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Whatever one believes to be true is true or becomes true in one’s own mind, within limits to be determined experimentally and experientially.


These limits themselves are, in turn, beliefs to be transcended


John Lilly, Ketamine explorer, scientist and author of


The Centre of the Cyclone










PREAMBLE: THE FIRST STORY TOLD




It’s the truth, even if it didn’t happen


Ken Kesey, psychedelic explorer and author of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest





4,000 years BC (more or less). Month unknown


I imagine him dressed like Alejandro Jodorowsky, the Chilean film director with a passion for Zen and cowboy novels, in his film El Topo, a surreal Western about sex, betrayal and enlightenment: Black suit. Black hat. Black beard. And of course a black horse. Wearing two guns and a mean attitude - and quick to draw on both to mask his sadness and anger at life.


His wife and the child that she carried had been murdered by drifters and thieves, his faith in God had been lost and he had taken to desert trails on a quest for vengeance and peace: to find their killers - and himself; to rediscover God or to murder Him. He of course had no name.


The desert was hot and The Man With No Name was low on water but that didn’t concern him too much because he knew that he was only 30 kilometres from the nearest town and could finish the ride that day. But then the unthinkable – or, at least, the undesirable – happened: his horse gave way beneath him, fell on its side and lay gasping for air in the sand. The Man With No Name understood that his best friend – his only friend – was dying and, as he knew he must, he put his pistol to its head and pulled the trigger, sparing it the pain and slow death of the desert.


Job done, lip trembling but not a tear staining his dusty face, alone beneath the sun, he reviewed his situation. He would have to walk out now. In this heat and in these conditions that would take him at least three days, maybe longer, moving only at night to avoid the sun and predatory eyes, and he was already down to just one or two sips of water. Stoically, he sought shelter and tried to sleep through the sun at its highest.


But the desert plays tricks. So does a lack of water and endless heat, and three days later he was lost, wondering and wandering, with no hope of salvation or rescue. That small town he was headed for might as well be the ends of the Earth. It was then that he fell to his knees and, for the first time in years, felt the splash of tears on his face.


He cried for all that was taken from him and for all that had driven him to stay alive – the desire for revenge that had consumed him and now also seemed lost. He could not even kill in the name of love - for the destruction of his home, the loss of his wife and the death of their unborn child; for the pitiful look on the face of the horse he could not save, and for the futility of life: the ultimate aloneness, the melancholy strangeness and the lack of meaning that was part of being human at all.


He shook his head. ‘Pull yourself together, asshole’ he muttered to himself. Then he stood and walked towards the sun.


It was then that he saw it – a single cactus, 20 feet tall, that would give him shelter and which he could drink from by cutting into its flesh. He pulled out his knife and bored into the green column in front of him. He felt its vitality enter him. Survival and revenge were again on his mind, the primal forces that would get him through this. Forty minutes later however and those thoughts were gone forever.




Painted desert, Peyote rain


Lord, don’t let me go insane


Skinwalker, Skinwalker…


Who am I, who are you


I was only passing through


Skinwalker, Skinwalker


Robbie Robertson, Skinwalker





The Man With No Name came to 12 hours later, stronger now – but in some ways also weaker. He had the strength to carry him for miles but no desire to get there or, rather, to walk that way for revenge. For, during his cactus-sleep, he had seen something amazing: the palaces of God with their radiant angels who spoke to him, healed and soothed him, and he knew now that his life was real and this desert that held him was beautiful. So, too, had been his wife, his almost-child, the home they had shared and all that was taken from him. But that was a different life. He could not live it over or forever.


He got to his feet again, rising from the sand reborn, perhaps just a grain of sand himself – and not as a killer but an evangelist, wanting only to spread the Word, the truth that he had been shown. He had a name now too and that name was Angel.


With new strength and a sure direction Angel made his way to town and spoke to the people he met there about the magical desert cactus – a cathedral in the sand – and the God of love and love of God it contained. Most of them thought him mad. Just as it ever was and would be again in the Christ religion to come, only the ass saw the Angel1 or rather, Angel saw a lot of asses. But some listened. And so the Word was spread…










THE STORY


If wanting a mate one would not just go out to a crowd of people, randomly grab the first human of the opposite sex and expect it to all just flow from there. Working with plant allies is rather similar. Careful choices and evaluations of suitability followed by establishing a mutually respectful loving relationship is how I would recommend approaching the issue


K Trout, author of San Pedro, writing to Dale Pendell, author of PharmakoGnosis


It’s good to have an open mind, but not so open that your brain falls out


Karl Jansen, Ketamine: Dreams and Realities


Yeah, well. You live, you learn…










GRACE AND MADNESS




With everything so perfect, reality seemed somehow fragile…as tenuous as a soap bubble, shivering and empty


Scott Westerfield, Pretties





2010. July


Grace and Madness, the 6th International Conference on Amazonian Shamanism, was held in Iquitos, Peru. For six years it had been a forum for presentations and workshops on rainforest medicines, mainly centred on Ayahuasca: the vine of souls, the gateway to madness or liberation from it. Jungle shamans are brought together – including ‘superstars’ like Guillermo Arevalo and Percy Garcia and lesser-known but talented healers and medicine men such as Ron Wheelock and Adela Navas – to offer stories and insights into their healings with Ayahuasca and their views on how and why this visionary brew is able, where Western medicines fail, to cure conditions such as addiction, trauma and many other physical and emotional problems.


