
 for all those about to embark on the journey... 





“If the doors of perception were cleansed, 
        everything would appear as it is

    – infinite”

                                      –William Blake



“The answer is never the answer. 
      What’s really interesting is the mystery. 
 If you seek the mystery instead of the answer, 
                          you’ll always be seeking. 
    I’ve never seen anybody really find the answer 
      – they think they have, so they stop thinking. 

            But the job is to seek mystery, 
                                evoke mystery, 
       plant a garden in which strange plants grow and mysteries bloom. 

                  The need for mystery is greater than the need for an answer.”

                  – Ken Kesey 



“You must go out of your mind
    in order to come to your senses...”

  –Timothy Leary



“I dont seek... 

 I find.”
 
  –Picasso



“I dont seek... 

 I find.”
 
  –Picasso
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Tim Boucher is an itinerant scholar pursuing mastery 
in the personal and party sciences, with a focus on cul-
tivating shared value communities and connecting cre-
ative people to the resources, inspiration and collabora-
tors they need to make things happen...  timboucher.
com

Brummbaer is a German-born digital artist living in LA, 
noted for his signature hallucinogenic style. In 2003 he 
wrote the autobiographical novel On The Street - DXM 
in 1964 – or My Best Friend Jesus, which recounted his 
experiments in the 1960s with the drug dextrometho-
rphan hydrobromide (DXM). brummbaer.net

Dave Cauldwell  is a freelance writer and photogra-
pher with a bent based in Melbourne, Australia, who 
decries the cultural wall as one thick concrete and steel 
sucker. Let’s see if we can make a few cracks... He is 
currently writing his first novel.

Darpan is a healer, musician, performance artist, and 
vision quest facilitator and probably Australia’s best-
known shamanic practitioner. He has devoted himself to 
learning the ways of ayahuasca and using its wisdom to 
heal and enlighten a wave of Western spiritual seekers. 
darpan.com 

Erik Davis is an award-winning journalist, independent 
scholar, and lecturer based in San Francisco. He is the 
author, most recently, of The Visionary State: A Journey 
through California’s Spiritual Landscape, Led Zeppelin 
(33 1/3) and TechGnosis: Myth, Magic, and Mysticism in 
the Age of Information. techgnosis.com 

DSM-V is a Layman Psychedelic Hobbyist and dilettante 
amateur entheonaut, specialising in the textual and pro-
cedural potentiation of the psychedelic and entheogenic 
experiences. Interests include the collision of research 
arrogance and precision humility, and the intersection 
of psychedelia and entheogenesis with the potentiation 
of active conscience.

Kevin Furnas was a spiritual seeker from San Francis-
co who spent many years exploring and learning from 
various cultures around the world. After training with 
ayahuasca and other native plants at the Sachamama 
Ethnobotanical centre In Peru, Kevin began practicing 
as a shaman before his untimely death in April, 2007. 
kevinfurnas.com 

Stanislav Grof, M.D., Ph.D., is a psychiatrist with 
over forty years experience of research into non-ordi-
nary states of consciousness (induced by psychedelic 
substances and various non-drug techniques) and one 
of the founders and chief theoreticians of transpersonal 
psychology and holotropic breathwork. 
holotropic.com 

  CONTRIBUTING WRITERS DJ Krusty was one of the first wave of doof/ trance mu-
sic technoshamans in Australia in the 1990s, spread-
ing the psychedelic vibe at events such as ConFest, 
Earthcore, Earthdance, Every Picture Tells a Story, and 
more. Co-founder of the Green Ant label, he was also 
one of the driving forces behind the Australian trance 
festival Rainbow Serpent.

LS  The mysterious entity known only as LS is an 
enigma wrapped in a riddle. A spiritual seeker on the 
fringes of consciousness, he could be all – or any of 
us. And maybe that’s the point.

Dennis McKenna is one of the leading figures in the 
global psychedelic and scientific communities investi-
gating plant entheogens and indigenous plant medi-
cines. He was involved with the ‘Hoasca Project’ study-
ing ayahuasca usage by members of the Church de 
Vegetal and recently issued the manifesto ‘Ayahuasca 
and Human Destiny’.

Terence McKenna was a writer, philosopher, and eth-
nobotanist who helped give voice to psychedelic cul-
ture throughout the 80s and 90s. He is noted for his 
many speculations on the use of psychedelic, plant-
based hallucinogens, and subjects ranging from sha-
manism, the development of human consciousness, 
and novelty theory.

Terence McPhillip started eating tree bark in 2003. 
The rest is history, present, and future, and occasion-
ally time. If you find him in your blind spot, keep turn-
ing your head – but you’ll never quite catch up... And 
if The Domino Has Dropped TM, the party’s started... 
so get off your ass and P.

Daniel Pinchbeck has written features for The New 
York Times Magazine, Esquire, Wired, Harper’s Bazaar, 
The Village Voice, Salon, and many other publications. 
His books Breaking Open The Head and 2012: The 
Return of Quetzalcoatl have defined him as one of the 
pre-eminent voices in the new psychedelic landscape 
today. breakingopenthehead.com 

Rak Razam is a new wave entheogenic researcher 
and the co-founder of Undergrowth.org. He writes and 
edits on counter-culture, spirituality and technology 
issues and is currently the gonzo reporter-at-large for 
Australian Penthouse.  His forthcoming book on aya-
huasca culture: Aya, a shamanic odyssey will be out in 
2009. rakrazam.com 

Graham St John is a cultural anthropologist with an 
interdisciplinary research interest in contemporary 
youth, techno and dance cultures, the anthropology of 
ritual and performance, and the sociology of the new-
est social movements. He recently edited Rave Cul-
ture and Religion and also Free NRG: notes from the 
edge of the dancefloor, amongst others. 
edgecentral.blogspot.com 
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Des Tramacchi is a doofologist and occasional lectur-
er in religious studies at the University of Queensland. 
He has published articles and chapters on psychedelic 
dance cultures and entheogenic experiences. He has 
recently completed a PhD about DMT visions.

Ustaath is a mystical-atheist-panprotopsychist-ga-
ianist and a member of the Chilluminati. He is involved 
with the Consciousness Cafe in establishing dialogues 
about human consciousness and understanding the 
transhuman future of the 21st century.

Peter Webster is an independent psychedelic re-
searcher, chemist, creator of The Psychedelic Library, 
review editor and writer for the International Jour-
nal of Drug Policy (1997-2003). Published articles in: 
Journal of Psychoactive Drugs, Journal of Cannabis 
Therapeutics, Ann. Med. Interne, Eleusis, Interna-
tional Journal of Drug Policy, Cannabis Health Journal. 
psychedelic-library.org  

Ahimsa: Love AKA Daish Malani was a dreamer..
although mainly while he was awake. After studying 
visual art and design and taking part in many exhibi-
tions using many different mediums,  he got sucked 
in to the world of 3D graphics, overlaying patterns 
and images to create something you saw somewhere 
once, if you’ll admit it!  ahimsa-creative.com

Dirk Bonsma is one of Switzerland’s most productive 
poster artists. He started back in the late 1970s, do-
ing posterart and has enjoyed a prolific career as vi-
sual artist ever since. His picture of Albert Hofmann’s 
first bicycle ride was a highlight of the 2006 LSD con-
ference in Basel.

John Bowman has travelled to Peru three times now 
to connect with ayahuasca and indigenous spirituality 
there. He has a growing collection of audio record-
ings and photographs of curanderos and ayahuasca 
ceremonies.

Oli Dunlop is a photographer/ filmmaker/ painter/ 
obsessive dabbler on an Ahab-style mission to plunge 
into the pulsating infinite and document the accel-
eration towards the tipping point of global entropy. 
His artwork beholds the quintessence of mind and the 
elegance of reality.

Vance Gellert is a photographer and curator whose 
work has been exhibited and published internation-
ally. His recent exhibition Smoke and Mirrors: On Rit-
ual, Ceremony and Medicinal Plants documents the 
use of medicinal plants with indigenous shamans in 
South America. vancegellert.com 

Gerhard Hillmann (Naturesface) is best known for his 
Organic Photo Montage style of creating vibrant images. 
He has been absorbed in his artwork now for over fifteen 
years. With a background in photography he has travelled 
to many countries in search of experiences which trig-
ger the imagination and inspiration in people. Music and 
nature will always be his biggest influence. naturesface.
com.au

Izwoz creations have been inspired by the fusion of na-
ture with technology, ancient myth and future prophecy 
and the comical transformation of earth species into new 
life. Every Izwoz formation is created with intent to re-
flect the holographic quality of universal creativity and 
the twisted mystery within. izwoz.com.au

Gwyllm Llwydd has swum through the seas of art & 
enthogensia since 1966. His early artistic influences were 
Wilifred Sätty, Rick Griffin and various schools of Buddhist 
Mandala Art, the secrets of which have been the basis of 
his art ever since. He currently publishes “The Invisible 
College” magazine on earthrites.org

Maria Calem Louro  is a Portuguese gypsy-media-mak-
er. At the Basel LSD conference in 2006 she photographed 
the creme-de la creme of the global psychedelic elite with 
a small cuddly green alien plush toy, including Albert Hof-
mann.

Robin Mutoid is best known for his sculpture and activ-
ism. Co-founder of Mutoid Waste company, a UK crew 
that turned scrap into art during the free festival 80s, 
Robin has become a mainstay of the doof scene in Austra-
lia with his Earthdream convoys to the red centre.  earth-
dream.net 

Tim Parish is the art director and co-editor of Under-
growth.org and it’s sister site Nomadology. His hybrid-
art practice moves across painting, screen arts, creative 
writing, and graphic design. Art from this book are selec-
tions from two exhibitions of paintings, ‘Visions of Mu’ in 
Tokyo 2007, and ‘The World Tree’ Melbourne 2008. un-
dergrowth.org/user/verb

Andy Ross – Self existing White Dog, Fire Dragon, Aqua-
marine, clear quartz, Poska’s, spitfire wheels, Ironlak, 
Independant Trucks, Mum, Dad, Brother, Girlfriend, flou-
rite crystal skull, healing, yoga, sometimes, always, to-
dayoist, self taught, here and nowist, merkabah, shapes, 
colour, sound, manifestation, activation, learning, evolv-
ing, gratitude, the internet is collective conciousness for 
the unevolved, LSD...

Shiptu Shaboo AKA Hayden Peters is a visual artist work-
ing in 2D, 3D, animation, web design, fashion and print. 
He also works in film and video making music videos, and 
VJing for The Big Day Out, Exodus and Earthcore.  
myspace.com/shiptu_shaboo
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A psychedelic experience 
is a journey to new realms of consciousness. 

The scope and content of the experience is lim-
itless, but its characteristic features are the 

transcendence of verbal concepts, of space-time 
dimensions, and of the ego or identity. Such expe-

riences of enlarged consciousness can occur in a 
variety of ways: sensory deprivation, yoga ex-

ercises, disciplined meditation, religious or aes-
thetic ecstasies, or spontaneously. Most recently 

they have become available to anyone through 
the ingestion of psychedelic drugs such as LSD, 

psilocybin, mescaline, DMT, etc. 
Of course, the drug does not produce the tran-

scendent experience. It merely acts as a chemical 
key — it opens the mind, frees the nervous sys-

tem  of its ordinary patterns and structures.

              - Tim Leary, 
                 The Psychedelic Experience, 

1964



A few months back a friend went on a psychedelic pilgrimage to California for his fi rst Grateful Dead 
concert sans Jerry Garcia. By bizarre coincidence he’d parked his car right near the Googleplex: a se-
ries of suburban blocks with interlocking offi ces and parklands that serves as the global headquarters 
for Google, the world’s most popular search engine. Tripping through the Googleplex at night he said: 
“there was this inescapable feeling that we were in a maze... You couldn’t help but feel you were *in* the 
search engine.” Neither Google nor the acid could help him fi nd his car, but his story does highlight what 
is potentially the biggest issue facing planetary culture in our turbulent times: the need for a map. What 
exactly does that mean? And what does all this have to do with psychedelics, you might ask?

Well the type of map we need to help steer us to a sustainable future can’t be drawn by hand. We need 
to see beyond the contours of our current global paradigm and the reality tunnels we have inherited 
– and we need to do it fast. Psychedelics, hallucinogens, entheogens, sacred plants, spirit molecules: 
whatever you want to call them, they function at the level of dreams, poetry and magic. Under their spell 
the invisible landscape becomes visible and the profane world is once again understood to be connected 
to the Divine.

Psychedelics are one of the change agents that can help us make this connection back to the sacred, but 
they are not the only one. Unlike meditation, prayer, or art, however, they have been made illegal by the 
temporary laws of the day. Why? This is one of the central ethical questions which must be answered. 
As anarchist-theorist Hakim Bey has said: “Global Capital and universal Image seem able to absorb al-
most any ‘outside’ and transform it into an area of commodifi cation and control. But somehow, for some 
strange reason, Capital appears unable or unwilling to absorb the entheogenic dimension. It persists in 
making war on mind-altering or transformative substances, rather than attempting to ‘co-opt’ and hege-
monise their power. In other words it would seem that some sort of authentic power is at stake here.”
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Over forty years ago another generation tried to seize back the power of defining their own reality. We 
forget in this day and age of fast breeding social networks, virtual economies and Second Lives, that we 
are living in an altered technological space birthed by the expanded awareness of the 60s generation. 
Modern media would have us believe that the psychedelic experience is something intrinsically bound 
to ageing hippies, tie-die, acid tabs and cosmic pronouncements, but nothing could be further from the 
truth.

