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  This book is for my children, Jodie, Mili, Ocean, and Javen, with love, and for the spirit of San Pedro, with gratitude. Love and welcome too to our plant spirit babies Kai and Freddie. The former joined us in utero for our 2007 Magical Earth journey, while the latter was conceived as the result of a vision.


  Cleansing the Doors of Perception
Introduction by Dr David Luke

  This book is essentially about healing, but healing of a very different kind to that which we may ordinarily understand.

  The conception of illness and medicine we have in the West – what we call the ‘medical model’ – goes back to the ancient Greeks and the philosophy of Hippocrates. The current view, continuing from that tradition, is that all physical illnesses have a physical cause.

  This view of medicine seems to work well with some types of illness, particularly physical trauma, but has only limited success in the treatment of much physical and mental disease (a word which might be better thought of by its constituent parts: disease).

  Within the medical model, psychological processes are, from time to time, thought to play a significant role in healing, such as recently, but then only to a moderate degree. However, these psychological processes are eventually hoped to be explained by physical factors, such as genetics. Spiritual factors are generally rejected outright unless they constitute some sort of secondary psychological component.

  This medical perspective seems odd given that, with many disorders, the beneficial effect of drugs amounts to only a small fraction of the healing that actually occurs through the placebo effect, thereby indicating the importance of belief over medicines alone.

  Throughout all this time the medical model has also managed to conduct itself without any real definition of what life actually is, and has conveniently omitted to consider the existence of any kind of life force or energy, like the Eastern chi, or ki of traditional Chinese medicine or practices such as chi-gong.

  Elsewhere in the world, older and more magical conceptions of healing can still be found. There, illness might be considered to be the physical manifestation of psychological or spiritual issues, and may even extend itself to other people unintentionally through ‘energetic’ or spiritual means. It is also thought that malice may be sent intentionally through sorcery or the evil eye, causing illness; and, by the opposite means, prayer can help heal or cure someone. Furthermore, diagnoses of illness may be sought through psychic means, or, through divination, future events might be foretold.

  In many traditional worldviews thoughts can become manifest and knowledge can be accessed without the need for the intervening physical mechanics we understand as necessary in our ‘Western’ scientific worldview. But, how unscientific actually is this magical worldview? Certainly it conflicts with the traditional and, currently, the dominant materialist notion of science that considers that the world is only composed of mathematically-understood factors like matter, energy, force and time. Consciousness itself is often supposed to be merely illusory or, at best, an awkward side-effect of physical brain processes.

  But even the most fundamental and robust of all sciences, physics, is at a loss to explain the ultimate nature of everything, and various respectable interpretations of quantum physics sound even more magical than any so-called ‘primitive’ worldview.

  For instance, one understanding of quantum physics, concerned with what is called the collapse of the state vector, holds that the observation of an unknown physical state is necessary for it to become known – so that consciousness itself causes physical reality to occur.

  Furthermore, defying what was once considered possible by classical (Newtonian) conceptions of physics we now know that two particles once joined together continue to simultaneously act together, even when they are separated by vast distances in space. However, physicists continue to argue over what is the best interpretation of quantum physics. So, perhaps magical conceptions of how the universe works are not so implausible after all. Traditional ‘primitive’ doctrines that consider that everything in the universe is connected shouldn’t seem so intellectually juvenile anymore, and nor should ideas that ‘two things once connected remain connected’, which is the basic principle of what was once derided as ‘contagious magic’ by Western anthropologists studying other cultures some 100 years ago.

  When the English novelist Aldous Huxley was given mescaline (seemingly the most important psychoactive constituent of the San Pedro cactus) by the English physician Dr Humphrey Osmond in 1953, he said that it allowed man access to mystical states by overriding the brain’s ‘reducing valve’. Huxley was a proponent of the ideas of the French philosopher Henri Bergson, who had, in the previous century, supposed that the brain acted as a filter of memory and sensory experience so that our conscious awareness wasn’t overwhelmed with a mass of largely useless information, irrelevant to the survival of the organism.

  Bergson suggested that if these filters were bypassed, man would be capable of remembering everything he had ever experienced and of perceiving everything that is happening everywhere in the universe, i.e. clairvoyance.

  Huxley then applied this theory to mescaline and other similar substances – which he and Osmond called ‘psychedelic’, meaning ‘mind manifesting’ – and suggested that they override the reducing valve of the brain, bypassing the filters that stop us from potentially perceiving everything.

  Huxley paraphrased this notion by quoting the English poet and mystic, William Blake: ‘If the doors of perception were cleansed, every thing would appear to man as it is, infinite.’

