        It is against this background of faith in the benefits of entheogens and many plant ceremonies of my own that I first heard about Salvia. I believe it was one of my students who told me about it. It was the world’s strongest visionary plant, she said, although its effects were short-lived and often very peculiar. I was intrigued by this because I had experienced some extremely strong (and sometimes also very peculiar) journeys with ayahuasca and wondered what a more intense experience could be like.

        What also interested me was that Salvia is native to Mexico, and in that country there are four main teacher plants: sacred (psilocybin) mushrooms, the seeds of the morning glory, Salvia, and peyote. The latter is a mescaline cactus like San Pedro, my ally, and it seemed to me that Salvia might therefore be compatible with it since peyote and Salvia are both used by the shamans of Mexico, albeit independently of each other and, historically at least, in different parts of the country.

        My first explorations with Salvia took place in the United Kingdom but were less than successful. When you work with any teacher plant you have to learn how to, and then learn the language of the plant and the way that it works with you. I didn’t know how to use Salvia then and was really just experimenting. I drank the leaves as a tea and on other occasions chewed them, in the way the Mazatec shamans did. Apart from a slight sensation of numbness and a little light-headedness not much happened, certainly not the strong visionary experience I had been told to expect. No deep insights resulted, and since my interest was San Pedro I didn’t have the intent to explore much further.

        Salvia came up for me again in 2009. The book Peopled Darkness, written by J. D. Arthur about his experiments with the plant, was about to be reissued by Inner Traditions under the name Salvia Divinorum, and as an author of books on plant medicines myself I was asked to write an endorsement for it. I read Arthur’s book and was surprised by it. He had worked with extracts of the plant, most often 5X concentrates,*2 and his experiences were nothing like mine; he had gotten a lot from it in terms of new understanding, enhanced creativity, and a unique sense of the world. My interest was rekindled, and I made a mental note to do further work of my own. It would have to wait for a while though as I was making preparations to go to Peru for several months to begin long-term work with San Pedro as well as running the ayahuasca healing center where I was then the co-owner.

        Salvia was not going to let go of me this time though, and within a few weeks of getting to Peru the subject came up again. I had just appointed a new shaman, Jungle Svonni, to be the center’s resident ayahuascero, and he had some limited experience of Salvia and wanted to explore it further. My co-owner and I were interested in it as well to see how it might fit into the therapeutic programs we had developed for our clients.

        Following Arthur’s lead we ordered Salvia extract (20X concentrate in our case) and began a series of experiments with it. I will talk about these in the next chapter but let’s begin with an introduction to the plant.

      

      
        WHAT IS SALVIA?

        Salvia divinorum is a perennial herb in the mint family. Native to Oaxaca, Mexico, it grows in the humid forests of the Sierra Mazateca at altitudes of between 750 and 1,500 meters (2,400–4,900 feet). It can grow to over a meter (thirty-nine inches) in height and has large green leaves, hollow square stems, and white flowers with purple calyces.

        The ritual use of psilocybin mushrooms by Mazatec shamans had been documented as early as the sixteenth century but information on Salvia is rarer and much more recent, dating mainly from the 1930s. During a field trip in 1938 the American anthropologist Jean Johnson learned that Mazatec shamans used a tea made from the leaves of Salvia for the purposes of divination in a manner similar to the mushrooms, primarily when the latter were out of season.

        In 1952 Roberto Weitlaner also reported the use of the plant, noting that its leaves were gathered by curanderos (shamans or healers)*3 who harvested them after a session of prayer. In healing ceremonies an infusion of 50 leaves was prepared (for the treatment of alcoholism the dose was usually 100), and around midnight the curandero and patient would go to a dark room where the patient drank the potion. After about fifteen minutes he would enter a trance state, and from his speech or during a subsequent discussion of his visions the healer was able to make a diagnosis of the cause of his illness and know how to cure it. The session ended by bathing the patient in some of the same infusion he had drunk. Weitlaner noted that Salvia was used for divination as well as healing (for example, to trace lost objects or identify thieves when a robbery had been committed).