They are joined on the programme by Western academics, authors and scientists who have studied (and drunk) the medicine themselves and who have their own stories to tell. This year, according to schedule worked out - and often frantically reworked - by the organisers (since hardly anything goes smoothly or to plan in Peru) they include Peter Gorman, former editor of High Times and author of a recently published book on Ayahuasca, Dennis McKenna (brother of Terence), Pablo Amaringo, the world-renowned visionary artist…and me. At this gathering I’m a nobody and I’m not even here to talk about Ayahuasca so I’m expecting a lukewarm response when I begin speaking about something which I presume the audience has little interest in.


The gathering isn’t as big as in previous years – maybe a few hundred people and they don’t attend every presentation so some speakers, as interesting as they are, get only a handful of listeners. Eventually it’s my turn and I’m not hoping for much.


As I am introduced however there is a murmur in the room and people start walking over from wherever they have congregated or vanished to. By the time I reach the stage – a circular platform surrounded by delegates’ tables – almost everyone is there. There are no seats left so people are standing three deep behind them in some places, waiting to hear what I have to say.


That’s when I get it. I am here to talk about San Pedro – a mescaline cactus not a DMT potion of vines and leaves; Andean mountain rather than Amazonian jungle medicine – and yet, even at this conference with its traditional focus on rainforest shamans and the vine of souls, people want to hear. The times are changing it seems, just as the healing needs of people and the culture they belong to change. Maybe San Pedro is the medicine we most need now.


My theory is supported by other events this week. The conference runs for eight days and most shamans offer ceremonies during this time which delegates can attend. We hear through the conference that the shamans have done well and their ceremonies attract 20 or so attendees - which is good; under normal circumstances an Ayahuasca ritual might only have half that number. At the jungle retreat Centre I own however we are running San Pedro ceremonies and they draw almost 100 people. Interest in the cactus outstrips the call of the vine.


I think I know why. I first visited Peru to drink Ayahuasca in 1998 and I’ve been back many times to do so, my visits eventually culminating in my purchase of the healing Centre I now own in Iquitos where my business partner Trudy and I offer this plant medicine to our clients to help with their healing needs. In the 12 years that I have worked with the brew I’ve got to know it well and it seems to me that it opens up new worlds of possibility for people, freeing the soul from the body so it can travel the universe and they can see their lives from the perspective of the infinite, aware of all the choices and potential they have. San Pedro, by contrast, is a plant of the Earth which enables the spirit of the universe to enter them and show them all that is possible in this lifetime, in this body, in this world. Its healing is more direct and immediate than Ayahuasca and more meaningful because it is rooted in what is real and happening in their lives right now. It is this groundedness, this experience of spirit in the everyday that our participants have come for. They want to know how to be, how to act in the world, how to heal themselves and find meaning.


Over the years, San Pedro has become an important teacher for me2. The reason I am in Peru now in fact is to begin an apprenticeship with the cactus which will involve dieting it (a shamanic process of fasting, meditation and drinking San Pedro at regular intervals) so it can teach me how to heal.


Our first ceremony during the conference is run by La Bruja, a curandera3 from the Andes who has flown to Iquitos to stay with us and is also speaking at the conference. I first drank her San Pedro five years ago and since then she has become a friend and a teacher to me. Her medicine is strong and we drink it in beautiful surroundings, the ritual beginning on the porch at the back of our casa grande, the big house where our clients and participants stay, overlooking our lagoon and the forest beyond it. The day was warm and humid, the sky cloud-free and azure-blue and a sense of peace descended as people entered their San Pedro dreams and found quiet places for reflection and healing. Some laughed like children and played in the water; some cried, exploring old wounds. Business as usual for San Pedro, the mellow healer who gently coaxes the pain from sorry souls.


Its healing approaches in waves. You feel it gently at first and then it recedes a little. The next wave is stronger and lasts longer. The next is stronger still. The whole process takes perhaps four hours until you are fully held by San Pedro, although you feel its spirit enter you way before that. The journey lasts a further six to eight hours, a ten or twelve hour experience in total, sometimes longer; sometimes a lifetime.


During the day I reflected on the past – the twists and turns of fate that had brought me to this place – and the future: what I was going to make of this strange new environment now I had given up ‘civilisation’ for the jungle. Both the past and the future are going to be important in this story but it was the present which suddenly consumed me because, sitting on that porch, senses heightened by San Pedro, what I was most aware of was the presence of two other people. It radiated like an energy from them, grabbing my attention.


One was from someone on my right and felt female. I took a glance and saw a woman, mid-30s, a volunteer at our Centre whose name was Jane. She had long dark hair and was quite pretty but it seemed to me that she was also in some way unhappy, perhaps even damaged by something from her past. I had heard a lot about her, some of which supported my sense of her now, as she already had a history at our camp, but I had only spoken to her briefly and did not know her well. There was a book at her side, The Count of Monte Cristo, a classic story of failed love and the search for freedom and vengeance.


The other energy came from someone behind me and felt, unsubtly, to be boring into my back and rummaging through my soul; checking me out. It came from a man, I knew that, but I wasn’t going to turn around and see who. Instead, I started sending out energy ‘vibes’ of my own to check on him.


Who and what I discovered in both of these people was going to change a lot of things around here and be part of some amazing adventures to come. The future was already calling but it was the past which had brought me here. 1998 had been a pivotal year.