As the stories in this collection show, the shamanic perspective has existed in all indigenous cultures, and 
it is now slowly resurfacing in the West in what underground philosopher Terence McKenna has called an 
‘archaic revival’. The Journeybook allows you to travel through time and space and partake of mushrooms 
at Harvard, hemp in Nimbin, DMT in the Amazon and anti-depressants in the suburbs of the West, to 
name but a few of the experiences which await you. Dance at Dionysian festivals, meet alchemists in the 
laboratories of Switzerland, trippers in the corporate highrises of Brisvegas, and journey to the edge of 
the universe within our anthology’s pages...

As the observant reader will also note, The Journeybook has a different format than the traditional linear 
reading experience. With the ‘flip-book’ format you can start your journey with the shamanic history of 
altered states, or begin with the chemical stories of the 21st century. The page numbers count down from 
the edges and both pathways lead to the centre. 

Read on. Tune in. Discover.

Rak Razam
Editor
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           a non-linear history of the unearthing fractal mind
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* circa 2000 BC  
The psychoactive “soma” is in 
use as a religious sacrament 
in ancient India and Iran, as 
recorded in the Hindu 
religious tome the Rig Veda. 
Buddhist and Hindu 
iconography both point to 
sacred altered states and 
practices in their pre-history.

*4,000-6,000BC 
The use of the psychedelic 
mushroom Amanita Muscaria 
in Eurasia is believed to date 
back to this period.
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*  circa  3780-3660 BC: 
North American use of the 
psychotropic peyote buttons 
have been proven by radiocar-
bon dating of the dried tops of 
Lophophora williamsii  found 
in caves on the Rio Grande, 
Texas. The two peyote samples 
are thought to be the oldest 
plant drug on record that still 
yielded a bioactive compound 
– mescaline – when analysed.



The Expulsion from Eden (B. 18, 
S. 138). Original woodcut, c. 
1510 by Alexander Durer

Genesis 3 (King James Version)

And the woman said unto the serpent, We may 
eat of the fruit of the trees of the garden: But 
of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of 
the garden, God hath said, Ye shall not eat of it, 
neither shall ye touch it, lest ye die.

And the serpent said unto the woman, Ye shall 
not surely die: For God doth know that in the day 
ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, 
and ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil.

 And when the woman saw that the tree was 
good for food, and that it was pleasant to the 
eyes, and a tree to be desired to make one wise, 

she took of the fruit thereof, and did eat, and 
gave also unto her husband with her; and 
he did eat. And the eyes of them both were 
opened, and they knew that they were naked; 
and they sewed fi g leaves together, and made 
themselves aprons.

 And the LORD God said, Behold, the man is 
become as one of us, to know good and evil: 
and now, lest he put forth his hand, and take 
also of the tree of life, and eat, and live for 
ever: Therefore the LORD God sent him forth 
from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from 
whence he was taken.

history’s
fi rst 
drug 
bust
date: the beginning of his story 

111



art:  Ahimsa:Love
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re-membering the sacred
by LS

Transformational spirituality has been a popular 
meme since the mid-twentieth century. In 
Australian culture people have been thinking 
about the meme of self transformation and have 
continued to identify with cultural movements 
which are expressive of this direction, and which 
affirm that this potential exists for all. People 
of the Woodstock generation dancing with acid 
house ravers. The smiley face an enduring image, 
augmented in the nineties by an open third 
eye: evolution. Yet how great a gulf in cultural 
significance between the traditional perspective 
upon entheogens (plants that ‘awaken the divinity 
within’) and the Western appreciation of their 
use! In the West, the entheogenic experience 
turns upon a transaction, which goes forward at 
the desire and risk of the buyer. In a traditional 
society the shaman governs access to entheogens 
on the basis of need; here in the West the principal 
question is, “Do you have the cash?” There, 
entheogens are understood as a medicine – here, 
people are buying a product, a commodity.

Many in the West may only look upon the  
entheogenic cultures that the West has 
encountered and subjugated – while such 
cultures yet remain, that is – and dream that 
such a heritage of integrated understanding 
were their birthright also. However, even though 
many people are very interested in the possibility 
of personal transformation, the rigors of the 
traditional shamanic paths put them beyond the 
serious consideration of most. Not only do most 
find the revelation of what a commitment to such 
a path actually entails confronting; the fact is 
that, in the main, people prefer to stick with what 
they know.
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*Re-membering: to consciously reinvest a known concept with 
vital relevance and to relate our life experiences thereto, such 

that the concept may be powerful to effect change in our world.

Change one’s worldview to change the world.



A young man once asked me, “What on earth is the 
relevance of a South American ayahuasca ceremony 
to a white boy from Sydney’s inner west? To me it’s 
very simple: you put the stuff in your head and then 
watch it fly away... after all it’s just a drug, right?” 
To this twenty-something the concept of explicitly 
ritualising the process of taking a drug was an 
example of pure superstition with no possible validity 
whatsoever. Drugs are chemicals with molecular 
structures that engage the receptors of the human 
brain – that’s how they work. They work regardless 
of what gods the human imagines in the sky beyond 
the stars, which are not ancestors’ spirits but very 
distant thermonuclear reactions.

The concept that there may be something to be 
gained by taking a conscious, or spiritual, approach 
to the matter clearly cut no ice with him – to him, 
chemicals are for fun and entheogenic reports are 
interesting only from the perspective of becoming 
better informed about new substances, personal 
safety and the law. To his way of thinking the state’s 

interest in controlling substances is for the primary purpose of outwardly defending the hypocrisies of 
the WASP mentality while actually establishing the conditions under which street prices, and the graft 
associated therewith, might be pushed up. He was pro-legalisation because he believed it a victimless 
crime in the first place and in the second place he believed that the price, and the related crime statistics, 
would fall as a result.

Between the poles of the avowedly initiatory and the secular recreational falls the syncretic approach. In 
this your relationship with plants changes through your experiences with them, finally maturing to the 
point where some acknowledge them as teachers and the substances they contain as sacraments, which 
in turn leads the participant to use rituals of their own making to recognise and honour the plant spirits. 
Creativity is a means by which this can be explored: the art you produce on the basis of the visions 
becomes a vital link between you and the plant spirit, and this is one way for the individual to ‘bring to 
earth’ the insight and exaltation they have gained. Simple rituals can employ elements drawn from a 
variety of sources: mysticism, shamanic traditions, Western magickal techniques, Hermeticism – and 
be brought together by the individual as they see fit, with the intention of consciously working with the 
entheogen.

The definition of entheogen is that it ‘awakens the divinity within’, and in this regard it is not limited to 
naturally occurring substances at all – instance the examples of LSD and ecstasy. However, most people 
are predisposed to viewing the plant entheogen as the more serious, or genuinely spiritual, avenue of 
inquiry and the chemical creation as recreational. Plant entheogens are surrounded by centuries of human 
use, guided and guarded by initiated Shamanic tradition, wherein there is no doubt that the entheogen 
is a sacred medicine and that some are called by the plant to become, themselves, initiated guardians 
of this sacred tradition. The degree of social integration apparent in such communities is impressive, 
wherein it is assumed that a person is a part of a greater whole, where spirituality affirms the unity of all 
things and is seen to pervade every aspect of the individual’s world. It is easy to see that the example of 
traditional usage would impart to plant entheogens a strong spiritual aura.

By contrast, the artificial entheogens is purely a Western concoction, a by-product, if you will, of scientific 
analysis. In the West, chemical compounds are valued for their objective practical applications; they are 

As we cannot prove the 
reality of the unmanifest, 
orthodox Western culture 
says nothing definitive of it 
– at the edge of the world map 
of materialist philosophers, 
the words 'here be dragons' 
might be appended.
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not attributed the special significance of being manifestations of the divine. Though the West may pride 
itself on its achievements in the cause of material science, and rightly trumpets the accuracy of the 
models it has created, no one is venturing an opinion as to what these models actually depict beyond 
relationships between known things. Molecules are, perhaps, the material building blocks of a distant 
God – but this is something left very much to the individual to consider privately. As we cannot prove the 
reality of the unmanifest, orthodox Western culture says nothing definitive of it – at the edge of the world 
map of materialist philosophers, the words ‘here be dragons’ might be appended.

In other cultures there is no doubt that unseen dimensions exist which interpenetrate the mundane 
world, or that a shaman may enter these regions, where from he may manipulate events on this side 
of the veil. Standing ‘between the worlds’, the shaman is both greatly honoured and greatly feared, for 
his knowledge not only enables him the power to heal, it also grants him the power to harm through 
sorcery and witchcraft. People would not hesitate to approach the local shaman for healings. By use of 
plant entheogens he is enabled to perceive sickness in the bodies of the afflicted (for this reason he is 
also referred to as the ‘Glass Man’) and, having identified the cause, treats it by sucking the sickness 
from the afflicted person’s fingertips and then vomiting it forth. On the other hand, the shaman faces the 
real danger of being accused of sorcery by superstitious people from surrounding communities, a charge 
which might result in his murder. The accusation of sorcery might follow should women of a neighbouring 
village suffer stillbirth, or general sickness overtake a community. The shaman’s survival depends largely 
on him maintaining a good reputation in his local community.

In traditional communities the entheogen occupies a known place in the collective worldview; it has a 
purpose and is not available unless the individual is in need, or demonstrates the characteristics that alert 
guardians of the tradition to their being another potential shaman. It is a fact that the majority of people 
in the West are introduced to entheogens through recreational use, that is, vicariously. Of these, some 
number perseveres, and in the course of their recreational use they gather experience that transforms 
their attitude to the practice. They begin to see the experiences as a spiritualising influence in their lives 
and desire to acknowledge this deeper relationship by what means they may. It is also a fact that not 
every psychedelic experience will be a deeply spiritual experience. For all the effort one might expend in 
creating circumstances conducive to the ‘spiritual’ trip, there is no guarantee that such a trip will follow, 
nor that, were it to do so, it would necessarily be a ‘nice’ experience. Somewhat like the converts to a 
hair product, the advocates of a spiritual high are left to say, “Well, it may not happen the first, or even 
the fiftieth, time, but it will happen...” What is being spoken of, really, is the will to allow the possibility 
that an entheogen might catalyse personal development: nothing more.

One common metaphor has been that the entheogen flies you to the mountain and you stay awhile, you 
get your happy snaps then it brings you back, which the classicist mind would say is a different thing 
entirely to endeavouring to live at those heights and prospecting the climb. To which the psychonaut 
might well add: yes, nor would my climbing seem worthwhile had I not visited their heights – spiritual 
epiphanies are pretty few and far between here on the streets, it has to be admitted. If you can get it 
from the pulpit or the press you’re doing well. I just can’t remember the last time a clerical outburst 
moved me that way, in such a way as to be reaffirmed in my inner being of the divine harmony of all 
things, and to be thereafter transformed in life.

But read any of the burgeoning literature available on the impact of psychedelics and you will see such 
statements being made, notably in connection with DMT. That the mundane and the spiritual are joined 
in one’s perception, that thereby one perceives the sacred nature of all things and learns about oneself 
thereby – this is why we call them entheogens but know them as sacraments. Yes, there is more to 
life than meets the eye. Yes, there is a palpable benefit to be gained. Yes, this is a valid line of inquiry. 
Ultimately those who know, know, while those who don’t look on in bemusement.
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The definition of entheogen is that 
it “awakens the divinity within”, 
and in this regard it is not 
limited to naturally 
occurring substances...

‘We wanna be free – and we 
wanna get loaded!’ (Primal 
Scream/Screamadelica)

There is a clear consensus that 
the use of entheogens should be 
decriminalised at least, preferably 
legalised, and their abuse considered 
a medical matter. In the main, 
people would like to go in search 
of their ultimate high by their own 
ingenium and without interference; 

they would like to be informed but not advised, they would like their experience to be respected as 
being either recreational or spiritual as they elect, sans guidance, interpretation or judgement by others. 
Though ideas such as personal transformation and spiritual growth have achieved great currency in the 
marketplace, and while many see entheogens as a potential path to spiritual awakening, the fact is that 
most people are burdened by secular materialism to which the West has defaulted after faith, and harbour 
doubt about the validity of the spiritual quest even as they struggle with the drive to express it.

People are understandably reticent to countenance striking out alone and initiating a practice without 
an established framework of milestones and guidance. The testimony of those who have gone into 
traditional entheogenic cultures is a reassuring affirmation of the beneficent power of entheogens in 
those cultures, certainly, but those cultures are a world away from the suburbs. Yet there is a genuine 
entheogenic culture developing in the West. It is coalescing around the precedent and experience of the 
pioneers of the sixties and it is struggling to engage both a community health problem and the need 
to re-educate. While the entheogenic experience has the power to heal, in our culture it has attracted 
opprobrium through the prejudice of a society that makes much of the casualties that have occurred 
through ignorant misuse in the psychedelic community. People are burning themselves out through 
being misinformed, through failing to recognise excess in their practice, or through failing to make the 
connection with spirituality at all and being blown away when their number comes up.