        Gordon Wasson was the first to describe the Salvia experience. During a ceremony in July 1961 he drank the juice of 34 pairs of leaves (68 in total) and noted that the effects came on faster than those of mushrooms although they lasted a much shorter time. He reported seeing colors and three-dimensional designs.

        The first Salvia specimens were collected by Wasson and Albert Hofmann a year later while traveling with Weitlaner. The plants were brought to them by the shamans who would not allow them to see where the sage itself grew. They drank the brew again, and Hofmann said that his experience was more intense this time and created a state of heightened “mental sensitivity” although it did not result in “hallucinations.” His wife, who accompanied him and also drank, reported seeing bright images.

        Jose Luis Diaz studied Salvia in the Mazatec highlands during the 1970s and ’80s, drinking an infusion of the plant on six occasions, noting like Hofmann that its potency increased each time. He saw visual patterns, which he described as “complex and slowly changing,” but only in complete silence and with his eyes closed. After a while he also noticed a lightness in his arms and legs and an “odd sensation” in his joints. These feelings lasted for about ten minutes although more subtle effects persisted for a few hours.7

      

      
        MAZATEC HEALERS AND SALVIA SHAMANISM

        Wasson, Diaz, and Richard Evans Schultes have all commented on the difficulty of making contact with and gathering information from Mazatec shamans because of what Diaz calls their “jealous and secretive nature.” “Visiting many shamans in a single area can actually lessen the amount of information gathered,” he remarks, “as each curandero may fear the visitor is telling their secrets and giving their power to a rival. To them magic can hurt or kill.” Despite this Diaz was able to find one informant, Don Alejandro,*4 from whom he was able to gather information during fieldwork in the summer of 1979 and spring of 1980. He tells us,

        The Mazatecs (the name, taken from the city of Mazatlan, was imposed on the natives by the Spanish) are nominally Catholic Christians but they have incorporated many features of their traditional beliefs into their conceptions of God and the Saints, whom they consider to have been the first healers. The most prominent among them is San Pedro, or Saint Peter, who is said to have cured a sick and crying infant Jesus through the ritual use of tobacco (Nicotonia spp.).

        For the Mazatecs, as well as for almost all Mesoamerican Indians, [tobacco] is the most important curing tool in the pharmacopoeia. The fresh tobacco leaf is ground, dried, and mixed with lime to form a powder known to the Mazatecs as San Pedro (Saint Peter); the best is prepared on the Saint’s day, June 29th. . . . It is worn in charms and amulets as a protection against various diseases and witchcraft, but its most important use is in limpias, or ritual cleansings. Anyone who comes to Don Alejandro to be treated usually gets a limpia. This ritual cleansing may be the cure in itself or it may be accompanied by other medicines. The patient is given a pinch of the San Pedro powder (wrapped in paper) to carry with them and use during the healing period.8

        It is often given to patients during a Salvia ceremony as well.

        Training to become a shaman is through an apprenticeship, which lasts for two or more years and teaches the shaman-to-be the practicalities of healing. Spiritual instruction comes through plant-induced visions and the teachings of angelic beings. Teacher plants are taken as part of this training at intervals of a week to a month. The process begins with successively increasing doses of Salvia, and through it the shaman-elect is said to become familiar with the route to Heaven.

        In common with all plant work, a strict diet is followed during the training, with hot foods such as chili prohibited and abstinence from sex and alcohol, although Diaz remarks that some shamans allow the drinking of beer during the diet and other alcohol, principally tequila, may be taken in a ceremonial context. The first Salvia diet lasts for sixteen days; subsequent diets are a minimum of four days in length. Breaking it can lead to madness according to Don Alejandro.

        The shaman learns that Salvia can be used as a medicine as well as for visions. For example a tea made from five pairs of leaves will cure anemia, relieve headaches and rheumatism, and regulate alimentary function (for example, to stop diarrhea or aid defecation in the case of stomach blockages). Diaz reports that there is also a magical disease that is cured by Salvia. This is known as panzón de borrego (“lamb belly”) and takes the form of a swollen stomach, which results from a curse made by a brujo (sorcerer) who has placed a stone inside the sufferer. Salvia removes it, and the stomach returns to normal.