THE BEGINNING – AND AN END




In the safe island of my mind [I]created an art that amounted to buffoonery, a brilliant veneer to hide the darkness of thieves like myself – thieves who pillaged the earth, robbing others of their health, transforming their time into a hard personal shell, dividing others’ space into dog kennels in which these citizens, befuddled by the walls, accepted their obligatory blindness


Alejandro Jodorowsky, film director and Zen Master





1998. Sometime around September


I am on a plane to Vancouver where I will be doing…very important things. For the last 14 years since graduating with a degree in psychology and related subjects I have been using these disciplines to manipulate the minds of others as an international marketing consultant; inviting them with a winning smile and a subliminal mallet to love my clients as much as I clearly did (even though I actually had little love for them myself). I now mainly represent medical and pharmaceutical companies and my job basically amounts to wearing flashy suits and taking clients to dinner so I can tell them how to run their own businesses – because I, of course, know best. Like I said, I do very important things.


I’m drinking a Bloody Mary on Air Canada, on my way to a conference where I will, of course, have an important role to play, and I really should be smiling to myself at my close-to-six-figure salary and the BMW I drive when the national UK wage - even today - is barely a third of what I earned then and most people have to work for a living. I’m not smiling though. I’m depressed. Disillusioned might be a better word.


Inevitably, because I know I can (and because she’s in love with her designer lifestyle and self-importance too) I will sleep with the woman next to me who works for a ‘rival’ company and is going to the same conference, even though we’ve barely met. This will happen after dinner at some oyster bar near the river and a bottle or two of expense account wine where we will toast our salaries and egos. In the morning we’ll say goodbye, nothing more, and she’ll be gone. Then we will both return to the business of being important and regard each other as competitors. Her name is Claire. I’m amazed I can even remember it.


And that’s how it was for me. Empty highs and empty sex with other Masters of the Universe; all of it on account; all of it amounting to nothing. We were international airborne whores paid for by someone else. At first I thought it was only the companies I represented which were picking up the tab but increasingly I’d come to realise that the people who were really paying were those who could least afford to. I’d had hidden it from myself for years but the shabbiness I felt now at my own success was undeniable and it revealed my deeper feelings.


On this trip I was representing two pharmaceutical clients, both of them in the HIV business, at a conference on HIV and AIDS. They used different technologies to manage the progression of the disease and its effect on sufferers so they saw no conflict of interest and I was impartial, giving my love and devotion to both, although, had I known it then (which I didn’t because it was never made public, even to Masters of the Universe) the approach of one of my clients, Roche - or rather, the origins of its HIV technology - would have grabbed my attention more. Roche used a process called polymerase chain reaction or PCR to enable early diagnosis of diseases such as leukaemia and lymphomas, both associated with AIDS. The sensitivity of PCR meant that the virus could be detected soon after infection and before the onset of serious disease, which might give physicians a head start in treatment.


What interests me now is not the science however, but that the inventor of PCR, Kary Mullis, like his fellow pioneer Francis Crick, had used what science teachers, politicians and lawmakers would like us to believe is an unusual approach to come up with his idea (although in my experience it is far from unusual in reality): he got high – and it got him a Nobel Prize.


Crick was the first to identify the structure of DNA. To do so he used LSD, a psychedelic derived from ergot, a fungus thought to be the basis of the ‘flying ointment’ of European witches. In his autobiography he writes about falling into a dreaming state where he saw snakes writhing together in a caduceus form and from that Eureka moment he was able to crack the DNA code. Rather self-effacingly he referred to this dream-clad revelation (which led to one of the greatest discoveries of our age) as simply ‘a not insignificant idea’, a phrase I love to this day. Mullis was similarly inspired and later said of his own experiences: ‘What if I had not taken LSD ever; would I have still invented PCR?…I doubt it. I seriously doubt it.’ It turns out that shamans and scientists, alchemists and chemists, establishment and anti-estab-lishment revolutionaries are not so far removed from one another.


I didn’t know any of that back in 1998 however. If I had it might have given me at least a new outlook, something to grab my attention and interest, but as it was I was bored, sick of myself, and had the uncomfortable feeling that I had become little more than a scavenger at the scrap end of science. Perhaps it was worse than that. Perhaps I was a murderer, at least by association.


When you join the medical profession – at whatever level: doctor, surgeon, chemist or even someone like me – you are told it is noble work; that you are aiding the welfare of humanity, helping and caring for people. And you believe it. You want to. But the reality, after a couple of years in the business, becomes apparent as something else.


The first contradiction is that pharmaceutical companies and medical professionals (physicians, research scientists…or marketing consultants) are first and foremost bill-payers and, like any commercial enterprise, they exist to make money and depend on customer loyalty. That, however, is a phrase which means something different in medicine than in most other professions. If you are Wal-Mart or Burger King, customer loyalty amounts to giving your client a taste for your product so they keep coming back. If you’re a drug company however, the same principle means keeping your customers sick since there is no money to be made from curing a disease. A healthy patient is not a loyal customer. Directors would be out of a job and shareholders up in arms if AIDS or cancer or the common cold were cured tomorrow, although, most likely, the technology actually exists. There are billions of dollars to be made from managing disease however: never quite curing it but alleviating enough of the symptoms so that people feel a little better and come back for repeat prescriptions. The customer still goes away sick but at least not dead (there is no money in that either, a cynic might add).