We who advocate the entheogenic experience have a responsibility to convey not merely that the 
experience is positive, that it is a valid direction for human inquiry and that it is vital that this inquiry be 
conducted; we must also address the pitfalls. As we are agreed that this inquiry has spiritual dimensions 
we should address the lessons of our spiritual traditions for whatever practical methods and salutary 
admonishments they may hold, which might potentially represent preventative medicines, both physical 
and psychological, for anyone setting out on the journey. Advocates of entheogens struggle against 
the perception of being merely hedonistic adventurers; of irresponsibly hoping to ‘get enlightened’ 
without raising a sweat. What we do is persistently and crudely portrayed simply as taking drugs and 
abusing ourselves, whereas in fact what we are interested in is exploring consciousness for the reward 
of insight.

The Bush administration is ramping up its ‘War on Drugs’ and has cracked down even harder on anyone 
associated with scheduled substances. The prohibition policy has been demonstrated to be a costly and 
ineffective failure, and yet scarcely a month passes without the scheduling of yet more. Thousands of 
innocent people across America are being imprisoned, deprived of their livelihoods and disenfranchised 
of the right to vote, for a practice that has been a cornerstone of human evolution since the Stone 
Age. Around the world, and often at the threat of loss of trade or humanitarian aid, governments are 
falling in line with Washington and are doing their bit for the ‘War on Drugs’. The drug cartels and the 
private corrective services companies, meanwhile, enjoy business as usual and increased profit. Is there 
something wrong with this picture? Why is the establishment not addressing this with a health and 
education strategy?
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Entheogens are so named for their capacity to open the mind to deeper awareness, to catalyse new 
perspectives of what it means to be human, to awaken the divinity within. This experience is so attractive 
precisely because it offers the confirmation of what is normally only a hopeful dream: the knowledge that 
life is meaningful in ways far beyond those apparent to us in mundane consciousness. The entheogen 
gives this knowledge directly, and though we inevitably must return to our normal state we do so with 
the memory of having transcended its bounds. We have our connection with the sacred remembered 
within us.

In identifying what is sacred to them, a person wakes an inner strength from which to judge and act. 
They establish the foundation upon which the frames of character and mind may evolve, the necessary 
internal points of reference by which experiences gain meaningful relativity, and discrimination develops. 
The person who has developed in faithful harmony with their inner strength, who resists the myriad 
temptations to defer or renege its directives, becomes accustomed to independence and is their own 
creature. This strength is won through a living connection with meaning – without which there seems 
little reason not to be a ‘clockwork orange’.

The West needs its own equivalent of the shaman, but in typically hypocritical fashion the establishment 
would prefer to kill the messenger than hear the message. The entheogenic movement is being hounded 
and persecuted by a pig-ignorant and profoundly frightened ‘moral majority’, who, being in fact neither 
moral nor in the majority, see the changes that the entheogenic renaissance heralds as a threat and 
resort to draconian measures to hold the tide back. What are they so frightened of?

Maybe it is not so hard to see why the orthodoxy has opted to shoot the messenger: entheogens have 
contributed to the rise of a spirituality that stands upon direct experience and rejects dispensation, and 
which therefore inherently contradicts the very basis upon which much of the establishment stands. 
Would it be too long a bow to draw to suggest that, were the people’s sacred connection remembered to 
them, they would simply walk away? Perhaps.

At the least, remembrance is a seed of the greater transformation we would all see in trying to heal the 
culture of our times.

105



104

art: Oliver Dunlop



The use of psychedelic substances can be traced back for millennia, to the dawn of human 
history. Since time immemorial, plant materials containing powerful, consciousness-expanding 
compounds were used to induce non-ordinary states of consciousness or, more specifically, an 
important subgroup of them, which I call ‘holotropic’. These plants have played an important 
role in shamanic practice, aboriginal healing ceremonies, rites of passage, mysteries of death 
and rebirth, and various other spiritual traditions. The ancient and native cultures using 
psychedelic materials held them in great esteem and considered them to be sacraments, ‘flesh 
of the gods’ (Schultes, Hofmann, and Raetsch 2001). 

Human groups, which had at their disposal psychedelic plants, took advantage of their entheogenic 
effects and made them the principal vehicles of their ritual and spiritual life. The preparations made from 
these plants mediated for these people experiential contact with the archetypal dimensions of reality 
– deities, mythological realms, power animals, and numinous forces and aspects of nature. 

Another important area where states induced by psychedelics played a crucial role was diagnosing and 
healing of various disorders. Anthropological literature also contains many reports indicating that native 
cultures have used psychedelics for enhancement of intuition and extrasensory perception for a variety of 
divinatory, as well as practical purposes, such as finding lost persons and objects, obtaining information 
about people in remote locations, and following the movement of the game that these people hunted. In 
addition, psychedelic experiences served as important sources of artistic inspiration, providing ideas for 
rituals, paintings, sculptures, and songs. 

In the history of Chinese medicine, reports about psychedelic substances can be traced back about 3,000 
years. The legendary divine potion referred to as haoma in the ancient Persian Zend Avesta and as soma in 
the Indian Vedas was used by the Indo-Iranian tribes millennia ago. The mystical states of consciousness 
induced by soma were very likely the principal source of the Vedic and Hindu religion. Preparations from 
different varieties of hemp have been smoked and ingested under various names: hashish, charas, 
bhang, ganja, kif, and marijuana – in Asia, in Africa, and in the Caribbean area for recreation, pleasure, 
and during religious ceremonies. They represented an important sacrament for such diverse groups as 
the Indian Brahmans, certain orders of Sufis, ancient Scythians, and the Jamaican Rastafarians. 

Ceremonial use of various psychedelic substances also has a long history in Central America. Highly 
effective mind-altering plants were well known in several Pre-Columbian Indian cultures – among the 
Aztecs, Mayans, and Olmecs. The most famous of these are the Mexican cactus peyote (Anhalonium 
Lewinii), the sacred mushroom teonanacatl (Psilocybe mexicana) and ololiuqui, or morning glory seeds 
(Rivea corymbosa). These materials have been used as sacraments until this day by several Mexican 
Indian tribes (Huichols, Mazatecs, Cora people, and others), and by the Native American Church. 

The famous South American yajé or ayahuasca is a decoction from a jungle liana (Banisteriopsis caapi) 
with other plant additives. The Amazonian area is also known for a variety of psychedelic snuffs (Virola 
callophylla, Piptadenia peregrina). Preparations from the bark of the shrub iboga (Tabernanthe iboga) 
have been used by African tribes in lower dosage as a stimulant during lion hunts and long canoe trips 
and in higher doses as a ritual sacrament. The above list represents only a small fraction of psychedelic 
compounds that have been used over many centuries in various countries of the world. The impact 
that the experiences encountered in these states had on the spiritual and cultural life of pre-industrial 
societies has been enormous. 

The long history of ritual use of psychedelic plants contrasts sharply with a relatively short history of 
scientific efforts to identify their psychoactive alkaloids, prepare them in a pure form, and to study their 
effects. The first psychedelic substance that was synthesised in a chemically pure form and systematically 
explored under laboratory conditions was mescaline, the active alkaloid from the peyote cactus. Clinical 
experiments conducted with this substance in the first three decades of the twentieth century focused 
on the phenomenology of the mescaline experience and its interesting effects on artistic perception 
and creative expression (Vondráek 1935, Nevole 1947, 1949). Surprisingly, they did not reveal its 
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therapeutic, heuristic, and entheogenic potential 
of this substance. Kurt Beringer, author of the 
influential book Der Meskalinrausch (Mescaline 
Inebriation) published in 1927, concluded that 
mescaline induced a toxic psychosis (Beringer 
1927). 

After these pioneering clinical experiments with 
mescaline, very little research was done in this 
fascinating problem area until Albert Hofmann’s 
1942 epoch-making accidental intoxication and 
serendipitous discovery of the psychedelic properties 
of LSD-25, or diethylamid of lysergic acid. After 
the publication of the first clinical paper on LSD 
by Walter A. Stoll in the late 1940’s (Stoll 1947), 
this new semisynthetic ergot derivative, active 
in incredibly minute quantities of micrograms or 
gammas (millionths of a gram), became practically 
overnight a sensation in the world of science. 

The discovery of powerful psychoactive effects of 
miniscule dosages of LSD started what has been called a ‘golden era of psychopharmacology’. During 
a relatively short period of time, the joint efforts of biochemists, pharmacologists, neurophysiologists, 
psychiatrists, and psychologists succeeded in laying the foundations of a new scientific discipline that 
can be referred to as ‘pharmacology of consciousness’. The active substances from several remaining 
psychedelic plants were chemically identified and prepared in chemically pure form. Following the discovery 
of the psychedelic effects of LSD-25, Albert Hofmann identified the active principles of the Mexican magic 
mushrooms (Psilocybe mexicana), psilocybin and psilocin, and that of ololiuqui, or morning glory seeds 
(Ipomoea violacea), which turned out to be monoethylamid of lysergic acid (LAE-32), closely related to 
LSD-25. 

The armamentarium of psychedelic substances was further enriched by psychoactive derivatives of 
tryptamine–DMT (dimethyl-tryptamine), DET (diethyl-tryptamine), and DPT (dipropyltryptamine) 
– synthetized and studied by the Budapest group of chemists headed by Stephen Szara, the active 
principle from the African shrub Tabernanthe iboga, ibogaine, and the pure alkaloid from ayahuasca’s 
main ingredient Banisteriopsis caapi, known under the names harmaline, yageine, and telepathine had 
already been isolated and chemically identified earlier in the twentieth century. 

In the 1950s, a wide range of psychedelic alkaloids in pure form was available to researchers. It was now 
possible to study their properties in the laboratory and explore the phenomenology of their clinical effects 
and their therapeutic potential. The revolution triggered by Albert Hofmann’s serendipitous discovery of 
LSD was underway. 

During this exciting era, LSD remained the center of attention of researchers. Never before had a single 
substance held so much promise in such a wide variety of fields of interest. For psychopharmacologists 
and neurophysiologists, the discovery of LSD meant the beginning of a golden era of research that could 
solve many puzzles concerning neuroreceptors, synaptic transmitters, chemical antagonisms, and the 
intricate biochemical interactions underlying cerebral processes. 

Experimental psychiatrists saw LSD as a unique means for creating a laboratory model for naturally 
occurring functional, or endogenous, psychoses. They hoped that the ’experimental psychosis’, induced 
by miniscule dosages of this substance, could provide unparalleled insights into the nature of these 
mysterious disorders and open new avenues for their treatment. It was suddenly conceivable that the 
brain or other parts of the body could under certain circumstances produce small quantities of a substance 
with similar effects as LSD. This meant that disorders like schizophrenia would not be mental diseases, 
but metabolic aberrations that could be counteracted by specific chemical intervention. The promise of 

The long history of ritual 
use of psychedelic plants 
contrasts sharply with a 
relatively short history of 
scientific efforts to identify 
their psychoactive alkaloids, 
prepare them in a pure form, 
and to study their effects.
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this research was nothing less that the fulfillment of the dream of biologically oriented clinicians, the ‘Holy 
Grail’ of psychiatry – a test-tube cure for schizophrenia. 

LSD was also highly recommended as an extraordinary unconventional teaching device that would make 
it possible for clinical psychiatrists, psychologists, medical students, and nurses to spend a few hours 
in a world similar to that of their patients and as a result of it to understand them better, be able to 
communicate with them more effectively, and hopefully be more successful in treating them. Thousands 
of mental health professionals took advantage of this unique opportunity. These experiments brought 
surprising and astonishing results. They not only provided deep insights into the world of psychiatric 
patients, but also revolutionized the understanding of the nature and dimensions of the human psyche 
and consciousness. 

Many professionals involved in these experiments discovered that the current model limiting the psyche 
to postnatal biography and the Freudian individual unconscious, was superficial and inadequate. My own 
new map of the psyche that emerged out of this research added two large transbiographical domains 
– the perinatal level, closely related to the memory of biological birth, and the transpersonal level, 
harbouring the historical and archetypal domains of the collective unconscious as envisioned by C. C. 
Jung (Grof 1975, Jung 1959). Early experiments with LSD also showed that the sources of emotional 
and psychosomatic disorders were not limited to traumatic memories from childhood and infancy, as 
traditional psychiatrists assumed, but that their roots reached much deeper into the psyche, into the 
perinatal and transpersonal regions (Grof 2000). This surprising revelation was accompanied by the 
discovery of new powerful therapeutic mechanisms operating on these deep levels of the psyche. 