        The future healer also takes Salvia to learn how to identify and use medicinal plants. Mazatec shamans believe that there is a tree in Heaven on which all healing plants grow, and under the influence of Salvia they are able to talk to God and the saints and learn the uses of these plants.

        Aside from healing, Salvia is known for its divinatory powers and for this purpose it is prepared as an infusion of 20 to 80 pairs of fresh leaves, which may be taken by the curandero, the patient, or both depending on the situation. Salvia will then foretell the future and provide answers to detailed questions.

        The observation that “20 to 80 pairs” of leaves are used comes from Diaz but it is very vague. There is a 60-pair (120-leaf) difference between these extremes, which is a wide margin for those who wish to explore Salvia themselves. To add to the confusion, Christian Rätsch in The Encyclopedia of Psychoactive Plants tells us:

        The Mazatec take thirteen pairs of fresh leaves (twenty-six leaves in all) and roll them into a kind of cigar (quid) that they place in the mouth and suck on or chew. . . . At least six fresh leaves are needed to prepare one quid (threshold dosage), while more distinct effects will occur with eight to ten leaves. . . .

        Dried leaves are best smoked by themselves. Here as little as half an average-sized leaf (two or three deep inhalations) can be sufficient to elicit profound psychoactive effects. Usually, however, one or two leaves are smoked. . . .

        Tinctures are prepared from fresh or dried leaves by using an ethanol-water mixture (60 percent alcohol). . . . Dosages appear to vary considerably. . . .9

        Salvia can therefore be drunk as a tea/infusion, which is also the way to diet it (see chapters 2 and 4), chewed, smoked in a pipe, or held in the mouth as a tincture and not just in the way (or in the quantity) that Diaz describes. Additionally, in modern usage the extract can be smoked.

        Karl Mayer remarks that “to date little that is certain is known about the Salvia ritual as corresponding ethnographic or historical evidence is lacking,”10 and it may be this as well as the secrecy of Salvia shamans that gives rise to the confusions surrounding this plant in terms of its methods of ingestion and the number of leaves to use.

        This, however, is how I have proceeded:

        Tea/infusion: Thirty pairs of leaves are added to approximately half a pint of hot water and left to soak overnight. The leaves are removed, and the cold juice is drunk first thing in the morning as part of a shamanic plant diet.

        Chewed: As part of the Salvia diet I have also chewed the leaves from the tea (30 pairs) and held them between the teeth and gums for about fifteen minutes so that the active ingredient passes into the bloodstream. Swallowing the leaves or their juice does little in this respect, although no harm results from ingesting them (see chapter 4).

        Smoked: Four or five pairs of dried leaves can be crumbled into a pipe and smoked. Some say that two or three pipes of leaves smoked one after the other in this way will produce salvinorin-like effects. More usually, however, I have used the leaves as a substrate for a pinch of salvinorin extract (see chapters 2, 3, and 4).

        Tincture: Twenty pairs of leaves in alcohol are held beneath the tongue for fifteen to twenty minutes, then the liquid is either spat out or swallowed.*5

      

      
        THE SALVIA CEREMONY

        Salvia divinorum rituals almost always take place at night in complete darkness and silence. . . . After chewing the leaves the participants lie down and try not to make any sound. Both sounds and sources of light will greatly disturb the visionary experience. Because the effects of the leaves are much shorter in duration than those of the [psilocybin] mushrooms Salvia rituals rarely last more than one or two hours.11

        Diaz provides an account of two ceremonies he attended with Don Alejandro but these differ again from the description offered by Rätsch. It may simply be, as Mayer remarks, that not enough is yet known about Salvia shamanism to determine what makes a “typical” ceremony or, as I have discovered with San Pedro and ayahuasca shamans in other contexts, that not much is rigidly fixed in any ritual encounter, the shaman preferring to exercise his intuition and creativity according to what each circumstance presents, the needs of his patients, and the guidance he receives from spirit.12

        In the ceremonies Diaz attended the curandero began making the Salvia infusion as darkness fell. The leaves were counted out in pairs and put into piles before being crushed by hand into a bowl of water. After the potion was prepared it was poured through a sieve into a glass. The spent leaves were set aside for bathing the participant’s head to refresh him after the ceremony or to be discarded later in a location where they wouldn’t be found.