  In my late teens I took psychedelic substances and experienced the world in a completely different way to that of my ordinary waking consciousness. I became extremely curious as to how these seemingly magical experiences occurred and so I went back to school to study psychology, and then went on to university to do a degree in the subject so that I might better understand these experiences.

  I learned a lot about normal, and what psychologists call ‘abnormal’, states of consciousness but felt that the exceptional states experienced with psychedelics didn’t really fit either of these categories. If anything, in the end, studying mainstream psychology made me very cynical about everything other than the normal state of consciousness, and even that couldn’t be trusted it seemed.

  After my degree, partly in an attempt to get away from this narrow and hardened scientific way of looking at the world, I followed a naïve ‘calling’ to go to Mexico in 1998, though I knew practically nothing about this country.

  While I was there I took the psychoactive peyote cactus in the desert and this triggered a whole series of what I can only call visionary and shamanic experiences, involving various profound synchronicities, esoteric discoveries, escape from death, and a spontaneous shamanic initiation into hummingbird wisdom.

  The entire story of that journey would probably need its own book so I won’t go into it here, but it was an interesting surprise when Ross, who knew nothing of my hummingbird story and travels in Mexico, asked me to write the introduction to this book merely because of my current scientific research.

  After a year and a half in Mexico I decided to continue my studies and returned to the UK to start a PhD in parapsychology, the study of the psychology of the paranormal, which at that time was the branch of science that I felt could most help to me to understand the incredible experiences of the psychedelic state, because they are neither normal nor abnormal.

  Having finally completed my doctorate I am resuming the research that partly began in 1950 by Humphrey Osmond’s colleague Dr John Smythies, who conducted one of the first mescaline experiments into clairvoyance – the ability to transcend space to access otherwise unobtainable information.

  That original experiment by Smythies had some success, as did a number of other psychic experiments with mescaline over the years, but by today’s standards those studies were not tightly controlled enough to rule out explanations other than psychic abilities.

  So, currently I find myself in South America, scientifically researching people’s ability to obtain information from outside space and time through the use of the San Pedro cactus, because, independently of Huxley, Osmond and Smythies, we know from anthropologists that South American people use San Pedro for psychic purposes too.

  For instance, one Peruvian folk healer described how he used San Pedro to induce ‘…the telepathic sense of transmitting oneself across time and matter…’, and in this book you will find a number of similar such accounts from both San Pedro healers and from Europeans and North Americans (who we might loosely call Westerners) experiencing such things with the cactus themselves.

  You will also find a great many stories in this book that challenge our orthodox ‘Western’ conceptions of healing and the bounds of reality; stories which, with the growing discoveries in physics, biology, psychology and parapsychology, should not, perhaps, seem so scientifically implausible these days.

  Science may be one path to truth, but it is a path that was only allowed to consider the truths we might access through altered states of consciousness for about a decade between the late 1950s and late 1960s, before governmental mandates dictated what kind of truths could be explored through science, or, for that matter, by any other means of investigating reality.

  Fortunately, however, that restriction on science now appears to be receding and once again scientists are beginning to ask questions about the function of psychedelics in the brain, about their potential for healing, and about their capacity for inducing genuine mystical and so-called paranormal experiences.

  For instance, survey research I conducted with a colleague, Dr Marios Kittenis, has found that there are some typical ‘transpersonal’ experiences (either of the mystical or paranormal type) that most commonly occur with mescaline-containing cacti (e.g. peyote and San Pedro). The most common of these is the experience of perceiving an aura around living things, followed by the experience of sensing the intelligence or spirit of the cactus, and then the sense of connecting with the universal consciousness of all things. For those who reported these experiences, they were said to occur often, or even more frequently, upon taking the cactus.

  Less frequently and less commonly, in descending order of the number of people reporting them, experiences also included dissolving into energy, powerful long-lasting religious awakenings, out-of-body experiences, clairvoyance, death and rebirth experiences and/or past life memories, psychokinesis (influencing objects or people with one’s mind), encountering a divine being, encountering a (non-animal) intelligent entity, and the sense of the loss of causality (where A causes B).

  For scientists, whether or not these experiences are ‘real’ is a matter of ongoing debate between those who believe that these phenomena may be possible and those who reject them out of hand because they do not fit within their confined ‘physicalistic’ worldview.

  For the people who experience these phenomena, however, they are often considered ‘more real than real’, and, although they challenge what we ‘Westerners’ think we know about the world, those experiencing these extraordinary events often find it very difficult to reject them as mere hallucinations. This is because these experiences often have such a depth of meaning and can stimulate such a wealth of personal change and healing that they cannot be ignored – and nor should science continue to ignore or dismiss them.