Then there are the legalities of drug production which mean that the raw essence of a pharmaceutical, invariably a plant, cannot be patented. You can’t ‘own’ a natural material4. What this means for drug companies is that they must typically employ anthropologists and ethnobotanists (collectively known as bio-prospectors) to visit areas of interest (the rainforest being a prime location) and develop relationships with shamans and native healers who can introduce them to plants with healing properties so that their ‘active ingredients’, which are patentable, can then be extracted. Their arrangement with these local experts is usually less than fair and normally falls way short of reciprocity, the shaman receiving a few hundred dollars or products in kind (guns, clothes, Western medicines or even a few beads have historically been some of the commodities exchanged) for knowledge which may net the drug company billions.




One of the issues that troubled me…is what has come to be called “intellectual property rights”. Briefly stated, no matter what disease an ethnobotanist might find a cure for during the course of his research, the indigenous peoples who taught him the cure would not benefit from the sales of the new drug


Mark Plotkin, ethnobotanist and author of Tales of a Shaman’s Apprentice





As a consequence of the shaman’s co-operation in this ‘healing mission’ whole areas of rainforest might then be exploited or destroyed as drug (and other) companies commercialise the jungle and take the plants that interest them, which also means that native people have fewer medicines left for themselves.




Around 125,000 species – almost half the plants on Earth - are found in tropical rainforests, which cover almost eight billion acres of the world’s surface. Estimates vary but it is well-known that several thousands of these rainforest acres are destroyed each year by Western companies or local farmers under Western sponsorship…There is no doubt that many of these plants hold the keys to life-saving new medicines – we know this from the less-than-one-percent that have been studied - and yet every year thousands more are destroyed


Leslie Taylor, The Healing Power of Rainforest Herbs





Dr Norman Farnsworth (University of Illinois, Chicago) writes that ‘Worldwide, one in three plant-derived drugs come from tropical rainforest plants [and] only a small fraction has been investigated for medicinal purposes. It is reasonable to believe that further investigation of tropical rainforest plants will yield important drugs to treat diseases for which we still have no satisfactory cures’. With the rainforest destroyed however – sometimes, ironically, at least partly because of the drug companies looking for those cures – it is reasonable to expect that we may never find them.


Having identified a plant of interest, a drug company cannot simply market it. In order to patent it they must add a unique process of their own, which usually means extracting from the natural material what they believe is its most important ingredient, the one which will fight the disease. Plants are complex however, with many beneficial attributes and rarely if ever a single compound which does all the work. Drug companies are aware of that but there is no money in this knowledge so they continue with their extraction process, resulting in a new pharmaceutical which may in some cases be 80% or so less effective than the plant in its natural form. But at least the drug can be patented and money can be made. Jergon Sacha is a case in point.


Jergon is a rainforest plant which is a natural cure (not a disease management method) for HIV/AIDS and cancerous tumours. Dr Roberto Gonzales, president of the Committee of AIDS and Transmissible Diseases at the Peruvian Institute of Social Security in Iquitos reports that in experiments with AIDS patients between 1989 and 1993, a combination of Jergon Sacha and Una de Gato (‘Cat’s Claw’, another Amazonian plant) given to sufferers showed that ‘a majority of HIV patients treated tested negative for the HIV virus and returned to normal lives after taking the plant extracts for an average of six months’, according to Leslie Taylor in The Healing Power of Rainforest Herbs.


As I mentioned however, plants cannot be patented so HIV drugs have to go through a developmental process in order to create a ‘unique product’. Having done so their success rate in managing (not curing) HIV might perhaps be 20% of the natural material. Jergon Sacha and Una de Gato meanwhile will eradicate the disease in six months. These drugs can also cost hundreds of dollars per treatment while a six-month diet of Jergon Sacha and Una de Gato, with fresh ingredients bought daily from Belen market in Iquitos, might only cost 900 soles (less than $200) and according Gonzales’ research will get rid of the disease. Pharmaceutical companies do not particularly want information like this to reach the public.




Some chemists, having synthesised a few compounds, believe themselves to be better chemists than nature which, in addition to synthesising compounds too numerous to mention, synthesised those chemists as well


Robert de Ropp, in Tales of a Shaman’s Apprentice





When a new candidate drug is discovered (by which I mean that a potentially useful, patentable and money-making compound is extracted from a non-patentable plant) pharmaceutical companies carry out tests to determine the drug’s effectiveness, culminating in human trials. This might mean that the drug is offered cheaply or free of charge to a country where there are sufficient sufferers of the target disease that its success (or otherwise) and any side-effects can be studied. Usually this means a third world country where doctors and their patients are grateful for any assistance. If the drug ‘fails’ (i.e. does not perform as expected or there is an unacceptable level of death or illness caused by using it) it is withdrawn and those in the test country who had benefited from it are left without support. If, on the other hand, it works well enough to be marketed it is introduced to the West and a new price set which means that the test market can’t afford it anyway. Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.