        The curandero picked up a glass of the infusion and called upon the Holy Trinity, the Virgin Mary, Saint Peter, and other saints to watch over participants. Those present then drank the brew, and following Mazatec tradition an assistant was in attendance who didn’t drink in order to safeguard the others. As a last protection before their visionary travels the curandero performed limpias (ritual cleansings) on the participants by reciting prayers over each and anointing them with a piece of copal dipped in San Pedro (tobacco). He also gave them a pinch of San Pedro to carry.

        During the first ceremony Diaz drank an infusion made from 50 pairs of leaves and after about fifteen minutes began to see visions, like columns of smoke in the darkness; then as the images increased in intensity, a mountain of ice, lights of various colors, a dark sky with bright objects in it, and a native village. The session lasted about an hour with a further hour spent in discussions about what he had seen.

        In his second session he drank an infusion of 60 pairs of leaves and after fifteen minutes again felt the effects of Salvia: a sense of relaxation and colorful images of plants and flowers. A little later he reported that “I feel like I’m being twisted around inside of my body. Very strange sensations, like I’m being . . . twisted . . . like I’m spinning.” He also recalled seeing “a large boat or something like that. And as if all the things inside were all very mechanical like a machine that was very, very precise and very geometric. . . . And again I began to see many flowers, but as if they were all mechanical, as if they were not . . . real.” These sensations of being twisted or pulled and visions of things mechanical, of being inside a machine and of reality being not quite “real” are characteristic of the Salvia experience as we will see.

        He remarks that even when the ceremony ended he still felt the influence of Salvia. “It is as though the body is intoxicated (borracho) and the mind isn’t.” While being driven home that night his visions continued. “Among them was the Virgin of Guadalupe amidst red, white, and green streaming banners.”

      

      
        SALVIA EFFECTS

        Don Alejandro encouraged Diaz and his companions to talk about their visions throughout the ceremony and afterward in order to clarify them although this seems less common among other curanderos where ritual use involves silence so that the plant itself can be heard. (Mazatec shamans say that “La Maria speaks with a quiet voice.”)

        For many who have taken Salvia (especially in extract form) the immediate effects can be so extraordinary that they do wish to talk, but this is to risk prematurely deconstructing their journey or becoming so caught up in their descriptions that they do not hear the information that may still be being passed to them by the plant. In my experience the more useful insights and realizations from the journey tend to arise during the thirty minutes or so after the peak experience (or they may come in dreams following the ceremony), and it requires continued silence and introspection to hear them.

        There are other effects, too, which are subtle but ongoing if attention is paid to them. Researchers (from the University of California and California Pacific Medical Center Research Institute) conducted a survey of five hundred Salvia users, for example, which suggests that post-ceremonial effects have a completely different character from the peak experience. About half of the users reported a pleasing “afterglow” and it is in this state of relaxation and expanded consciousness that the real work of insight or divination can best take place, and where questions can be put and answers received.

        The study also showed longer-term effects that might last for days or more. These included:

        
          	Increased insight: 47% of respondents

          	Improved mood: 44.8%

          	Feelings of calmness: 42.2%

          	Increased connection with the universe and nature: 39.8%

          	“Weird thoughts”: 36.4%

          	Things seeming unreal: 32.4%

          	Increased self-confidence: 21.6%

          	Improved concentration: 19.4%

        

        Salvia may also have even longer-term therapeutic potential. We have already heard from Professor Bryan Roth who believes that drugs derived from the active ingredient could be useful in combating diseases such as Alzheimer’s, depression, schizophrenia, chronic pain, and AIDS. Thomas Prisinzano, assistant professor of medicinal and natural products chemistry at the University of Iowa, has suggested that Salvia may also help treat cocaine addiction: “You can give a rat free access to cocaine [then] give them free access to salvinorin A, and they stop taking cocaine.”