  David Luke, PhD

  Lecturer in Psychology, University of Greenwich, London

  (Villcabamba, Ecuador, December 2008)


  Following the Flight of a Hummingbird
Introduction by Ross Heaven

  It seems to me that, for the last several years, I have been following the flight of a hummingbird; its bright trajectory leading me, through coincidence and odd events, to places and outcomes wholly unexpected. This book is one of the stopping points on that journey which begins with the chance telling of a tale about a hummingbird – a simple story; a fable and little else that has now come to mean much more. That phase of the journey ended just days ago when I received the introduction to this book from Dr Luke, and the manuscript was complete.

  A lot has happened in-between, including encounters with ‘miracles’, meetings with remarkable men and women, and the dawning of a completely new understanding of the world: that it is deeper, richer, and more mysterious than we have been led to believe. Parts of this journey have been dramatic and marvellous, others more subtle, containing meanings I still need to explore, but all of it has been extraordinary and I am grateful to San Pedro for making it possible.

  One of the more ‘subtle’ coincidences along the way was how David Luke came to write his introduction at all. It is also an example of what I mean by an ‘odd event’ linked by the hummingbird as a symbol or metaphor.

  In November 2008, I had just returned from Peru, a country I visit each year to lead Cactus of Vision retreats where participants are able to meet and receive healing from the shamans and curanderos of the Andes and to experience their extraordinary medicine, San Pedro.

  My schedule was busy when I got back: first a trip to Spain and then to Norfolk, England, to lead two plant spirit workshops and six ayahuasca ceremonies with the Shipibo maestro, Guillermo Aravelo, who was making his first visit to Britain to introduce people to the ‘vine of souls’.

  During my travels I had not paid much attention to my emails but, just prior to my Norfolk trip, I was able to check them and, via a forwarded mail from an associate, I received a message from Dr Luke.

  He was about to embark on a research project to explore whether ayahuasca was a natural enhancer of human psychic and ESP capabilities, he said. The visionary brew was once known by the scientific name telepathine because of its noted abilities to do so, and he wanted to find out more. He had heard about my workshop with Guillermo and wondered if it might be possible to administer tests to some of my participants during the ceremonies which would take place.

  As he says in his Introduction, very little scientific research has been done into psychedelics since the 1960s as government legislation has made it difficult even for scientists, and research grants for this sort of work are also almost impossible to come by.1 To gain research funding, for example, scientists typically have to phrase their grant applications and frame their experiments to ‘prove’ that drugs are harmful and, that by better understanding their mechanisms, we might be able to prevent their ‘abuse’ or help those who have ‘fallen prey to them’. Such experiments, then, are biased from the start (they have to be to get funding) and their outcomes are almost certain: more results that ‘prove’ the government’s position and uphold its ‘war against drugs’.2 We should also remember that the few scientists who are fortunate to be given approval for such research are, indeed, studying ‘drugs’: synthetic substances created and distributed, by and large, for the purposes of entertainment and ‘getting out of it’. What they are not studying is spiritual sacraments and medicines.

  In my opinion (and Strassman would agree), there is a vast difference between injecting a volunteer with a chemical in the clinical setting of a sterile research lab or hospital, where they are analysed, probed, and connected to monitoring devices, and offering them a cup of ayahuasca in a beautiful rainforest setting as part of a ceremony guided by shamans with a defined healing purpose. In the latter circumstances, my experience of taking groups to Peru and partaking in probably a hundred ceremonies myself suggests that the benefits of psychedelic plants (as opposed to ‘drugs’) are profound but that set, setting, and sacred intent are vital to the healing process – and all of these are lacking in laboratory studies of ‘drugs’.

  What interested me about Dr Luke’s research, therefore, was that it seemed to echo the spirit of the early psychedelic pioneers who were prepared to get out into the field, consider the ceremony and its intent as well as the psychedelic agent involved, and to deal with the whole plant, instead of a chemical administered to a ‘subject’ in an unpleasant and inappropriate environment.

  Circumstances and the limits of time, however, meant that I could not accommodate Dr Luke’s requests, as much as I would have liked to. I wrote instead to say that I’d be pleased to help at a later date, perhaps during one of my journeys to Peru and, almost as an after-thought, I asked if he had considered extending his research to look at the healing and divinatory qualities of San Pedro, a plant with some similar effects to ayahuasca, but one which has been far less studied or written about.

  He wrote back with one of those emails that begin ‘funnily enough…’ and attached an outline proposal for almost exactly the study I had suggested.