On top of that, side-effects can be severe with any man-made drugs (compared to plants) and even those that pass all the stages of testing and are legally sold with full FDA approval can kill you. We just don’t have nature’s talent. Eight years after my Vancouver trip I would quote the statistics in my book Plant Spirit Shamanism:


‘Consider this from a report in the British Medical Journal last year: “In England alone reactions to drugs that led to hospitalisation followed by death are estimated at 5,700 a year and could actually be closer to 10,000”.’5


By comparison: ‘the Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) – the government group responsible for regulating UK medicines, including herbs – says that between 2000 and August 2004 there were 451 reports of suspected adverse reactions involving herbal preparations, of which 152 were serious [i.e. 38 a year compared to 5,700 to 10,000] …Herbs may not be completely safe as critics like to point out but they are a lot safer than drugs.’6


But perhaps the risks are acceptable because pharmaceutical products are, overall, more effective than natural cures? The evidence suggests not. There have been spectacular drug failures despite the promises. Thalidomide is an obvious example, a drug marketed as a mild sleeping pill safe even for pregnant women, which nonetheless caused thousands of babies worldwide to be born with malformed limbs. The natural alternatives (fennel, chamomile or red Poppy, among others) have never harmed anyone.7


Another example is antidepressants. In 2005 the FDA, after an extensive review of hundreds of studies, issued a warning that the use of antidepressants may actually lead to an increase in depression and suicide. The news story that covered this noted the FDA’s concerns that ‘antidepressants may cause agitation, anxiety and hostility in a subset of patients…psychiatrists say there is a window period of risk just after pill use begins, before depression is really alleviated but when some patients experience more energy, perhaps enabling them to act on suicidal tendencies’. By contrast, the herbal cure for depression, St John’s Wort, never hurt anyone and, furthermore, brings relief where chemical products fail. As the Independent newspaper put it: ‘[St John’s Wort] is not only more effective in the treatment of moderate to severe depression than the SSRI Seroxat, according to the British Medical Journal, but it also has fewer side-effects’8.


Because of the way patents work, once a drug company has created a new product (i.e. synthesised part of a freely-available plant) it has exclusive rights to the market for a number of years and can set its price wherever it wants, putting any value it sees fit on human life. The research and development costs involved in getting a drug to market are admittedly high but so are the returns. A company with a ‘superstar’ product could recover its costs in just a few years but the patent is theirs for decades and the price remains the same, giving a potential return of thousands of times the upfront investment. The people paying for this are those who can least afford to: the sick, the suffering or, in those countries which have a national health service, tax payers who may not themselves be sick but are sponsoring the access of others to less than wholly effective drugs at inflated prices when a natural and often better alternative is almost certain to exist.


You won’t find many physicians quibbling about these arrangements though. As a Master of the Universe I provided quite a few of them with free holidays (recorded in our accounts as ‘presentations at conferences’), laptops, meals out and other jollies in exchange for using and recommending our products. None of this is attributable and it all looks good on paper. If necessary it was put down to ‘hospitality’ and might even be tax deductible or it became a ‘research expense’ and was lost in the books. Whatever we called it no-one was likely to find it.


And all of this I was carrying with me to Vancouver. It is no wonder that I looked stressed in my passport photo. It is no wonder that my baggage was heavy.


The conference itself went smoothly. Our presentations were well-received and we were invited to all the best parties: nighttime rooftop receptions overlooking the sparkling city, a celebration dinner at the Museum of Anthropology with a spectacular view of the bay: all those bright-lit dark corners where deals are done and Masters of the Universe shine.


It all went so well in fact that I gave myself a little time off as a reward for my outstanding contribution to the lives of others and the bottom lines of my clients. The conference took place in a sports stadium and the organisers had arranged for the AIDS Quilt to be displayed there. I decided out of interest to take a look.


The NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt, to give it its full title, is the world’s largest community art project: a huge quilt made as a memorial to and a celebration of the lives of those who have died from AIDS. It began as the brainchild of Cleve Jones, an activist who, at a candlelit remembrance march for the gay San Francisco Supervisor Harvey Milk, asked people to write the names of loved ones lost to AIDS on signs that would be taped to the Federal Building. When it was finished it looked like an enormous patchwork blanket and it inspired Jones to create a more enduring monument in the form of the Memorial Quilt. It began in 1987, a time when many people who died of AIDS could not get a proper funeral because of the stigma of the disease and because many funeral homes refused to handle their remains. Lacking a memorial service or grave site, the AIDS Quilt was the only thing survivors had to honour the lives of their loved ones.


Each panel is three feet by six feet, about the size of a human grave, and even though only 20% of people lost to AIDS are represented there, there are still more than 46,000 panels and the whole piece weighs over 50 tons.


Individual panels are personal, created by relatives or lovers to reflect the life of the person they have lost. They feature embroidery, fabric paint, lace, crystals, sequins, feathers, clothing, wedding rings, hair, trophies, toys; representing the achievements and interests of the deceased. The entire Quilt was not on display at this conference but it still covered three stories of the stadium, weaving its way along the corridors and up the ascending levels. So many dead.


I would have liked to have walked all three floors to really take in what this artwork meant, but I only made it to panel two. Maybe it was the weight of what I was carrying, the knowledge I had of this industry and the sneaking, just-below-the-surface suspicion of what I was really doing here and what my life was about, or maybe it was just that one particular panel, but whatever provoked my reaction, my visit to the AIDS Quilt turned out to be life-changing. I had no idea when I got up this morning.


Panel two commemorated the life of a family, told by its surviving member. It was decorated with photographs, pictures drawn by a child, a few mementos, a locket or two of hair and a pair of booties that a toddler might wear when first learning to walk. A hand-written note was attached from the husband and father in this relationship, which told of his pain and confusion. His wife had contracted AIDS as a result of a blood transfusion and passed the virus to the daughter she was carrying in her womb. His wife was the first to die and he cared for his child alone until the age of two when she also passed. Once he had everything: a beautiful young wife (one of the photos on the Quilt showed her when she was healthy and they were together), a new family; the beginning of something precious. Now he had nothing. He lost it all to a four-letter word. Again and again he wrote in the note that he attached to the panel: ‘I don’t understand, I don’t understand’ – always the unanswered Why? His faith that he would see his wife and child again one day was all that kept him alive. But he had had faith in us too – we Masters of the Universe – to solve this problem, to end this plague. And maybe we could. But there was no money in that.