Using LSD as a catalyst, it became possible to extend the range of applicability of psychotherapy to 
categories of patients that previously had been difficult to reach – sexual deviants, alcoholics, narcotic 
drug addicts, and criminal recidivists (Grof 2001). Particularly valuable and promising were the early 
efforts to use LSD psychotherapy in the work with terminal cancer patients. Research on this population 
showed that LSD was able to relieve severe pain, often even in those patients who had not responded to 
medication with narcotics. In a large percentage of these patients, it was also possible to ease or even 
eliminate difficult emotional and psychosomatic symptoms, such as depression, general tension, and 
insomnia, alleviate the fear of death, increase the quality of their life during the remaining days, and 
positively transform the experience of dying (Cohen 1965, Kast and Collins 1966, Grof 2006). 

For historians and critics of art, the LSD experiments provided extraordinary new insights into the 
psychology and psychopathology of art, particularly paintings and sculptures of various native, so-
called “primitive” cultures and psychiatric patients, as well as various modern movements, such as 
abstractionism, impressionism, cubism, surrealism, and fantastic realism (Roubíek 1961). For professional 
painters who participated in LSD research, the psychedelic session often marked a radical change in 
their artistic expression. Their imagination became much richer, their colors more vivid, and their style 
considerably freer. They could also often reach into deep recesses of their unconscious psyche and 
tap archetypal sources of inspiration. On occasion, people who had never painted before were able to 
produce extraordinary pieces of art. 

LSD experimentation brought also fascinating observations, which were of great interest to spiritual 
teachers and scholars of comparative religion. The mystical experiences frequently observed in LSD 
sessions offered a radically new understanding of a wide variety of phenomena from the spiritual domain, 
including shamanism, the rites of passage, the ancient mysteries of death and rebirth, the Eastern 
religions and philosophies, and the mystical traditions of the world (Forte 1997, Roberts 2001, Grof 
1998). 

The fact that LSD and other psychedelic substances were able to trigger a broad range of spiritual 
experiences became the subject of heated scientific discussions. They revolved around the fascinating 
problem concerning the nature and value of this ‘instant’ or ‘chemical mysticism’ (Grof 1998). As Walter 
Pahnke demonstrated in his famous Good Friday experiment, mystical experiences induced by psychedelics 
are indistinguishable from those described in mystical literature (Pahnke 1963). This finding, that was 
recently confirmed by a meticulous study by researchers at Johns Hopkins University (Griffith et al. 
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2006), has important theoretical and legal implications. 

Psychedelic research involving LSD, psilocybin, mescaline, and the tryptamine derivatives seemed to be 
well on its way to fulfill all the above promises and expectations when it was suddenly interrupted by the 
unsupervised mass experimentation of the young generation in the USA and other Western countries. In 
the infamous Harvard affair, psychology professors Timothy Leary and Richard Alpert lost their academic 
posts and had to leave the school after their overeager proselytizing of LSD’s promise. The ensuing 
repressive measures of administrative, legal, and political nature had very little effect on street use 
of LSD and other psychedelics, but they drastically terminated legitimate clinical research. However, 
while the problems associated with this development were blown out of proportion by sensation-hunting 
journalists, the possible risks were not the only reason why LSD and other psychedelics were rejected 
by the Euro-American mainstream culture. An important contributing factor was also the attitude of 
technological societies toward holotropic states of consciousness. 

As I mentioned earlier, all ancient and pre-industrial societies held these states in high esteem, whether 
they were induced by psychedelic plants or some of the many powerful non-drug ‘technologies of the 
sacred’ fasting, sleep deprivation, social and sensory isolation, dancing, chanting, music, drumming, or 
physical pain. Members of these social groups had the opportunity to repeatedly experience holotropic 
states of consciousness during their lifetime in a variety of sacred contexts. By comparison, the industrial 
civilization has pathologised holotropic states, rejected or even outlawed the contexts and tools that can 
facilitate them, and developed effective means of suppressing them when they occur spontaneously. 
Because of the resulting naiveté and ignorance concerning holotropic states, Western culture was 
unprepared to accept and incorporate the extraordinary mind-altering properties and power of LSD and 
other psychedelics. 

The sudden emergence of the Dionysian element from the depths of the unconscious and the heights 
of the superconscious was too threatening for the Euro-American society. In addition, the irrational 
and transrational nature of psychedelic experiences seriously challenged the very foundations of the 
materialistic worldview of Western science. The existence and nature of these experiences could not be 
explained in the context of mainstream theories and seriously undermined the metaphysical assumptions 
concerning priority of matter over consciousness on which Western culture is built. It also threatened the 
leading myth of the industrial world by showing that true fulfillment does not come from achievement of 
material goals but from a profound mystical experience. 

It was not just the culture at large that was unprepared for the psychedelic experience; this was also true 
for the helping professions. For most psychiatrists and psychologists, psychotherapy meant disciplined 
face-to-face discussions or free-associating on the couch. The intense emotions and dramatic physical 
manifestations in psychedelic sessions appeared to them to be too close to what they were used to 
associate with psychopathology. It was hard for them to imagine that such states could be healing and 
transformative. As a result, they did not trust the reports about the extraordinary power of psychedelic 
psychotherapy coming from those colleagues who had enough courage to take their chances and do 
psychedelic therapy, or from their clients. 

To complicate the situation even further, many of the phenomena occurring in psychedelic sessions 
could not be understood within the context of theories dominating academic thinking. The possibility 
of reliving birth or episodes from embryonic life, obtaining accurate information about world history 
and mythology from the collective unconscious, experiencing archetypal realities and karmic memories, 
or perceiving remote events in out-of-body states, were simply too fantastic to be believable for an 
average professional. Yet those of us who had the chance to work with LSD and were willing to radically 
change our theoretical understanding of the psyche and practical strategy of therapy were able to see 
and appreciate the enormous potential of psychedelics, both as therapeutic tools and as substances of 
extraordinary heuristic value. 

In one of my early books, I suggested that the potential significance of LSD and other psychedelics for 
psychiatry and psychology was comparable to the value the microscope has for biology and medicine or the 
telescope has for astronomy. My later experience with psychedelics only confirmed this initial impression. 
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These substances function as unspecific 
amplifiers that increase the cathexis 
(energetic charge) associated with the 
deep unconscious contents of the psyche 
and make them available for conscious 
processing. This unique property of 
psychedelics makes it possible to 
study psychological undercurrents that 
govern our experiences and behaviors 
to a depth that cannot be matched by 
any other method and tool available 
in modern mainstream psychiatry and 
psychology. In addition, it offers unique 
opportunities for healing of emotional 
and psychosomatic disorders, for 
positive personality transformation, 
and consciousness evolution. 

Naturally, the tools of this power carry 
with them greater risks than more 
conservative and far less effective 
tools currently accepted and used 
by mainstream psychiatry, such as 
verbal psychotherapy or tranquillizing 
medication. Clinical research has shown 
that these risks can be minimised by 
responsible use and careful control 
of the set and setting. The safety of 
psychedelic therapy when conducted 
in a clinical setting was demonstrated 
by Sidney Cohen’s study based on 
information drawn from more than 
25,000 psychedelic sessions. According 
to Cohen, LSD therapy appeared to be 
much safer than many other procedures 
that had been at one time or another 
routinely used in psychiatric treatment, 
such as electroshock therapy, insulin 
coma therapy, and psychosurgery 
(Cohen 1960). However, legislators 
responding to unsupervised mass 
use of psychedelics did not get their 
information from scientific publications, 
but from the stories of sensation-hunting 
journalists. The legal and administrative 
sanctions against psychedelics did not 
deter lay experimentation, but they 
all but terminated legitimate scientific 
research of these substances. 

For those of us who had the privilege 
to explore and experience the 
extraordinary potential of psychedelics, 
this was a tragic loss for psychiatry, 
psychology, and psychotherapy. We felt 
that these unfortunate developments 
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wasted what was probably the single most 
important opportunity in the history of these 
disciplines. Had it been possible to avoid the 
unnecessary mass hysteria and continue 
responsible research of psychedelics, 
they could have undoubtedly radically 
transformed the theory and practice of 
psychiatry. I believe that the observations 
from this research have the potential to 
initiate a revolution in the understanding 
of the human psyche and of consciousness 
comparable to the conceptual cataclysm that 
modern physicists experienced in the first 
three decades in relation to their theories 
concerning matter. This new knowledge 

could become an integral part of a comprehensive new scientific paradigm of the twenty-first century. 

At present, when more than three decades elapsed since official research with psychedelics was effectively 
terminated, I can attempt to evaluate the past history of these substances and glimpse into their future. 
After having personally conducted over the last fifty years more than four thousand psychedelic sessions, 
I have developed great awe and respect for these compounds and their enormous positive, as well as 
negative potential. 

They are powerful tools and like any tool they can be used skillfully, ineptly, or destructively. The result 
will be critically dependent on the set and setting. The question whether LSD is a phenomenal medicine 
or a devil’s drug makes as little sense as a similar question asked about the positive or negative potential 
of a knife. Naturally, we will get a very different report from a surgeon who bases his or her judgment on 
successful operations and from the police chief who investigates murders committed with knives in back 
alleys of New York City. A housewife would see the knife primarily as a useful kitchen tool and an artist 
would employ it in carving wooden sculptures. It would make little sense to judge the usefulness and 
dangers of a knife by watching children who play with it without adequate maturity and skill. Similarly, 
the image of LSD will vary whether we focus on the results of responsible clinical or spiritual use, naive 
and careless mass self-experimentation of the young generation, or deliberately destructive experiments 
of the military circles or secret police. 

Until it is clearly understood that the results of the administration of psychedelics are critically influenced 
by the factors of set and setting, there is no hope for rational decisions in regard to psychedelic drug 
policies. I firmly believe that psychedelics can be used in such a way that the benefits far outweigh the risks. 
This has been amply proven by millennia of safe ritual and spiritual use of psychedelics by generations of 
shamans, individual healers, and entire aboriginal cultures. However, the Western industrial civilization 
has so far abused nearly all its discoveries and there is not much hope that psychedelics will make an 
exception, unless we rise as a group to a higher level of consciousness and emotional maturity. 

Whether or not psychedelics will return into psychiatry and will again become part of the therapeutic 
armamentarium is a complex problem and its solution will probably be determined not only by the results 
of scientific research, but also by a variety of political, legal, economic, and mass-psychological factors. 
However, I believe that Western society is at present much better equipped to accept and assimilate 
psychedelics than it was in the 1950s. At the time when psychiatrists and psychologists started to 
experiment with LSD, psychotherapy was limited to verbal exchanges between therapist and clients. 
Intense emotions and active behavior were referred to as ‘acting-out’ and were seen as violations of basic 
therapeutic rules. 

Psychedelic sessions were on the other side of the spectrum, evoking dramatic emotions, psychomotor 
excitement and vivid perceptual changes. They thus seemed to be more like states that psychiatrists 
considered pathological and tried to suppress by all means than conditions to which one would attribute 
therapeutic potential. This was reflected in the terms ‘hallucinogens,’ ‘delirogens,’ ‘psychotomimetics’ 

All ancient and pre-industrial 
societies held these states in high 
esteem, whether they were induced 
by psychedelic plants or some 
of the many powerful non-drug 
‘technologies of the sacred’
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and ‘experimental psychoses,’ used initially for psychedelics and the states induced by them. In any 
case, psychedelic sessions resembled more scenes from anthropological movies about healing rituals 
of ‘primitive’ cultures and other aboriginal ceremonies than those expected in a psychiatrist’s or 
psychotherapist’s office. 

In addition, many of the experiences and observations from psychedelic sessions seemed to seriously 
challenge the image of the human psyche and of the universe developed by Newtonian-Cartesian science 
and considered to be accurate and definitive descriptions of ‘objective reality’. Psychedelic subjects 
reported experiential identification with other people, animals, and various aspects of nature, during 
which they gained access to new information about areas about which they previously had no intellectual 
knowledge. The same was true about experiential excursions into the lives of their human and animal 
ancestors, as well as racial, collective and karmic memories. 

On occasion, this new information was drawn from experiences involving reliving of biological birth 
and memories of prenatal life, encounters with archetypal beings, and visits to mythological realms of 
different cultures of the world. In out-of-body experiences, experimental subjects were able to witness and 
accurately describe remote events occurring in locations that were outside of the range of their senses. 
None of these happenings were considered possible in the context of traditional materialistic science, 
and yet, in psychedelic sessions, they were observed frequently. This naturally caused deep conceptual 
turmoil and confusion in the minds of conventionally trained experimenters. Under these circumstances, 
many professionals chose to shy away from this area to preserve their respectable scientific world-view 
and professional reputation and to protect their common sense and sanity. 

The last three decades have brought many revolutionary changes that have profoundly influenced the 
climate in the world of psychotherapy. Humanistic and transpersonal psychology have developed powerful 
experiential techniques that emphasize deep regression, direct expression of intense emotions, and 
bodywork leading to release of physical energies. Among these new approaches to self-exploration are 
Gestalt practice, bioenergetics and other neo-Reichian methods, primal therapy, rebirthing, and holotropic 
breathwork. The inner experiences and outer manifestations, as well as therapeutic strategies, in these 
therapies bear a great similarity to those observed in psychedelic sessions. These non-drug therapeutic 
strategies involve not only a similar spectrum of experiences, but also comparable conceptual challenges. 
As a result, for therapists practicing along these lines, the introduction of psychedelics would represent 
the next logical step rather than dramatic change in their practice. 