  Another coincidence, as it turned out, is that Dr Luke is a guest lecturer at the Centre for the Study of Anomalous Psychological Processes at the University of Northampton, the same university I had attended in the 1970s and 80s when I took my own degree in psychology.

  That was the least of it, though. In exchange for the information Dr Luke sent me I forwarded him a draft of this book. As he says in his Introduction, ‘it was an interesting surprise’ when he received it and saw its title, for he too had been led to his current studies by the appearance of a hummingbird.

  He had taken peyote (another mescaline cactus) some years ago, he told me, and, with that, the hummingbird had entered his life. He writes about this in an unpublished account of his experiences, that he later sent me, and about what he calls a ‘spontaneous shamanic initiation’ and ‘calling of the hummingbird’, after which he seemed to share an affinity with these birds and they would even land in his hands if he held them out in front of him.

  At the time of his initiation, Dr Luke was already a psychologist and, of course, familiar with the work of Jung and others who regard such synchronous moments as a fortuitous step to better understanding the self, so he undertook a little web research into the symbolism of the hummingbird. It said:

  
    Sometimes an animal or bird will mysteriously come into our life and begin to haunt our consciousness. The image of that animal becomes associated with our sense of who we are and where our values come from…

    Hummingbirds awaken us to the beauty of the present moment. They bring us medicine to solve the riddle of duality. They also awaken us to the medicinal properties of plants.

    They teach us how to use flowers to heal and win hearts in love. They teach us to fight in a way where no one really gets hurt. They teach us simple courage.

    There are different ways that a totem animal can be discovered: in Native American tradition they may make their appearance while one is on a vision quest. They also come in dreams, meditations, and shamanic spirit-journeys.

  

  ‘The Native American mythology continually alluded to the bird’s connection between humans and plants,’ wrote Dr Luke. This is as well as connections between ‘this world and the world of the dead ancestors, the upperworlds and the underworlds. The section on mythology summarised that one of the widespread beliefs amongst indigenous people of the Americas is that hummingbirds, in some way, are messengers between the worlds.’

  It is a small bird and, perhaps, a small symbol but the impact of these connections was immense. Dr Luke writes that ‘I began a mission of discovery, driven by a vision of my own future, and I have grown and expanded beyond what I thought was possible.’ As a direct result, he is now pursuing his research into the psychic and healing effects of plants like San Pedro.

  So, perhaps the hummingbird is indeed a messenger between worlds and the means by which the wisdom of San Pedro is pollinated so it can spread hope and healing and change people’s lives.

  Some of Dr Luke’s realisations, as a result of his mescaline experiences, were that: ‘Everything is permissible; nothing is impossible’ and, simply, ‘Relax! We’re all God.’ These are conclusions similar to my own, as you will read, and, no matter how ‘new age’ they may seem to you now, you will hear them from many other people in this book too as they share their stories of how they have been helped and healed by San Pedro. Something is going on – and the hummingbird knows what it is.

  Despite the miracles that may be possible through San Pedro, amazingly little has been written about this plant. It is a mystery why, given the benefits it reportedly brings. I regard my own book, therefore, as a starting point in our understanding of San Pedro, not as a definitive statement, and I hope that other studies will follow. I offer a range of perspectives within it, in the desire to explore and perhaps unravel some of the mysteries of San Pedro: how it works, the benefits it bestows, and, finally, what its message may be. I hope that, as a result of reading it, you will be inspired to look more closely at San Pedro too, and to explore its wisdom for yourself. It is, in my opinion, the medicine most needed for our times.

  I offer this book to the spirit of San Pedro and the small bright bird that is its guardian, in thanks for its healings and teachings, and I encourage you to follow its trajectory too and allow the hummingbird into your own life.

  Ross Heaven

  (Brighton, England, December 2008)


  Small, superlative being

  You are a miracle

  And you blaze

  From Ode to the Hummingbird by Pablo Neruda


  Chapter 1

  

  The Condor and the Hummingbird

  An Andean Fable

  
    Storytellers clothe the naked body of myth in their own traditions so that listeners can relate more easily to its deeper meaning

    Joan D Vinge

  

  Iquitos, the strange jungle town on the banks of the Amazon, has a sense of fever and muted madness about it that began at least 500 years ago with the arrival of Francisco Pizarro.

  The Conquistador Pizarro came to Peru in search of El Dorado, the fabled city of gold. Red and not gold is what he discovered, however, in the blood of the natives that fell before his sword as he carved Spain’s insignia into the land and his dreams turned into obsessions.

  As is so often the case in matters of karma and madness, having lived by the sword, Pizarro was also to die by it when, in 1541, twenty assassins entered his home one night, intent on revenge and riches of their own.