What hit me first was a visceral feeling: the gut awareness that this was not just ‘community art’, this was someone’s life which he was clinging to by a thread; followed by the realisation, again at a gut level, that the business I was in was not just an ‘industry’, it should be the noble profession I once believed it to be. But now I had the dreadful sense that in some way, through the job that I did - the peddling of drugs, the deification of science, the ‘management’ of disease rather than the attempt at least to cure it - I had contributed to the destruction of this man’s life and the death of his wife and daughter. What if he had known about Jergon Sacha for example? What if they had imported the plant or flown to Peru to drink it with one of the shamans there? Would his wife still be dead – or would she now be holding her baby, together with her husband, starting out on their life adventure? My legs gave way – a totally involuntary action - and I found myself on my knees before the panel. I think I lost a part of myself in that moment – but I found something too: that piece of my soul which I had lost or given away to expense account lunches and designer suits. For the first time in a long time I knew what it was to care.


I flew back to England a few days later and soon after that I handed back the keys to the company car along with my resignation. The suits were given to charity. I like to think that there may now be a low income family somewhere dressed entirely in Gucci, Polo and Pierre Cardin.


I moved into a bedsit in a crummy backstreet and did little for the next few weeks except think about what to do now. My thoughts keep returning to the AIDS Quilt, to the fragility of life and the need to do something meaningful with it, and to a single word: Ayahuasca, a jungle plant I had heard of which could apparently help those who drank it find purpose.


And so one day I walked into town to book a flight to Iquitos, a short hop from Lima, the capital of Peru, and the place where Ayahuasca and answers could be found. I smiled to myself the whole way in to the travel agency. Masters of the Universe drive everywhere in their Mercedes and BMWs. People like me, we walk.










IN RUINS




It is our answer to the great chill, to death, to the infinity of space Dale Pendell, author of PharmakoGnosis, on the nature of San Pedro





1998. Sometime around November


To get to the jungle and Iquitos you must pass through Lima, the capital of Peru. If you have seen the film of James Redfield’s book The Celestine Prophecy you will have an idea of Lima as a dirty shanty town teeming with thieves and prostitutes and the airport on its outskirts as a shabby hut where you land at your peril.


Just as Redfield can never have visited Iquitos however before writing in his book about the ‘high’ and ‘low’ roads by which you enter it (since there are no roads at all, Iquitos being one of the few cities on Earth which can only be entered by river or air), so the film’s director, Armand Mastroianni, can never have visited Lima or else chose deliberately to present an inaccurate view of the place, because in fact Lima is a modern city with a beautiful coastline, high rise apartments, attractive colonial buildings, parks, cathedrals, cinemas, restaurants, cafes and shopping centres, and the airport which serves it is large, clean, central, and operates more efficiently than many I have passed through in Europe or the States.


This might be a disappointment for those who have come in search of the exotic. If that is what you want however, Peru itself will not disappoint you and you will love the two hour flight to Iquitos across rainforest and rivers, the landing at an airport littered with the rusting remains of decommissioned planes, the motocarro (tap-tap) ride into town in 90% humidity at any time of year, past roadside vendors, through crazy traffic – and the spectacle which finally awaits you as you enter the Plaza de Armas ( ‘Armoury Square’, where the military camp is based).


I have written about Iquitos in my book The Hummingbird’s Journey to God:


[This] strange jungle town on the banks of the Amazon has a sense of fever and muted madness that began at least 500 years ago with the arrival of Francisco Pizarro. The Conquistador came to Peru in search of El Dorado, the fabled city of gold. Red 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 obses-sions…


His dreams were for nothing, for no gold has ever been found in Iquitos. Three hundred years later however, 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 just 30 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.


Only a few reminders of past glories remain. The town retains its promenade on the banks of the Amazon 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 install an opera house deep in the jungle that some say his dreams drove him mad. One of the stories told of him and his 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 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 ‘Ciudadanos del Centro, del Norte y del Sur del Perú: me acompañáis en la exploración más grande que se ha hecho en las montañas de nuestra Patria en los últimos tiempos; os aseguro que el éxito coronará nuestros esfuerzos y que agregaremos nuevas glorias a nuestra bandera. Pueblos de los y tribus de los, , , , , y : os llevo, como un padre bueno y justiciero, a daros el premio de los montes divinales, que se extiende por donde sale el Sol, donde abundante os espera; allí os daré pólvora y para que vuestras abatan a las bestias. 
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.


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 day or night it is almost impossible to sit quietly in the Plaza de Armas or sip coffee in one of its restaurants or cafes without attracting vendors and craftswomen who will try to sell you 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.


Yes, Iquitos is exotic, beautiful and crazy and the gateway to Ayahuasca, and I would reach it soon enough, but it is not where this story begins. It starts in Lima.