Moreover, the Newtonian-Cartesian thinking in science, which in the 1960s enjoyed great authority and 
popularity, has been progressively undermined by astonishing developments in a variety of disciplines. 
This has happened to such an extent that an increasing number of scientists feel an urgent need for 
an entirely different world-view, a new scientific paradigm. Salient examples of this development are 
philosophical implications of quantum-relativistic physics (Capra 1975, Goswami 1995), David Bohm’s 
theory of holomovement (Bohm 1980), Karl Pribram’s holographic theory of the brain (Pribram 1971), Ilya 
Prigogine’s theory of dissipative structures (Prigogine 1980), Rupert Sheldrake’s theory of morphogenetic 
fields (Sheldrake 1981), Gregory Bateson’s brilliant synthesis of systems and information theory, 
cybernetics, anthropology, and psychology (Bateson 1979), and particularly Ervin Laszlo’s concept of 
the PSI field (akashic field), his connectivity hypothesis, and his ‘integral theory of everything’ (Laszlo 
1993, 2004). It is very encouraging to see that all these new developments that are in irreconcilable 
conflict with traditional science seem to be compatible with the findings of psychedelic research and 
with transpersonal psychology. This list would not be complete without mentioning the remarkable effort 
of Ken Wilber to create a comprehensive synthesis of a variety of scientific disciplines and perennial 
philosophy (Wilber 2000). 

Even more encouraging than the changes in the general scientific climate is the fact that, in a few cases, 
researchers of the younger generation in the United States, Switzerland, and other countries have in 
recent years been able to obtain official permission to start programs of psychedelic therapy involving 
LSD, psilocybin, dimethyltryptamine (DMT), methylene-dioxy-methamphetamine (MDMA), and ketamine. 
I hope that this is the beginning of a renaissance of interest in psychedelic research that will eventually 
return these extraordinary tools into the hands of responsible therapists. 
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May 13, 1957, during the height of the post-war Eisenhower years, an article written by the 
influential banker and amateur mycologist R. Gordon Wasson, ‘Seeking the Magic Mushroom’, 
was published in the seminal Life magazine. In homes across the nation, everyday Americans 
weathering the poles of luxury capitalist growth and communist menace were rocked by the 
strange article, part anthropology and part-adventure narrative, that introduced proof of a 
hitherto speculative practice by indigenous Mexican Indians, who ‘chew strange growths 
that produce visions’. A serpent was set loose in suburbia. The chain of events Wasson’s 
story unleashed popularised knowledge of altered states of mind and, some say, was the first 
spark of what was to become the psychedelic revolution. Now, fifty years later, Westerners 
are still seeking the ‘magic’ mushroom, as the time-honoured sacrament of Mesoamericans 
comes out of the fields and into the medical fold as a valuable tool in the burgeoning field of 
neuroscience. 

1957 was the year that Sputnik was launched into orbit, Leave it to Beaver premiered on CBS, and, 
conversely, Jack Kerouac’s On the Road was published. It was a world with only a dim memory of the 
role of mind-altering mushrooms as religious sacraments, and even then it was codified and ambiguous, 
or wrapped in mythology or fairy tales. The mushroom’s role in the history of Western culture had been 
almost extinguished from memory when Gordon Wasson and his photographer, Alan Richardson, came to 
the remote Oaxacan village of Huautla de Jiménez in mid-1955 and chanced upon the Mazatec curandera, 
or shaman, Doña María Sabina. On the night of June 29-30 she led a velada or vigil, what Wasson likened 
to a ‘holy communion’, where ‘divine’ mushrooms were first “adored and then consumed”. 

As Wasson wrote in the Life article: “The mushrooms were of a species with hallucinogenic powers; that 
is, they cause the eater to see visions. We chewed and swallowed these acrid mushrooms, saw visions, 
and emerged from the experience awestruck. We had come from afar to attend a mushroom rite but 
had expected nothing so staggering as the virtuosity of the performing curanderas and the astonishing 
effects of the mushrooms. Richardson and I were the first white men in recorded history to eat the divine 
mushrooms, which for centuries have been a secret of certain Indian peoples living far from the great 
world in southern Mexico. No anthropologists had ever described the scene that we witnessed.” 

Wasson’s dramatic announcement in Life magazine was intended as advance publicity for a lavish, 
privately printed book he was about to publish that same year, Mushrooms, Russia and History. An editor 
of Life magazine had overheard Wasson’s Mexican adventures over lunch at the Century Club in New York 
and invited him to contribute to their True Life section with free reign to write it as he wished. The editor, 
however, may be the one to thank for branding this ancient indigenous sacrament with the term it has 
forevermore been identified: ‘magic’ mushrooms. 

Wasson described his experience with the mushrooms as a ‘soul-shattering happening’. The sacred 
mushroom, he said, allows one to see “more clearly than our mortal eye can see, vistas beyond the 
horizons of this life.” How unusual must such a claim have been in the cultural milieu of 1950s America? 
And how unusual a man was Gordon Wasson, who has been described as part businessman, part 
adventurer and part scholar, a real-life Indiana Jones type adventurer? 

Wasson was born 22 September 1898 and brought with him a Victorian sense of intellectual curiosity 
and a relentless love of knowledge. His father was an Episcopalian clergyman and he started his career 
as a journalist before entering the banking profession in 1928, working his way up to become vice 
president of J.P. Morgan, a leading New York bank. Wasson was also an amateur scholar and a pioneer 
‘ethnomycologist’ – one who studies the cultural use of mushrooms, as he had coined the term with his 
wife, Valentina, a white Russian with a passion for the mushrooms born of her ethnic heritage. 

On their honeymoon in 1927, on an afternoon walk in the Catskills in upstate New York, the newlywed 
couple had come upon ‘a forest floor carpeted with mushrooms’. While Valentina scooped them up lovingly 
and cooked and consumed them for dinner, the wary Wasson saw a fundamental division between their 
two reactions. Emboldened, he traced the reaction to the mushroom throughout all available folklore, 
literature and mythology for three decades to explore what he termed ‘mycophobes’ – those who have 
an aversion to the mushroom, and ‘mycophiles’ – those who eat them. 
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Wasson wove together clues from across inter-disciplines: 
history, linguistics, art, archeology, mythology and religion in 
a methodic, scientific way. Spanish records indicate that the 
Aztecs had called the ‘magic’ mushroom teonanacatl (‘flesh 
of the gods’), but ceremonial use in modern times had not 
been proven. Allusions were all through European folklore 
and global mythology, like the mushroom and the Caterpillar 
in Alice in Wonderland, and in sporadic medical accounts 
throughout the Victorian era of unsuspecting picnicers 
becoming bemushroomed with laughter and ‘intoxicated of the 
senses’. And then, digging through the world’s holy books and 
historical records, Wasson claimed to have found something 
even bigger: a key to understanding the religious interface of 
many shamanistic cultures, which he believed also lay at the 
base of many of the foundational world religions. 

Wasson later went on to posit the sacred mushroom as the 
active ingredient in the hallucinogenic ‘soma’ mentioned in the 
Hindu holy book, the Rig-Veda, around 1500 B.C. Soma is a 
still controversial, unidentified sacred substance with mind-
altering properties that is mentioned many times through the 
ancient Sanskrit writings. Wasson argues, as convincingly as 

one can from evidence of mushroom iconography at the time but without, unfortunately, any extant 
biological record, that the most likely active ingredient in this elixir was the psychoactive mushroom 
Amanita muscaria, the red-capped, white-stemmed fly agaric. He further reasoned, backing it up with 
archaeological clues, that the ancient Greek Mystery Rites of Eleusis (which included such Hellenic ‘trippers’ 
as Socrates, Plato, Sophocles, Aristotle, and possibly Homer) were laced with a fungus containing ololiuqui 
or morning glory seeds, which produce a milder version of LSD effects. His provocative theories upset 
multi-disciplinary apple carts but gained many adherents, and helped catalyse new fields of research in 
cultural anthropology, comparative theology and ethnomycology. 

Whereas earlier cultures had preserved the secret of the mind-altering effect of the mushroom and its 
plant cousins, draping them in ceremony and ritual to support initiates into an experiential communion 
with the ‘divine’, the culture of the 1950s reacted in a more traditional way. Wasson funded all his 
mushroom expeditions (of which there were dozens throughout the 50s-70s) himself, but as a banker he 
was always shrewd with money, and conversely he knew the true value of things. He put out for grant 
money to help finance one of his later trips in 1956 and the CIA responded, using a front group called the 
Gerschickter Fund for Medical Research. 

This was the heyday of MK-Ultra, the secret mind-control program that dosed soldiers, unwitting government 
agents and ordinary citizens with LSD over a dozen years, according to declassified documents released 
in 1975. Under the banner of project ARTICHOKE, which scoured the world for psychotropic plants 
that could prove useful mind-control agents, the CIA reasoned that possession of, and samples from 
the hallucinogenic Mazatec mushroom could help in their Cold-War mind battles. They assigned James 
Moore, a nervous, uptight CIA chemist from the University of Delaware to accompany the expedition. 
Moore secured a supply of the sacred fungi but failed in his attempts to isolate the chemical ‘spirit’ in 
the mushroom. Thus it was that the CIA, one of the world’s most powerful organisations, was beaten to 
the punch yet again by Dr. Albert Hofmann, the famous discoverer of LSD-25, who isolated, identified 
and synthesised the active principles of the mushrooms: psilocybin and psilocin, from samples Wasson 
made available in 1958. The chemical giant Sandoz patented them, and man replicated in little white pills 
the sacred ‘spirits in the mushroom’ the Mazatec curandera Maria Sabina had first revealed a scant few 
years earlier. The nascent field of neurochemistry was also growing in leaps and bounds, and as it studied 
psilocybin it proved it was non-addictive and related to the neurotransmitter seratonin in the brain. 
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into a mere drug ... was 

for [early humans] a 
prodigious miracle, 
inspiring in [them] 

poetry,  philosophy and 
religion 

- R. Gordon Wasson
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Wasson’s groundbreaking work with the mushrooms soon spread like information spores in the global 
psychotherapy network. An up-and-coming Harvard psychologist named Timothy Leary tried ‘magic’ 
mushrooms whilst on holiday in Mexico in 1960, inspired by a colleague whom had read Wasson’s article. 
What followed was the Harvard Psilocybin Project, which experimented with Leary’s early work with the 
psychology of game playing. In 1961, after a period of controversial self-experimentation upon other 
Harvard faculty and students, Leary instigated psilocybin tests for alcoholism and personality disorders 
at Concord prison. Leary was famously quoted as saying “Let’s see if we can turn the criminals into 
Buddhas.” The results, which used psilocybin-assisted psychotherapy to help reduce recidivism with 
prisoners, had dramatic effects, reducing the number of prisoners returning to jail after six months from 
a national average of 67% to only 25% – but the results have yet to be retested. 

In concert with Walter Pankhe, a physician and a minister, Leary later conducted a further controversial 
psilocybin experiment in 1962, where the mushrooms’ active ingredient was given to a double-bind 
group of ten of the twenty Harvard Divinity students present to induce religious states. On Good Friday, 
1962 at Boston University’s Marsh Chapel, the group participated in a worship service, and reported 
profound religious experiences that seemed to provide empirical support for earlier academic connections 
between psychoactive substances and the roots of religion. In a few short years the sacred mushroom 
had travelled from the wild hills of Mexico to the honoured halls of Harvard, as the Western fascination 
with the nature of consciousness – and the knowledge and power it represented – escalated. 

At the heart of this cultural transfusion was the need to redefine the nature of religious or mystical 
experiences themselves and integrate the potential for plant-assisted sacraments back into the Western 
cosmology. Wasson, along with fellow writers and scientists, Ott, Schultes and Hofmann, was later 
responsible for the popularisation of the word ‘entheogen’, which is Latin for ‘evoking the Divine within’, 
which they coined in 1978 to steer the sacred use of these substances away from the stigma the word 
psychedelics had created, and towards religious use. The theory that Wasson and his coterie developed 
on the use of psychoactive plants and their connection to primal, Gnostic spirituality is described in his 
book, The Road to Eleusis: 
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“As man emerged from his brutish past, thousands of years ago, there was a 
stage in the evolution of his awareness when the discovery of a mushroom (or 
was it a higher plant?) with miraculous properties was a revelation to him, a 
veritable detonator to his soul, arousing in him sentiments of awe and reverence, 
and gentleness and love, to the highest pitch of which mankind is capable, all 
those sentiments and virtues that mankind has ever since regarded as the highest 
attributes of his kind.” 

It was the type of message that the sprouting counter-culture of the early 60s 
embraced, as the readers of Wasson’s tale of initiation into the secrets of the ‘magic’ 
mushroom went through their own psychedelic initiations. Western thrillseekers 
came to the remote Oaxaca village in search of the mystical connection Wasson 
wrote about. Such was the power of curandera Maria Sabina’s allure, mixed with 
the psychedelic-inspired movement of the time, that rock legends such as Mick 
Jagger, John Lennon and Pete Townsend all made pilgrimages to mushroom 
journey under her guidance. From the late 60s to the mid-70s, Huautla was 
literally besieged by Western seekers. The police were doing their best to seal off 
the little mountain hamlet from curious hippies, and the government went as far 
as to close off the village to outsiders for a time. 