  His life ebbing out of him, Pizarro, then 70, found only the strength to paint a cross in his own blood on the cold stone floor before him and to cry for absolution from Christ. Then, gathering his sword – ‘the companion of all my deeds’ – he left this world and his aspirations for gold behind him.

  Pizarro’s dreams were for nothing, for no gold has ever been found in Iquitos. Three hundred years later, however, in the years between 1880 and 1912, riches did flow into the town from the jungles around it, in the form of latex, a product of the jebe tree.

  The invention of vulcanisation by Goodyear had created a huge demand for latex and, following Pizarro’s lead, the town of Iquitos was birthed by rubber barons as a base for their own excesses. From an almost standing start Iquitos had 20,000 inhabitants by the mid-1880s, many of them Europeans who became fabulously wealthy by enlisting (or, rather, enslaving) local tribes to work their plantations for them.

  Their opulent bubble burst thirty years later when it was discovered that greater profits could be made in the plantations of Malaya (now Malaysia) than in the wild forests of the Amazon. The traders left Iquitos as quickly as they had arrived.

  The town’s colours are faded now but in its day it stood for a certain kind of ‘excellence’, ‘modernity’, and the ‘genius of man’ as he employed science and slavery to transform and tame the forest, turning it from a ‘wilderness’ (‘red in tooth and claw’) into something far removed from its true nature and more akin to his taste for order and opulence.

  Only a few reminders of past glories remain. The town retains its promenade on the banks of the Amazon River, for example, where Victorian gentlemen would take their evening strolls. In the shadows of some moonlit nights you may even glimpse their tuxedoed ghosts with their arms around their wives dressed in ball-gowns and evening dresses, looking out across the jungle to survey their kingdoms as lightening flashed in the forest and the sweat of the air made their dress-shirts stick to their backs.

  Other follies, reflective of long-gone wealth, can also be seen. One is a house – now a restaurant (The Casa de Fierro or ‘Iron House’) – made entirely of iron, that was built by Monsieur Eiffel, the designer of Paris’ famous Tower. Iron, of course, is subject to rust and you must wonder what a building like this is doing in a place of baking heat, rainforest downpours, and humidity so extreme that the air itself can rot the clothes from your back. The reason for its presence is explained by the one-time spirit of those Victorian gentlemen: ‘It can be built, so why not build it? We have money to spare, after all.’

  The eccentric rubber baron, Carlos Fermin Fitzcarrald had a base near here. Fitzcarraldo, as he is better known, was also driven by dreams of gold and longed so passionately to instal an opera house deep in the jungle that some say his dreams, in their turn, drove him mad. One of the stories told of him and his consuming need for profit and opera relates how he purchased the only remaining parcel of forest that might still yield rubber, in a remote area of the Amazon cut off by treacherous rapids, with the intention of building a plantation, a fortune, and an opera house (not necessarily in that order). To avoid the problems of the river, Fitzcarraldo had the natives physically carry his 30-ton steamship through the jungle, across an isthmus of land from one part of the river to the next.

  The vainglorious driving force behind his actions was, he said, “not to undertake an adventure, but to offer this land to mankind so we can find a new home for the disinherited of the world”. In return for their labour, he promised the natives gunpowder and bullets and guns to tame the beasts”, so they could conquer the natural world, just as he intended to do.

  It seems that nature was not so anxious to be conquered, however, and Fitzcarraldo died in the rapids of the Urubamba River on July 9, 1897.1

  Nowadays, with few hints of its former wealth or the madness that has historically fuelled its accumulation (except for those few monuments that remain), Iquitos still buzzes with frenetic energy and the desire for profit. At any time of the day or night, for example, it is almost impossible to sit quietly in the main square (the Plaza de Armas or ‘Place of Arms’) or sip coffee in one of its restaurants or cafes without attracting vendors and craftswomen who will try to sell you Shipibo textiles, that have taken them days or weeks to make, for just a few American dollars, or shoeshine boys who will clean your boots (whether they need it or not) for just one sol (about 15 pence). The desire for money lives on, but driven now by the poverty of a town abandoned to its fate.

  James Redfield, in The Celestine Prophecy,2 writes that there are two roads into Iquitos: the ‘high’ and the ‘low’ road. In fact, there are no roads in, just a river and an airstrip littered with the rusting carcasses of small planes that did not quite make the landing.

  There are roads out, however, and we had taken one of these a few days before, leaving the strange beauty of the town to journey deeper into the jungle.