        Finally, clinical pharmacologist John Mendelsohn confirms that “there may be some derivatives that . . . would actually be active against cancer and HIV . . . there are a lot of therapeutic targets that have many people excited.”*6

      

      
        THE MYSTIQUE OF THE SHEPHERDESS

        There are, however, mysteries to Salvia.

        First, there are no creation myths that tell of its origin. Unlike ayahuasca, for example, where shamans have legends to explain the origins of the plant and its purpose on Earth (see my book Plant Spirit Shamanism13 for a discussion of these), or San Pedro, where curanderos tell of the hummingbird bringing the secrets of God to Earth in the form of the cactus (see my book The Hummingbird’s Journey to God14 to read this story), with Salvia no such stories have yet been heard. From this we may conclude that Mazatec shamans are either extremely secretive about their Salvia myths or else they do not have any.

        D. M. Turner, in his book Salvinorin: The Psychedelic Essence of Salvia Divinorum, also remarks:

        In a recent paper, Jonathan Ott has noted that the Mazatecs lack an indigenous name for Salvia divinorum, both the Christian theme of Mary, as well as sheep, having been introduced to the region during the Spanish conquest. The Mazatecs also list a method of consuming this plant that does not efficiently utilize its psychoactive content, and seem to be generally unaware of its tremendous potency. Based on this information . . . Ott has suggested that Salvia divino-rum may be a post-conquest introduction to the Sierra Mazateca.15

        It is not uncommon for conquering nations to impose their ideologies on those they have conquered. As professor of cultural anthropology Irene Silverblatt puts it, “History making (which includes history denying) is a cultural invention. . . . History tends to be ‘made’ by those who dominate . . . to celebrate their heroes and silence dissent.”*716 Thus, for example, huachuma, the sacramental healing cactus of Peru, was renamed San Pedro by the invading Spanish to reflect their Catholic beliefs. In the case of San Pedro, however, the original name is known and ritual artifacts and depictions of the cactus have been found dating back 3,500 years BCE or more, proving the historic use of this plant well before the arrival of the Spanish. With Salvia no such evidence exists.

        
          Her real name must not be told—

Her real name is closer to Medusa than to Mary

“They came with crosses—

They came to drag us

From our huts, from our beds,

The soldiers that serve the priests”
        

        DALE PENDELL

        And it is not just the shamans who are mystified. Botanists have no definitive answer for the origins of Salvia either. They have been unable to determine whether it is a naturally occurring species or a cultigen, for example. The plant’s partial sterility suggests a hybrid—although no likely parent species have been identified—and if the plant was created it begs the questions why and by whom?

        Turner again:

        Salvia divinorum . . . is not known to exist in the wild, and the few patches that are known in the Sierra Mazateca appear to be the result of deliberate planting. A Mazatec shaman informed Wasson that the Indians believe the plant is foreign to their region and do not know from where it came. And if Salvia divinorum is a hybrid, there are no commonly held theories on what its prospective parents may be.17

        A further puzzle is that although salvinorin A is by mass the most potent natural hallucinogen it has no actions on the 5-HT2A serotonin receptor, the principal molecular target responsible for the actions of psychedelics such as mescaline and LSD.

        Shortly after discovering salvinorin A’s effects, Siebert sent a sample to David Nichols who initiated a NovaScreen receptor site screening. The screening results were in contrast to those of all previously tested psychedelics. Salvinorin A did not affect any of the receptor sites tested, which included all of the likely known receptor sites for other psychedelics.18

        Turner was writing in 1995, just prior to his death,*8 but in 2002 Bryan Roth partly solved this mystery when he discovered that salvinorin A stimulates a single receptor—the kappa opioid—but even that is strange and unique since other psychedelics stimulate multiple receptor sites. In other words, no one still quite knows how or why Salvia works.

        As with all great entheogenic detective stories, therefore, the answers must be found by the individuals who choose to work with the plant themselves.
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