Wasson was against the masses taking the mushrooms without a foundational 
support like tribal societies provided in their religious ceremonies. Yet he was 
also one of the founders, unwittingly or not, of the ‘psychedelic movement’, by 
bringing the sacred knowledge of the Indians to the masses in the fi rst place. “I 
had always had a horror”, he wrote, “of those who preached a kind of pseudo-
religion of telepathy, who for me were unreliable people; if our discoveries were 
to be drawn to their attention, we were in danger of being adopted by such 
undesirables.” And while the hippies banged on the village door, the locals had 
their own problems. 

Maria Sabina’s house was eventually burned down, presumably because she 
lived with the stigma of being the curandera who let the sacred mushroom be 
tainted by the West. Now, decades later, the mushrooms have become items of 
commercial value and trade in shops from Amsterdam to Tokyo. Before recent 
changes to UK laws, ‘magic’ mushroom growing kits and spores were widely 
available across Britain, and European stores still sell them over the internet. 
In 1971, Wasson read an interview with María Sabina, which appeared in the 
European magazine L’Europe, published in Milan. It reported that when the village 
offi cial had requested her aid in helping the foreigners, she did so because she 
felt she had no choice. But she also declared that when she was asked to meet 
them [Wasson and Richardson] that she ‘should have said no’. 

Psychedelic author Daniel Pinchbeck visited the town of Huautla de Jiménez while 
researching for his book, Breaking Open the Head: A Contemporary Journey into  
the Heart of Modern Shamanism, published in 2002. Decades after Wasson’s 
groundbreaking and sacred mushroom ceremony, Pinchbeck participated in a 
mushroom ritual that catered to the spiritual tourist market that still draws 
seekers to the remote village. But the set and setting were much different than 
half a century ago, and Pinchbeck found that the power of the ritual had faded. 
Maria Sabina herself said as much herself, noting that some ephemeral ingredient 
seemed to be missing ever since Westerners were brought into the secret. 

Some indigenous critics suggest that in talking about the mushrooms Wasson had 
profaned them, and broken a sacred trust, desacralising the sacred by taking it 

*1968 – R. Gordon Wasson’s 
‘Soma: Divine Mushroom of 
Immortality’ is published, 
detailing in depth Wasson’s 
hypothesis that the ‘Soma’ 
god/sacrament of the ancient 
Vedas of India was in fact the 
mushroom, Amanita mus-
caria. The identifi cation of 
Soma is still debated today.

* 1971 – Terence and Dennis 
McKenna travel up the Ama-
zon and high on magic mush-
rooms, conduct the infamous 
“Experiment at La Cholerra”, 
which revealed psychedelical-
ly infl uenced insights into the 
nature of reality and spacetime 
(later recounted in Terence’s 
book  True Hallucinations)

*1976 – Oss & Oeric (actually 
the McKenna brothers, in ad-
dition to K. Harrison McKenna 
and J. Bigwood) help revolu-
tionise home mushroom culti-
vation with their book
 Psilocybin: Magic Mushroom 
Grower’s Guide.
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Perhaps with all our 
modern knowledge we 
do not need the divine 
mushrooms any more. 

Or do we need them 
more than ever?

out of context. Yet as Wasson himself said in his 1980 book, The 
Wonderous Mushroom: “I arrived [among the Mexican Indians] 
in the same decade with the highway, the airplane, the alphabet. 
The Old Order was in danger of passing with no one to record 
its passing.” As the modern world collided with the archaic, an 
exchange happened. They got the technology and we got the 
mushroom – and maybe an old way of knowing for a modern 
world, if we have the courage to face it. 

But since that fateful day Wasson encountered the sacred 
mushroom our cultural jadedness has also increased. In our 
modern technological age, having lived through the days of 
flower-power and widespread drug experimentation, we’re now 
a global village that’s been there and done that. The idea of 
changing our brain chemistry is not only nothing new, it’s now one 
of the biggest businesses in town, with some estimates at over 
30 million Americans on one brand or other of antidepressants. 
But is there room on the market shelves for a psilocybin brand 
drug? Absolutely. 

Almost 40 years since psychedelic medicine was last explored a medical resurgence in the use of psilocybin 
for treating depression, alcoholism and other addictions, post-traumatic stress disorder and in relieving 
pain and anxiety for the terminally-ill is underway around the world. A number of legal studies have been 
approved or are awaiting approval by the US Food & Drug Administration. One of the most prominent of 
these clinical trials is being spearheaded by a team of Harvard doctors exploring the use of psilocybin for 
treating patients with an extreme form of migraine called a ‘cluster headache’. Dr. Charles S. Grob, M.D., 
has conducted psilocybin research with late-stage cancer patients at the Harbour-UCLA Medical Centre in 
California, and Dr. Rick Doblin, Ph.D., the founder of MAPS (Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic 
Studies), a registered non-profit organisation in California, assists researchers worldwide in facilitating 
government approval for beneficial psychedelic research in humans. 

And in July 2006 a follow-up study to the Good Friday divinity tests was conducted by John Hopkins 
researchers under controlled scientific procedures. This breakthrough legal study was co-sponsored by 
the National Institute for Drug Abuse (NIDA), and points towards a thaw on the forty year freeze on 
clinical psychedelic research. Like the original volunteers, participants in the modern mushroom-derived 
tests said that the experience led to ‘positive changes in attitude and behaviour’, and a third of them 
cited it as one of the single most significant experiences of their lives. The long-term ‘spiritual buoyancy’ 
of a controlled dose of psilocybin, and the catalyst it has proven itself for mystical or religious states of 
mind is now a pressing neurological issue for 21st century researchers and society at large. 

Wasson died 23 December, 1986, at his home in Danbury, Connecticut. By acting as the archetypal 
Prometheus stealing fire from the gods, he was often held to blame for some of the spot fires that broke 
out in the intervening years from his bringing the sacred mushroom to a profane world. But as he said in 
his book, The Road to Eleusis: “[The mushroom] made [me] see what this perishing mortal eye cannot 
see. What today is resolved into a mere drug ... was for [early humans] a prodigious miracle, inspiring in 
[them] poetry and philosophy and religion. Perhaps with all our modern knowledge we do not need the 
divine mushrooms any more. Or do we need them more than ever?” 

* This article first appeared in Australian Penthouse Dec, 2007 
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Taking the top off the saucepan was like lifting the lid on the last four years. 
That was the last time I’d smelt this abominable odour, the last time I’d 
attempted to drink cactus juice. I screwed my face up in anticipation. I knew 
what was coming but I had to remind myself it was a short-term sacrifi ce (the 
pollution of my tastebuds) for a long-term gain (up to sixteen hours of orbiting 
the stratosphere). It was a sacrifi ce I was willing to make.

Ivan and I had driven an hour-and-a-half out of Melbourne, to the Wombat State Forest, 
to recreate our fi rst cactus experience of four years ago. The vibrations of the car meant 
that our gut-busting juice now had a layer of thick green froth on top. It looked like we 
were going to have to shave it before we drank what was effectively a foot of cactus 
each, condensed into slimy green goo.

There are several ways to munch down the mescaline: if you’re completely mad you can 
peel it and eat it as it is. Some people make powder out of it but probably the easiest 
method is to chop it up and boil it down to drink. This is what Ivan and I did fi rst time 
round. The house stank for days afterwards, and after fi ve hours of boiling, draining and 
then re-boiling, we mused that if the stuff tasted as bad as it smelt we were in trouble.

As it happens, it tasted much worse. The result of all this boiling had been two steaming 
mugs each of dark green slime. It tastes earthy as you’d imagine, but there was a punch 
I wasn’t expecting – something that made you question why you were drinking cactus 
juice. An oily liquid slithered down my throat and as it reached my stomach it gurgled in 
disapproval. I’d taken a bite of a chocolate digestive to nullify what was happening inside 
my mouth. But it was going to take more than that to distract my taste buds – perhaps 
it was the oily fi lm that clung to my lips. No matter how many times I wiped my mouth I 
just couldn’t get rid of it. Words can never do justice to describe what drinking this stuff 
is like. After a mug and three-quarters I was done, unable to drink any more for the fear 
of bringing it all back up. If the gates opened in the fi rst hour then there’d be no surfi ng 
the cosmos. Ivan was dry retching. I continued to nibble.

The noise and smell attracted our friend Lee, and so we gave him half a mug and went 
out for a walk along a local creek. It was night time and the moon guided us along. As 
we were walking I felt something stirring inside my temples. It mimicked the low buzz of 
the power lines above and was slowly taking over my brain, shifting it to another gear.

I took a moment to stand still and gaze at the stars. I felt like a blade of grass being 
blown in an imaginary breeze. I followed the sway of wherever I was pushed, in harmony 
with my surroundings. The stirring in my temples became more pronounced and then 
the fi rst wave hit me. My head was expanding and the top of my skull felt as if it were 
as large as the sky. The waves kept on coming, each one stronger and longer than the 
previous one.

The creek had come alive. Power lines hummed with electricity; I could see it passing 
through the wires, pulsating like electric snakes. I gazed into a bush. It was thriving; the 
leaves chattered among themselves in little communities. I looked down at my hand and 
was amazed by what I saw: I could see through the skin, able to examine every sinew 
and muscle. I looked at the bone structure and stood in awe, opening and closing my 
hand and watching the muscles interact with each other.

I turned to show Ivan but he was busy sucking the leaves on a nearby tree. It looked like 
he was giving head to a branch but he said they tasted amazing. Lee, the third member 
of our tripping trio, insisted he wasn’t feeling anything and wanted to go to the pub. 
There was no way I could handle being indoors and Lee’s pupils were the size of the tree 
stump he was sitting on.

*circa 1,000BC 
– the psychedelic 
peyote cactus, 
Lophophora 
williamsii, has been 
used ritually since at 
least this time, as has 
the San Pedro cactus, 
Trichocereus 
pachanoi, further 
south in Peru.
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We’d stopped at a children’s playground. Ivan was on the swing and I 
was down on my knees playing with the shaved bark and letting it fall 
through my fingers. It felt so good and I couldn’t stop doing it. Although 
my body felt lethargic, my mind was sharp. It had taken us half an hour to 
walk the twenty metres to the playground. We kept stopping because we 
were seeing things that fascinated us. Everyday, mundane objects were 
mesmerising; it was like I was a baby again and seeing everything for the 
first time.

Chronology meant nothing and events of the past seemed irrelevant, as did 
anything that could happen in the future. My memories had been shuffled, 
shaken as if inside a tombola. They were called into my head at random; 
their place in time of no consequence. I was immersed in the present 
moment for the first time in my life. But just as I was about to surf the 
largest wave into the outer reaches of the cosmos, Lee finally got his way 
and we were back at the flat.

It was only four hours into the trip but being back inside totally killed it for 
me. The walls and ceiling pressed against my head and I felt claustrophobic. 
To stop the walls inching forward I closed my eyes and wandered off into a 
psychedelic trance, swearing that the next time I did san pedro I would be 
doing it with the right people, ones who were prepared to let the effects of 
the trip wash over them rather than resist. For some reason, Lee’s logical 
mind was in denial.

People are one of the two key elements, in my opinion, that make for a 
perfect san pedro trip. Lee’s energy detracted from my experience and 
it’s a long time to trip if somebody’s not on your wavelength or if they’re 
freaking out. It’s also a good idea to allocate a couple of days for the whole 
experience. This is right down to the ritual of preparing it, to the last mini-
buzz sixteen hours after you first ingest the cactus.

The following day after my first san pedro mission I had to board a flight to 
India. With no time to recover or catch up on any sleep, I arrived in Delhi 
mega-spaced and with a brain still flying as high as the plane. In a place 
where you need your wits about you, it wasn’t an ideal situation to enjoy 
the comedown.

The second crucial element is the environment. It’s best to take san pedro 
away from the humdrum of the city because mescaline is a drug that brings 
you closer to nature, so therefore it makes sense to do it in a comfortable, 
picturesque and human-free environment. Four years on, Ivan and I 
had learnt from the mistakes of our first experiment and we were both 
determined to derive the full effects this time round.

After painstakingly de-spinning, peeling, coring and chopping the cactus 
up, we didn’t have time to boil it, so we ground it in a food blender. Our 
mixture was full of lumps and it looked like it was stripping the enamel off 
the saucepan.

Our campsite was located down an old and bumpy logging track, in a small 
clearing surrounded by trees and bushes. In an effort to make our frothy 
green goo more palatable we’d added grapefruit and orange juice. This 
made it taste worse and meant we had more to drink. On top of that, the 
chunks that the food blender didn’t make mush were impossible to swallow. 
We both had froth moustaches and over four cups each before throwing 
them to the ground. No more – or it was going to be chunder time.

The European 
missionaries that 
visited Peru in 
the time of the 
Conquistadors... 
were scathing of 
san pedro. 