  Here in the forest a quieter river flowed, dyed red by the tannins in the leaves of the trees along its banks that turn it the colour of tea when they drop from the branches and sink below the surface of the water. They are good for the skin, having toning, astringent, and antiseptic qualities, but those are not their only virtues: more romantically, they make the water look like rose wine. The river was low, after several days of jungle sunshine.

  The people with me, unlike Fitzcarraldo’s enslaved community, were here to experience an adventure. They had joined me to live with a Shipibo tribe for a few weeks and experience their legendary visionary brew: ayahuasca, the vine of souls. There were twenty or so of us in this rainforest camp by the river: people who had come to search for visions, magic, and healing, or a new direction in their lives.

  It was a few hours before our final ceremony. A little distance away our shaman was preparing his ayahuasca medicine and his icaros – the plaintive and prayerful songs sung by shamans to the spirits of the plants – drifted softly in the air around us.

  As had been customary since our arrival, I had given the group some time for meditation and reflection in the afternoon before our ceremonies began in the darkness of the evening. Some were in their rooms, but there were a dozen of us relaxing by the river.

  The day was dreamy and drowsy and, it occurred to me, the perfect time for a story: a fable, or a lullaby, really… about a hummingbird. Like all fables, it also contained a current of truth to it, which had a depth like a river.

  Lying on my back, eyes closed against the sun, I began to speak, to no one in particular.

  A very long time ago, it was only the condor who was able to visit God because his great strength and powers of endurance meant that he alone could make such a journey across the face of the Sun, the Milky Way, and through the vastness of space to Paradise, where God would wait to receive him. He carried the prayers of the people with him so they could be heard and – God willing – granted.

  All the time, as he recited these requests and earnest wishes, the humble condor turned his face away from God so He would not be offended. Then he made his way back to Earth so he could circle the sky and collect more prayers from the people below, gathering them in with his wingtips and storing them in his feathers until the time came for his next audience with God.

  As I said, that was all a long time ago and things are different now – because of a hummingbird.

  This tiny bright wisp of a bird so yearned for God that he spent his days in prayer, darting from flower to flower and garden to garden, hoping that one might be the first garden, which he had heard men call Eden, and that God might be found in its brightest flower.

  Every day his Eden eluded him, but he still would not give up on his quest to know God. So what do you think he did, this little bird, to attain his burning desire?

  He became a stowaway.

  One day, when the sun was at its highest, he crept into the condor’s feathers and tucked himself away amongst the prayers, knowing that the condor had great strength and could make a journey to God that a hummingbird never could.

  The sun was bright in the condor’s eyes that day and the hummingbird so still and quiet that he went unnoticed as the great bird made his flight. Finally, they arrived at the palace of God, and the condor, his head turned away, began to recite the prayers of his people.

  It was then that the hummingbird flew out from the condor’s feathers and, for the first time, saw what he had most longed for: the face of God and the radiance that surrounded Him.

  The condor was immediately fearful at what God might do to a bird so small who had presumed to look upon Him. But God just smiled.

  ‘Welcome, little one,’ He said. “I have been waiting a long time for you to make this journey. You and the one who brought you are both welcome here, but because your love is so strong and your courage so great, it is to you that I will reveal My greatest secrets.’

  And so now it is the condor and the hummingbird who are both most precious to God: the first for his strength and service, the second for his bravery and passion.

  But, still, to this day, it is the hummingbird who carries the wisdom of God in his soul.

  It is an Andean more than an Amazonian story, but its principles are universal, I think: that courage, faith and love are our most important allies, and that through these we can discover the deepest spiritual truths.

  That was probably why I had chosen to tell this story just prior to our ayahuasca ceremony; that and the lyrical nature of the afternoon and the murmurs of the river close by. Actually, I had no idea why I’d told it; it just seemed like the perfect tale.

  It would be time for the ceremony soon, so I wandered back to my room while the others stayed behind, dreaming in the sun.

  A few days later our adventure with the Shipibo people and their vine of souls would be over and our circle would be broken – in this reality anyway. Of course, it is never an accident that brings people together for an experience like this and so, once formed, a circle of pilgrim-souls who have shared a journey of the spirit can never really be broken. We would all meet again, in life or in dreams.

  For now, though, amid smiles and hugs, I would say goodbye to our group in Iquitos as they began their more mundane journeys back to America, Australia and Europe, while I prepared for a different onward journey: to the Andes and – as events, life or the spirits would have it – to another adventure I could never have dreamed of, not even while telling the story of the hummingbird that day.