On my first day there, after 14 hours in the air and more than 24 hours of travelling, I checked into a hostal in the pretty Miraflores district. It is a guesthouse I still return to, a place that now holds memories of other adventures, like the time in 2008 when I lost my passport two days before I had to make a flight to Cusco to meet a workshop group and spent an entire weekend bribing airport and government officials so I could get on a plane at all. It is also where Trudy, my future business partner and I decided to buy the jungle healing Centre where much of this story takes place. And it is where, more than 10 years after my first visit to Peru, my wife and I would conceive our child.


In Lima for the first time, I was having lunch, tired but excited, and thinking about the flight to Iquitos next day when I was approached by a Peruvian man, I guess in his 50s. At these pivotal moments in books authors like to expand on the strange, otherwordliness of their mysterious visitor and tell you that they felt ‘chosen’ or that the fates were moving for them. Not to disillusion you (since the strange and mysterious may also be part of this encounter) but if you sit for any length of time almost anywhere in Peru you are likely to be approached by someone and they quite often do have what might turn out to be a life-changing proposition for you, such as an invitation to a ceremony or some other spiritual event. But that is no reason to think we are chosen or special. Had I declined his offer he would simply have approached the next gringo he saw.


But I didn’t decline.


This being Peru I expected to be invited to an Ayahuasca ceremony and I had no interest in that, having already arranged a programme of ceremonies for myself, beginning the day after tomorrow. But this guy wasn’t selling Ayahuasca; he was talking about ‘hummingbird medicine’, San Pedro, and a ritual which was taking place that night. I had come to Peru to drink a jungle vine but in fact the first plant I met was a desert cactus.


In the early evening a small group of us gathered for the drive to Huallamarca, an ancient ‘place of power’ in the San Isidro district, where the shaman Ramon would be waiting for us. Also known as Pan de Azúcar (Sugar Bread), archaeological investigations reveal three main occupation periods for this huaca (sacred burial site): before and during the Lima Culture (around 200 BC to 700 AD) by ancient Hualla settlers, Ishma (around the 11th century) and Inca (15th and 16th century). In each period it was used differently, first as a place of worship. A pyramid was built, constructed with adobe bricks, shaped by hand and assembled to create enclosures, patios, passageways and private areas. Everything was painted yellow in deference to the sun. Access to the ceremonial centre was only for the religious elite. Burials were also conducted there, at first simple, with bodies wrapped in cotton cloths and tied to a reed stretcher, along with offerings placed around the head in ceramic pots, and food for the afterlife.


As time passed Huallamarca was abandoned as a temple and used purely as a burial ground. Funerary bundles with false heads were made, the bodies wrapped in woven cloth and buried with textiles, decorated ceramic pots, gourds, tools, musical instruments, food and other valuables. During its final phase the site was used by the Incas as a place of settlement, with new terraces built on the east side of the pyramid along with dwellings, patios, storage and cooking areas. Eventually it was abandoned altogether as a new Lima rose up around it, though the power of its history remained.


The ceremony began there in darkness, with an opening ritual of prayers, invocations and chants - calls to the spirit of San Pedro, the land and the shaman’s supernatural guides and allies, which included the Catholic saints. This was followed by a limpia (purification) where participants were smudged with the smoke of Palo Santo (holy wood), the fragrant Bursera graveolens, and drank plant medicines to cleanse them before San Pedro could be taken. The first of these was a contrachisa, a sour potion that causes vomiting so that spiritual and physical toxins are purged from the body. Next was the singado (Tobacco macerated in honey and aguardiente: ‘fire water’ alcohol) which participants inhaled through their nostrils. When taken through the left nostril it liberates the patient from negative energy including illness, bad luck and the influences of other people. Taken through the right it is for energising the spirit and bringing good luck so all of our projects go well. After snorting it, we could spit the Tobacco juice out or swallow it, it didn’t matter which and, in fact most people ended up with a combination of both.


The experience of the contrachisa and singado, despite the blessings they may bring, is not pleasant, but few medicines are. The former is a bitter, thick liquid that sits heavily in the stomach, churning like bile. Its impact is not immediate as the plant first ‘checks out’ the gut for impurities. After about 45 minutes it is ready to gather together the poisons it finds and release them through vomiting or diarrhoea. After almost an hour of feeling sick you are rewarded by being sick. Some reward.


As with the contrachisa, participants stood before the mesa – a cloth altar laid on the ground - to receive the singado. It was handed to us in a snail shell; a red-black liquid which felt like fire when snorted into the nostrils and tasted peppery and acidic as it dripped down the back of our throats. Chanting and more prayers followed and then, somewhere around midnight, San Pedro was finally drunk.


I didn’t know what to expect from the brew on that first journey or how it would (or should) affect me. What I know now is that Ramon’s San Pedro was not strong and the measure was small. In these nighttime rituals led by shamans like Ramon who I have come to characterise as ‘old school’ curanderos, San Pedro is merely part of the healing process, not the purpose of the ceremony itself, so no more attention is given to it by the healer than to the prayers he makes or the other medicines he offers. Some even expect that there will be no effect on the participant from San Pedro, seeing it more as the shaman’s ally than the patient’s healer. By drinking it, that is, the spirit of the plant becomes part of the participant and communicates with the shaman to tell him the problems the patient has and how the curandero might heal them. In this philosophy the plant itself is not the healer; that is the job of the shaman.


In the years to follow I would find curanderos who thought differently, who made strong San Pedro and who allowed the cactus to perform its healing directly without interfering in the process themselves. The ceremonies I have attended with these healers have produced the more profound changes in me and I have witnessed many ‘miracle cures’ in others.