One said: “It is a 
plant whose aid is 
the Devil!”

They were all too 
afraid to try it...
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The sun was setting and we went for a walk, mostly to distract Ivan from the incredible 
nausea he was feeling. I’d gagged while drinking the juice, but now I was fi ne. I just hoped 
Ivan could keep his down, otherwise I’d be spending the next umpteen hours tripping 
alone.

The walk did Ivan good and we arrived back at the campsite. He lit a small fi re and the full 
moon peeked through the trees. Once the nausea stage has passed, a messy hour or two 
followed – the normal kind of scattered brain felt with acid and mushrooms, except more 
prolonged. I couldn’t work out the concept of fi re or why Ivan had lit it. Ivan couldn’t sit 
still and he fi dgeted, moving about the fi re and prodding it every so often. After this messy 
stage, the real trip began and the waves got higher and higher.

Ivan had brought a guitar along and I tried to play a song. None of the strings meant 
anything and all of the tunes in my head were jumbled chords. My fi ngers suddenly had 
no idea how to play. Instead I plucked the top E, and it was the best sound I’ve ever made 
on guitar. I plucked it again and again and listened to the sound waves resonate.

After a while I could see the note moving through the air, snaking in between the particles 
to make the sound. Ivan suggested plucking two notes – why he needed to do that when 
I was having so much fun playing one I didn’t know but I did it anyway. All of a sudden 
there were two notes moving through the air, harmonising, their frequencies wrapping 
around each other like a DNA helix.

I was so mesmerised that I fell backwards in my chair, my legs in the air. Our laughter 
dispersed the musical notes. I couldn’t stop and was content to be lying on my back, 
watching the smoke of the bonfi re drift slowly between the trees. Moonbeams penetrated 
the smoke and gave the forest a spooky appearance. I couldn’t stop smiling. Utter serenity 
had taken over and I felt like I was sinking into the forest fl oor, becoming part of the 
leaves, the mud and the undergrowth.

After an indeterminate amount of time I found the energy to stand up. I felt light and 
suddenly motivated to go for a walk. After a couple of footsteps I lost the urge, fascinated 
by a swampy section of forest and watching the bushes slowly move and interact. The 
sounds of the forest were inside my head and I watched the stars move across the sky, 
lying in the middle of a logging track and watching Scorpio and Jupiter glisten.

We debated how the Peruvians had fi rst discovered san pedro and the marvels it performs 
on the mind. Does it show the earth how it really is and were all of the things we were 
seeing there anyway, or merely a by-product of ingesting mescaline? One thing for sure 
was that the fi rst person ever to take it must’ve regretted it at fi rst. The stomach cramps 
and nausea probably convinced them they were going to die.

The ancient Peruvians discovered the goodness of san pedro many years ago. The earliest 
depictions of the cactus are from around 1,300BC when carvings were found in a temple in 
the northern highlands of the Andes. Back then, shamans used its psychoactive properties 
to conduct spiritual ceremonies. They believed san pedro was associated with healing 
and getting in tune with one’s supernatural power, and that users of the cactus received 
guidance from the spirits while remaining balanced within the natural world.

The European missionaries that visited Peru in the time of the Conquistadors however, were 
scathing of san pedro. One said: “It is a plant with whose aid is the devil.” They were all too 
afraid to try it. But that’s okay, because san pedro’s not for everyone. People diagnosed 
with chemical imbalances should stay away. It’s funny then that one of mescaline’s fi rst 
uses in the Western world was among the psychiatric community. The hallucinogenic 
alkaloid was the fi rst psychedelic compound to be extracted and isolated way back at the 
end of the nineteenth century. Two decades later it was being used to treat patients with 
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psychiatric problems. Some people today would say it causes psychiatric problems, while others believe 
that it puts you in touch with supernatural and divinatory powers.

Whatever the case, eating san pedro certainly didn’t make the ancient Peruvians stand around twiddling 
their thumbs. They invented a system of writing using knots in ropes to document events, and they 
built nearly 20,000 miles of roadway across the Andes – no mean feat considering the harshness of the 
terrain. And their architecture and stone-masonry were second to none. They built natural wonders like 
Machu Picchu, an ancient citadel carved 7,000 feet up in the mountains. They also built landmarks that 
mirrored the sky to map out the solar system.

I would certainly argue that the san pedro experience can be life-changing, in terms of altering your 
perception of the world and the way in which you view time. Since I’ve taken it I am far more in the 
present moment. San pedro reinforces (and sometimes reveals) that everything around us is interminably 
connected, and that everything is made up of different manifestations of what is essentially the same 
energy. It can be a valuable tool in appreciation and understanding of a world some people choose to 
neglect.

It sharpens your mind and opens channels in your brain that never fully close afterwards. You come 
back to a normal state eventually, but for eight or so hours you’re at the peak, orbiting with the moon, 
observing and questioning the conventions of a world where the possibilities grow with each moment. 
San pedro picks you up and puts you in its lap, strokes you, and then places you gently back in reality. 
The come down is pleasant – like walking gradually down a gentle slope.

Back in Peru, taking san pedro is a highly sociable event, like a Sunday roast or a barbecue. If you tell 
somebody you’re off to eat a cactus in Australia, chances are they’ll look at you strangely. But shamans 
believe the cactus is ‘like a removal of one’s thought to a distant dimension’. And what a dimension!

As dawn broke Ivan and I crawled into the tent, satisfied that our mission had been accomplished. It 
seemed strange to us, then, that Western society could be so keen to tolerate drugs such as alcohol and 
nicotine that cause violence and heart disease, and so happy to shun drugs that widen one’s perspective 
and heighten appreciation of the world around us.

In the end it is not about creating boundaries or classifying san pedro as ‘evil’ or ‘anti-social’. It’s about 
acceptance of what nature has given us and having a mind that’s open enough to try it. Imagine world 
leaders sitting round a conference table tripping on san pedro.

You can bet something would be done then about global warming!
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Beginnings: Reckless experiments at Mum and Dad’s... 

When I was about eleven years old I found a pamphlet warning of the dangers of common 
poisonous plants in Australian gardens. I found the whole subject morbidly fascinating. I 
committed the information to memory and described the plants and their toxic side effects 
to anyone in my family who would listen. My eldest brother had delved into occultism, so 
when I explained to him that one of the plants in the pamphlet, Datura X candida (popularly 
known as ‘angel’s trumpet’ on account of the large, perfumed, trumpet-shaped flowers) 
caused ‘hallucinations’, he informed me further that such plants had been used by witches 
in the compounding of hallucinogenic ointments that caused the illusion of flight in those 
who rubbed themselves down with the drug dissolved in fat and soot. My curiosity went into 
override, but try as I might, I couldn’t find a single specimen of Datura X candida to further 
my investigations, so I put it ‘on the back burner’ and misspent most of my remaining youth 
in other ways. 

I finally performed my datura experiment some time around 1990. I had spied a magnificent Datura X 
candida tree (now reclassified in the closely related genus Brugmansia) in full bloom in a moist over-
grown gully on the edge of a private garden in my home town. I surreptitiously obtained one of the 
flowers and spirited it home. I had to wait until Mum and Dad were out of the picture before proceeding. 
Unlike me, they had to go to work, and I didn’t have to wait long. I boiled the flower in water for fifteen 
minutes before straining the clear greenish yellow liquid into a glass. My plan had been to sip this liquid 
slowly, although, as a tendency to amnesia is one of the more ubiquitous side effects of datura poisoning 
I can’t recall exactly how much I consumed and over what time period. In retrospect I had overdosed. 

I do remember that it tasted quite pleasantly like potato water. I remember waiting a short time for the 
effects and I also remember that the initial sensation was a stretching of the width of visual perspective 
accompanied by a rising euphoria, a badly-behaved excitement that rapidly escalated into outright 
hysterical panic. I then lost consciousness for a long while. I had sipped the Angel’s Trumpet tea in the mid 
afternoon but don’t recall being conscious of anything until my parents returned in the early evening. I 
had been restlessly busy while unconscious. My parents recall coming home to absolute pandemonium. 

I had been somnambulating in a complete stupor for three or four hours when they returned. I had left 
the shower running, several kitchen drawers ajar, chairs upturned, the refrigerator door wide open, the 
television on (but with all the knobs removed) and the living room curtains askew. I was also huddled 
between some furniture completely naked and mumbling incomprehensibly. My pupils had become so 
dilated that neither the whites nor the irises were any longer visible. My parents could peer into the 
vacant twin ports and look all the way down to Bedlam. 

My first full-blown delirium memory was of my concerned and distorted father repeating this bizarre 
versicle: “put your pants on, put your pants on, put your pants on.” Never mind that I was profoundly 
poisoned, no, propriety must come first and let us always remember Genesis 3:7 “And the eyes of them 
both were opened and they knew that they were nekid.” 

It was just about dinner time now so, after I had been dressed, despite my obstinate resistance, it was 
time to continue with routine. Even though I couldn’t pick up a fork or find where my mouth was, Mum 
served up tea and put the cutlery into my dumb hands. I also needed help sitting down in the correct 
vector: I tended to be about thirty degrees out in all my motor activity causing me to stumble into the 
walls adjacent doorways and to fall on the floor next to chairs. I was getting quite bruised. My mouth was 
also unbearable dry. But no, it was dinnertime and my parents believed that eating would do me good or 
was at least the normal thing to do at this time. Well, I couldn’t manage it. And they were trying to make 
light conversation with the occasional leading question about my condition. 
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I was still unable to talk properly. “Eat up now,” Mum would 
say. 

“Uuughmth ent urngry,” I would reply. 

“What have you done to yourself?” Dad would ask. 

I could tell from his tone that he thought I could not 
understand anything he said. I resentfully bellowed “Arrph 
nar were yerrrsaaaaynn!!!” Certainly, I was having extremely 
realistic hallucinations of people I thought I knew who were 
mumbling and wandering about the room before melting 
silently into the walls. But my awareness also fluctuated to 
moments where I was marginally lucid and I had a fairly 
clear idea of what was happening around me. But then the 
room would fill with whirling yellow fog and I would see scampering animals. My mouth was painfully dry, 
but I couldn’t make it clear to my parents that I needed help getting water. I was ‘wool-gathering’ by this 
stage: quite literally plucking at little bits of stuff that only I could see. 

In those days I smoked tobacco. In my delirium my mind created the cigarettes I craved but was too 
physically incapacitated to find. These little yellow cigarettes seemed completely solid for a few seconds, 
despite being spun from a fog of obsessive longing wrapped in a dream. They even provided a few 
moments of psychological satisfaction, but would always dissolve into a tarry goo that stuck to my fingers 
before evaporating in a stream of phantasmal smoke. I had by this stage so lost my bearings that my 
imagination had convincingly populated the rooms of the house with ghost-like simulacra of people I had 
known, usually people who might somehow be able to help me return to normal functioning. Truly, I had 
lost my chops. 

Eventually normal functioning did return, although it would be a long night for me and a long night for 
my parents, who took turns standing sentry to protect me from further mayhem. Eventually I felt sane 
enough to descend into dream and after a deep and restful sleep I woke next morning with my normal 
levels of sobriety and good sense regained. 

There were still a few unpleasant physical side effects the next day. When I woke my vision was still very 
blurred. This is another common symptom of poisoning with datura-like drugs. It is caused by paralysis of 
eye muscles known as the ‘muscles of accommodation’. My entire visual field also had a peculiar yellowish 
tint. I was able to clearly tell my parents what I had done. My mother wanted me to see a medical doctor, 
I suspected not so much to check my recovery, but in the vain hope that a friendly chat with a respectable 
medical professional would discourage me from further wanton experimentation with drugs. So later that 
day I found myself gazing around a doctor’s office with my blurry vision. Mum left us alone for our solemn 
discussion. I described my recent activities. The doctor gave me a stern look, then smiled and winked. 

“I know how you feel. My friends and I used to experiment with atropine sulphate all the time when we 
were med students!” he confided. 

Deliriants, a brief overview 

This personal experience of datura-like drugs was extremely unpleasant and altogether typical of the 
class. It is basically an exceedingly bad trip. Nonetheless, there are features of the experience that 
continue to fascinate me and I have become very, very fond of the daturas and the entire class of datura-
like drugs. The Brugmansia plant that I ingested has a fascinating history, of which I was largely ignorant 
at the time. Brugmansias are unknown in the wild and have, it seems, been especially bred by humans 
as medicines and entheogens. At least twenty other genera of plants belonging to the same family, 
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the Solanaceae or ‘Nightshade family’, contain similar active constituents – tropane alkaloids such as 
scopolamine, atropine and hyoscyamine. They have been used all around the globe by different cultures 
to facilitate altered states of consciousness for shamanic healing, rites of passage, out-of-body journeys, 
and communication with spirits. Solanaceous plants such as deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna), 
henbane (Hyoscyamus niger) and mandrake (Mandragora officinarum) played psychoactive roles in 
European magic and witchcraft. 