  Chapter 2

  

  Sunlight and San Pedro

  A Healing Ceremony in the Andes

  
    Los chupaflores juntan

    The hummingbirds gather

    Todos los dolores malos y enfermedades

    All the bad pains and sicknesses

    Juegan con sus encantos

    They play with their enchantments

    Eduardo Calderon, Andean healer

  

  Night in the Andes doesn’t so much fall as crash down around you. I close my eyes and when I open them again, in a matter of seconds the day has gone and I am lying in a pool of shadows as darkness swirls around me, consuming the ground I am on.

  Miguel is trying to rouse me. He speaks ever-so softly, aware that any word out of place will be jarring, and what he says is deliberately paced and practical, with no emotion and nothing ‘spiritual’ about it. He wants to know if I’d like some water, a blanket, or if a walk in the mountains would interest me.

  I can’t walk, though. I can’t even speak. My body hasn’t reformed yet. I shake my head, no, and even that is an effort. Then I close my eyes again and return to the desert.

  This all began ten or twelve hours ago, on a different planet, in a different life, it seems now.

  It was then that Miguel Silva Guttierres, a shaman (or as he prefers, a guia, or guide) from Cusco in the south of Peru, unwrapped a blue and red blanket and made it his mesa: an altar containing objects called artes, which, for him, hold a special power and healing significance. With that gesture, he created a channel through which the energies of the cosmos could travel ‘from the mind of God to the core of your soul’.

  Miguel moved to Cusco in 2003. Before that he lived in the capital, Lima, where he suffered from pneumonia three times in a row and became so ill that he lost the function of a lung and nearly died. His doctors told him that if he got sick again the illness would be his last.

  He was also an alcoholic. ‘I’d wake up, drink… then shower and drink; I’d even drink in the shower!’ he laughed, in his mixture of Spanish and broken English which he calls Spanglish. ‘Then, throughout the day, I’d… drink.’

  In Cusco, though, apparently by chance, he met a woman – a sorceress – who said she could cure him if he drank a special plant medicine. He did so, of course, and the next day his pneumonia was gone. It is years later and his illness has never returned.

  The alcoholism took a little longer and was only finally cured after he had drunk the same plant a number of times and it showed him the cause of his problems: a family who had, in his childhood, devalued him while, at the same time, providing the love he needed through their gifts of whisky. It took him two years, with the aid of the sorceress’ plant, to make the connection between his early years and his adult problems, but then he threw away the bottle and has stayed away from it ever since.

  Miguel was so excited by the powers of this plant, which he saw as truly miraculous, that he began immediately to train with the woman who had helped him and to learn all he could about the plant that had saved his life.

  ‘I have been the assistant of this plant for the past five years,’ he continued, ‘and it is my pleasure to make this healing available for you too.’ I thought it was an interesting choice of words. Even though he would guide the ceremony to follow, Miguel saw himself as an assistant – and not to the woman who had saved and then trained him, either, even though he remained her apprentice, but to the plant itself: San Pedro.

  We were sat in the walled garden of a private house in the hills above Cusco as Miguel told us his story. Our surroundings had a fairytale quality to them. The walls to the garden were entered through a large wooden gate, as if guarding a fortress of secrets. It looked as though it had stood here for years growing evermore bleached by the sun.

  In contrast to the rugged landscape outside, the garden, once entered, was an explosion of colour as red, gold, and yellow flowers rose up in beds that bordered bright lawns. It was like stepping into another land: a scene from the English countryside, perhaps – an impression reinforced by an open-sided marquee that stood on one of the lawns, as if drinks were about to be served there after a genteel game of bowls or croquet. The stillness of the day was palpable and the silence of the garden so absolute that not even the wind carried whispers.

  Just outside the gate – though it may as well have been part of a different world – was the Temple of the Moon, a place of power and mystery, full of ancient caves and rock carvings, which takes its name from the way moonlight radiates into its subterranean chambers at night. At the centre of one of these caves there is a throne carved from rock and, beside it, steps that lead deeper into the Earth. No anthropologist really knows why or what it was used for.

  By chance, and some weeks before I knew I would be coming to Cusco or sitting so close to this temple, I had been reading a book by Alberto Villoldo1, an American apprentice to a shaman from Cusco. In it, he describes his own experiences at the Temple of the Moon.

  According to Villoldo, there are undead things here: zombies made by sorcery. Once they were human, but they allowed themselves to be caught in a web of magic and now they are no longer living and not dead either, but something in-between. Their stalking ground was right outside our gates, Villoldo said, although the peace of the day and the beauty of the Temple provided no evidence for it at all. My companions, Donna and Mark, knew nothing of this, however, and I resolved to keep it to myself.

  Donna had been a friend of mine for years, since I first met her on a workshop I was giving in England. We had experienced several adventures together since then. Most recently she had joined me on my rainforest trip where we had drunk ayahuasca together in the red river camp.