That first night in Lima, however, I didn’t know any better. When a pause in the ceremony took place and a little space and silence became available, I tried to tune in to San Pedro, to feel it within me and explore what it might be trying to show me. It was more difficult than in subsequent journeys since the brew was weak and I felt largely unchanged by it (except perhaps for a sense of peace or acceptance) but something in me did shift and I began to notice that things, people and objects had a sort of luminosity to them, as if shining with an inner light. As patients approached the mesa to ask for healing I saw that this light was dimmer in some areas of their bodies and that the shaman would see this too and begin his work in that place, spraying flower water over the patient or rubbing him with a wooden chonta stick to remove the spirit of illness that this dimness represented. Having done so, the patient’s light would shine brighter or change colour from a sickly pale green to a radiant purple or calm blue. What San Pedro was showing me was the sheen of the soul and the immediacy of healing when performed with love and intent. It was something I had never seen from the drugs I had been selling, which often left their users looking weaker and sicker and far from healed. Years later I found this account by the San Pedro shaman Eduardo Calderon about his approach to healing during ceremonies: ‘What do we look for? The colour of the aura, which is a reflection of the person’s personality. Everything that he has done before and which has contributed to alienation, to sickness, to fear, to apprehension, to anxiety leaps forth at that moment. Why? Because the San Pedro and all the other herbs help us. They make one vibrate. They make one light up…In a curing session this ‘vision’ develops by means of the potion of San Pedro’.9


There was something else too: a sort of involuntary desire I had to breathe more deeply, to really feel the night air in my lungs, as if it was nourishing and healing in itself and contained living spirit (prana: ‘vital life’) which had information to impart: whispers on the wind.


Yes, San Pedro is a plant of the earth but it is also a plant of the air. This, more than the soil, is its true element, its medium, its essence…


The night passed and the next day I boarded my plane to Iquitos. The more spectacular visions and insights of Ayahuasca produced the healing and gave me the sense of direction I had come to Peru to find. The path of my life, it showed me, was to work more closely with teacher plants and to become a healer myself; advice I followed, returning to Peru a number of times to make a study of shamanism and its healing methods, and now healing and training people myself.


Amid the visual pyrotechnics of the Ayahuasca experience I suppose it would have been easy to turn my back on my relatively weak encounter with San Pedro, and perhaps understandable if I had. But there was something about the cactus that wouldn’t leave me; some sense I had that what it showed me, as mild as the effects had been, was as important as the message of the vine – maybe more so, although I didn’t yet understand why. It was enough anyway that on my returns to Peru I sought it out and drank it again with other shamans, just as much as I sought the guidance of Ayahuasca.


Eventually the cactus became more important to me than the vine. It seemed to me that the latter expands consciousness and adds new freedoms to life by showing us what is possible and available to us in our universe but eventually we must make a choice of what to do with this information; we must decide how to be and act so we can explore what it means to be human –truly human – in this life that we have. This Earthly meaning and purpose is what San Pedro provides. Ayahuasca shows us our place in the universe; San Pedro shows us our place on Earth: that we are children of God but we are not purely spirit. We have bodies, we are physical and we live in a physical world. If we are to do the work of God, to evolve and help others to heal it stands to reason therefore that we must do so through our humanity by facing our issues and taking our part in the physical realm rather than pretending or wishing that we were already ‘beings of light’. That realisation became the guiding message for me and so in 2008, 10 years after my first South American trip, I decided to thoroughly study San Pedro, to become its apprentice and to spend time in Peru drinking the medicine and learning more about Andean healing.


I had been taking groups to Peru for many years by then to work with the shamans and drink the visionary medicines of the jungles and mountains, usually hosted by regional healing Centres and their curanderos. Normally this worked well but there had been a few occasions where shamans had acted less than professionally and their Ayahuasca was debil (weak) or inconsistent and I had had to ‘lay down the law’. After one of these camps, the Temple of the Way of Light, where its elderly Shipiba shamans had confused the plant medicines for some of my participants, the conditions were poor, the Ayahuasca unsatisfactory, and its owner had proved more interested in money than healing, my assistant, Trudy, and I decided that it would be preferable to open our own Centre where we could work with better shamans, offer the best medicine and set our own standards of quality, motivated by healing rather than money.


Trudy had been a participant of mine on the previous year’s trip and had drunk Ayahuasca and San Pedro with me. It changed her life, helped her finally lay to rest the ghosts of her life-long addictions to heroin and alcohol (a story she tells in my book Cactus of Mystery) and she had relocated from Australia to Peru to work more closely with these plants. Together we found the ideal camp and while I was busy teaching in Spain, Trudy made it her home and began the job of remodelling it so we could open as a healing Centre in 2009 and I could begin my cactus apprenticeship.


Between 2008 and 2009 I spent as much time as I could researching San Pedro to prepare myself for my move. My first disappointment however was discovering how little is actually known or written about it.


A Google search produced next to nothing and, apart from my own two books on San Pedro10 and scattered references in a few others, there is still little written about it. At least in part, this lack of information is a reflection of the fact that the most ancient healing traditions of Peru, like those of other pre-Christian cultures, are transmitted orally. Not much is written down by shamans so where such records exist they have been made by European explorers, invaders or missionaries who have brought their beliefs with them and denigrated indigenous practices that did not, on the face of it, sit with their notions of God. 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…and then universalised to celebrate their heroes and silence dissent’ and such commentaries always distort the native experience. One 16th
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