  Mark was a participant on that journey too. An artist more familiar with dreams than the ‘real world’, he was a young 28: a child in and of the spirit, with a fragility and vulnerability to him and a sense of innocence and wide-eyed wonder at the world that was the envy of those around him.

  I made a mental note that, whatever happened, Mark would need my attention more than Donna, who I knew could take care of herself. I suppose now that by even having that thought I must have sensed that something would happen.

  As for me, I had first journeyed to Peru in 1998 to drink ayahuasca, the legendary vine, and San Pedro, the cactus of vision, and, in some way through this to ‘find myself’.

  Despite that cliché, and much to my surprise and even amusement, I did find myself. Ayahuasca provided me with exactly what I needed to make the changes my soul was demanding and, like Miguel, I had been so inspired by the magic of the plants that I wanted others to experience them too so they could wake up to their lives. Eventually, I had begun to organise journeys to Peru so that others could explore the vine’s potential for healing and magic.

  That had been the purpose of our stay at the Shipibo camp and, as ever, ayahuasca had woven its spell. Just days after our group disbanded I had started to receive emails from those who had arrived safely home, still enraptured by what ayahuasca had given them:

  
    I am the happiest man I know! You can’t imagine how this has changed the person I am or brought out the real me! (Heath, Australia)

    The stillness I feel and the lack of rush is incredible. What we experienced was something so special and life just keeps getting better. (Linzi, UK)

    An experience that changed my life. I will draw from this forever. (Annette, USA)

  

  My previous experiences with San Pedro, on the other hand, had never been quite so powerful, partly because the shamans in the north of Peru, where I had drunk the brew, had a rather different approach to that of the jungle’s ayahuasceros.

  In contrast to the more laid-back and gentle rituals of the latter, for example, San Pedro maestros are often very demanding and expect participants to take part in long and arduous activities as a component of their visionary work.

  One of my first San Pedro shamans, Juan Navarro, was in this mould. In the ceremonies I had attended with him some years ago, he had first given me another plant to drink, a contrachisa which caused me to empty my stomach through vomiting. Then I was required to snort tobacco macerated in alcohol: a practice called singado, which is designed to cleanse the body spiritually and change one’s luck, but which is very much an acquired taste, to say the least. He had also beaten me and his other participants with wooden sticks called chonta and ‘bathed’ us in holy water and flowers (that is, more or less, poured cold water over us) at various points throughout the ceremony.2 The point of these activities, the shamans say, is healing. But as beautiful as some of these rituals are – such as being bathed in perfumed water – they were also distractions that meant that I and Juan’s other participants could not fully relax and allow the plant to do its work so the visions could unfold.

  Instead, our thoughts and inner reflections were constantly interrupted as we were made to stand, sit, strip down to bathing wear for the cold water baths, dry ourselves off and dress again, all under the influence of the plant.

  The anthropologist, Bonnie Glass-Coffin, describes similar ceremonies she has attended in Peru in her book, The Gift of Life,3 where ‘Patients (and the family members/friends they have brought with them to the ceremony) will actively participate in all aspects of the mesa (healing ritual) and will not be allowed to sit or rest until sometime near dawn’. And yet, as her shaman, Yolanda, remarks in the same book, without faith and ‘attention to a spiritual state in which one is completely with God, there is nothing’ and no healing will ever take place. ‘We have to concentrate with all our hearts to be able to help others, and in this way to liberate them,’ she continues.

  This being the case, I couldn’t help but wonder at the apparent contradiction inherent in these San Pedro ceremonies, which included so many activities that the necessary concentration on one’s healing and spiritual state was almost impossible. All of this is quite different to the ayahuasca experience, where those who drink it are asked only to sit quietly and listen to the songs of the shaman as they lead him or her in gentle lullabies to realms of visionary healing.

  I had taken part in a number of San Pedro ceremonies, with Juan and with other shamans over the years, perhaps hoping for something different and for the cactus to make good on its promise as a ‘plant of the Gods’. But my experience was always the same; whatever wisdom San Pedro held it was, for me, overwhelmed by the rituals surrounding it.

  Despite its seeming failures, however, there was something about San Pedro that kept drawing me back, so now, here I was again, in this walled garden by the Temple of the Moon, about to drink once more the sacrament that had saved Miguel’s life before changing its course so dramatically.

  I was certainly willing to concede that I had missed something with San Pedro if it could have such a huge effect on people like Miguel. Because of my earlier experiences, however, I still half-expected that nothing much would happen in this ceremony either, apart from a healing spectacle delivered by our shaman.
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