While these were most important in Western Europe and the Mediterranean, Scopolia and Atropanthe 
figured also in eastern Europe; while in central Asia plants of Anisodus, Phsyochlaina, and Przewalskia 
entered into folklore and pharmacy alongside various species of henbane. Psychoactive Solanaceae are 
well-represented in the Americas by the widespread and closely related genera Datura Solandra and 
Brugmansia and by the Chilean endemic Latua pubiflora. Datura is now widespread on all continents but 
the detail of its phytogeography remains controversial, with most authorities agreeing that with the sole 
exception of Datura metel in India, all other daturas are native to the Americas. 

Pharmacologically, the active principles are known as anticholinergics on account of their antagonism of 
the neurotransmitter acetylcholine and the biological and neurological functions that depend on it. There 
are also scores of chemical substances with anticholinergic effects. Atropine and scopolamine are widely 
used in medicine, in ophthalmology, anaesthesiology, and as travel sickness medications. These, together 
with the antihistamines diphenhydramine and dimenhydrinate are sometimes used by desperados or the 
ill-advised as recreational drugs. Very potent anticholinergic drugs, notably Ditran and BZ (3-quinuclidinyl 
benzilate) were tested as chemical weapons by the United States Army during the 1960s. 

The effects of anticholinergics can be intense and debilitating, as described in my earlier account. They 
resemble a delirium that blurs the boundaries between waking and nightmare, and between life and 
death. Even relatively mild doses, such as that achieved by smoking dried plant material, can produce 
experiences that confront our normal concepts of reality. 

Uncanny experiences facilitated by a datura bonfire 

The episode I most wish to relate concerns ‘uncanny’ experiences that were weird to the point of being 
almost inexplicable. They could easily be dismissed as hallucinations caused by datura smoke inhalation, 
except that hallucinations are defined in part by their nature being beyond intersubjective confirmation 
– that is, they are personal impressions which cannot be correlated by another person – whereas the 
seemingly paranormal experiences that follow were shared by several individuals. 

The episode occurred many years ago, when some friends and I decided to escape the city and spend 
a weekend camping. There were five of us all in our early twenties. Hannah and Josephine were sisters 
and members of my largely student share-house. Both were creative young women of contrasting 
temperament. Hannah was starting out as a commercial artist and presented a composed, polished, 
clean-cut, stylish and innovative façade, but underneath she was wicked in a warm, friendly sort of way. 
Josephine was also an artist, but not one to concede to the marketplace. She emanated the mystery of a 
Gothic heroine, with long dark hair and odalisque eyes. She had an unconventionality offset with a deftly 
wielded threat of emotional brittleness that was somehow sexy, yet not to be trifled with. 

Hannah’s boyfriend of the moment, Booter, had decided to join us for the weekend. He was dark, thin and 
sex-obsessed with the added charms of being withdrawn and strung-out on every drug he could focus his 
erratic attention on. My mother met him once and, noticing all the little, scabby needle-marks running 
the length of his arms asked, not at all innocently “Did you run into a barbed-wire fence dear?” He was 
that sort of boy. He was not right for Hannah, which I think made him exactly right – for a while, at least. 
Then there was Muriel, a dear friend of mine from school who helped to keep me good. I could tell you 
many stories about Muriel but I won’t because she will read this. 



We arrived very late, in typical city fashion, to raise a tent and set up camp while shadows lengthened at 
day’s end. We had decided to camp at a place called Mooloo which is an Aboriginal name for the highly 
venomous red-bellied black snake Pseudechris porphyriacus. Mooloo or ‘black snake’ enters into many 
Eastern Australian place names such as Mooloolaba and Mooloolah. Mooloo is heavily forested with 
Araucarias, virtually unchanged since the Jurassic period, especially the enormous bunya-bunya trees 
(Araucaria bidwillii). Every three years bunya-bunya trees produce a massive crop of giant cones full of 
edible nuts which when roasted taste of creamy chestnuts. I had been told by local residents that, before 
the early 1800s, thousands of Aborigines had assembled at Mooloo every three years to celebrate and 
to feast on bunya-bunyas, but that the colonial Government had outlawed the bunya-bunya celebrations 
and cut down many of the valuable food trees. 

It is a strange feeling to move around in a forest, in a place that was once the site of feasting and 
celebration, to see the trees and to try to imagine how they had once nourished a people. All I can see 
now are ghosts. So here we were in a gloomy but beautiful forest, with no amenities whatsoever. Soon, 
however, we found a very faint trace of an old campfire in the centre of the largest clearing. Muriel and 
I had our tent up fairly fast, so we split up and went to look for firewood among the colossal trunks of 
the bunya-bunyas. These trunks were covered in an amazingly regular diamond pattern formed of scales 
and the leftover scars where branches had once been. Again the eeriness of the forest impressed itself 
upon me. 

Muriel had not been gone long when I heard her scream. I raced over to find her flat on the ground past 
a low brick wall, looking up into empty skull sockets framed in bleached bone. The skull had once held 
the brain of a cow or bull. What a strange tableau we had stumbled on. It wasn’t so remarkable that we 
should find a bovine skull in this ancient bunya-bunya forest; a veritable haven for renegade wildlife. 
What was remarkable was that the carefully set in the middle of a crude cubicle altar made of mouldering 
brick. An old colonial cottage had once stood in this little clearing, far from other habitations. The remains 
of the walls formed a low brick outline approximately nine metres square. The altar had been built a foot 
or so within the furthest wall from the opening to the clearing. All around the clearing were the dried 
remains of metre-high shrubs of the highly toxic entheogenic nightshade Datura ferox. The overall effect 
was bucolically satanic. We’d had clearly found the perfect spot to set up camp. 

We soon had the bonfire ready to go. Our tents were set up, the sun was nearly down and the night was 
balmy. 

Everything was idyllic – except for one thing: Hannah’s boyfriend Booter was edgy. He didn’t have any 
pot. Nor did anyone else. Imagine, camping without pot! We told him to relax, he didn’t need it. But 
no, he had to have something. Hannah had some aspirin – not good enough. Maybe there were some 
mushrooms around? Josephine had already looked when they arrived without success. Minutes later I 
caught Booter and Josephine trying to siphon some petrol out of Hannah’s car in order to get high from 
the fumes. 

“That’s enough!” I thought. I’d rather we all trip together – and that we all got something lasting and 
meaningful out of it. This was far more likely with time-honoured entheogens like datura than it was with 
BP unleaded. It also seemed much more respectful to the place we now found ourselves in to make use 
of the entheogenic plants that had lived and died in the nearby clearing. Indeed, it seemed somehow 
appropriate to use a close relative of one of the witches’ baneful herbs of the Sabbat to induce a spiritual 
journey in this place of awesome history and diabolic aura. 

Suddenly there was purpose to the madness and everyone seemed happy, if apprehensive. I had warned 
them of the extremely dangerous side-effects of datura at high doses, and that even inhaling the smoke, 
as we were about to do, could produce deleterious effects such as dry mouth, high temperature, panic, 
hallucinations and uncoordination. Muriel gulped. Hannah stared. Josephine looked worried. Booter said, 
“Bring it on!” 

Muriel and I gathered some of the better preserved Datura ferox herbs from the nearby clearing where 
the cottage had once stood. The dried seed capsules were still laden with copious seed – generally the 
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most potently psychoactive part of datura plants. Darkness soon fell and with it the change in forest 
tempo that accompanies the night: territorial bird calls, hurried rustlings, furtive burrowing, things that 
go bump. We soon had a nice fire going, and after perhaps an hour of casual conversation we began to 
add datura branches and seed pods to the fire and to cautiously inhale the pale, fetid smoke. 

I soon felt light-headed. Then heavy-headed. Somewhere, something throbbed. In the orange light of 
the bonfire I saw the people with whom I sat around the fire change, become more animal and more 
infantile. Their hair hung in flat strands and their eyes were glittering obsidian telescope dishes. Their 
gaze conveyed menace in abeyance. Then, I saw them. Other people. While we were seated about the 
fire, phantoms stood around us, forming a circle of about ten or twelve beings. They were tall, each about 
two metres high, and thin. They wore long sleeveless robes. They had an ethereal, incandescent quality 
about them. Fire was woven through their robes in interlocking diamond or herringbone columns, a little 
like an angular pattern of double helix strands. 

But the most impressive thing about them was their heads. They had stern oval faces, rigid and mask-like 
and their hair consisted of zigzagging rays that resembled stylised lightning bolts. There was something 
of Medusa to them, but the hair was static and they seemed very male. Disturbingly, I saw that everyone 
else in the circle seemed to be reacting to them, too. Hannah looked extremely apprehensive and was 
making a face of utter disbelief. Booter looked deranged. Muriel seemed to be in shock. Josephine was 
almost in tears. 

“Octopus Men!!!” she screamed. 

Indeed, Octopus Men seemed exactly the right term for these beings. They did, in fact, appear to have 
eight zigzagging locks radiating from their heads and they had the same sense of being from a completely 
different environment that you also get from octopi. 

“Yes,” Hannah said. “Octopus Men.” 

“Octopus Men,” wailed Booter. Muriel and I said it too. It felt better simply to have a name for them. 
We started a chant: “Octopus Men, Octopus Men,” and as we chanted they briefly became more solid-
looking, and then seemed to flare brightly before turning as one and vanishing on the air. 

We were extremely dazed by what we had experienced. Comparing notes we found that all five of us 
had experienced precisely similar visions of figures with eight rays emanating from their heads, suddenly 
coalescing about us, pulsing there for about a minute, before they all vanished into the night. With their 
departure the spell of the datura smoke seemed to have been broken. We all felt shaken and a little 
poisoned, but our senses were relatively normal again. 

But for Muriel and I there would be one further uncanny event that night, something that neither of us 
will likely ever forget, nor be able to adequately explain. The datura smoke had left us all very thirsty. I 
asked Muriel if she would come with me to the car to collect a bottle of water. It was a very dark night 
and the car was parked about sixty metres away. I wanted company while I tried to find the car. Muriel 
and I held hands and set out. Our free hands were held in front of us to avoid colliding with trees in the 
dark. One step, two steps – and then suddenly we felt the metal and glass of the car. We had travelled 
sixty metres in two steps and because we were holding hands at the time we could confirm that each 
had done so! 

Our sense of reality was in tatters as we turned around to look at the distant fire we had just come from. 
It was as if we had donned ten-league boots out of a fairytale and flown the distance in two strides. 
Nonetheless, we gathered the water and walked back to the fireplace, this time counting the number of 
steps, at least 50, to make the return journey. I don’t think anyone quite believed our story, and indeed, 
what were we to make of it ourselves? 
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Devils, broomsticks and ten-league boots... 

The shared visions of Octopus Men are easily accounted for using and sociology. Perhaps, after inhaling 
the datura smoke we had become inebriated and confused, and we each experienced an existential crisis 
which sent our brains into a panicked scanning of the environment in agency or agencies that might be 
causing our state of extreme apprehension. 

In his book Why Would Anyone Believe in God? (Altamira Press, 2004) Justin Barrett argued that agency 
detection functions of the brain have evolved as the result of intensive evolutionary selection, and that 
in order to have survived thus far, our brain has developed to hyperactively perceive more agencies in 
the environment than are genuinely present. When we are stressed we see beings who are not present 
or hear illusionary voices. Our ‘hyperactive agency detection’ system has ensured our survival, but as a 
consequence has made it easy for us to believe in ‘false positives’ that are the basis of religions. 

So, as we all panicked, we all detected the presence of ‘agents’. We may have all detected similar agents 
(the Octopus Men) simply because we had all shared in similar preparatory experiences and had similar 
moods and expectations. The diamond patterns I saw on the torsos of the Octopus Men resembled the 
scaly bark on the trunks of the bunya-bunya trees among which we had spent the afternoon collecting 
firewood and setting up camp. The zigzagging snaky hair of the Octopus Men bore a passing resemblance 
to the spiralling, angular branches of the bunya trees. Or perhaps our initial perceptions of agency 
were really quite varied, but as we began to describe what we had seen we quickly built up a synthetic 
construct and edited our memories to conform to a collective socially-constructed model of reality. 

In the case of the experience that my friend Muriel and I shared of travelling sixty metres in two steps, 
the most orthodox explanation would be that we both had perfectly synchronised amnesiac episodes so 
that we remembered our first step away from the fire and our final step towards the car and simply forgot 
all of the intervening steps. The chances of having the same highly anomalous perceptual malfunction 
at exactly the same time seem extremely improbable, and when I recently suggested this possibility to 
Muriel she was not at all convinced. She knew what had happened. 

We had travelled through space in a totally anomalous way courtesy of datura, just as the European 
witches had flown with the aid of potions made of henbane and mandrake; just as Shuar Indians in 
Ecuador had travelled abnormally through space with the help of brugmansia.  And that, she felt, was as 
close to an explanation as we were ever likely to get. 
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REEFER MADNESS

By Rak Razam
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In the classic 1936 propaganda movie Reefer Madness, a good young man is 
seduced into the ways of ‘marihuana... the new drug menace which is destroy-
ing the youth of America’, and descends into a nightmare of crime, rape, mur-
der and eventually madness. According to the movie, now a cult classic on the 
stoner circuit, ‘Marihuana is..[a] drug – a violent narcotic – an unspeakable 
scourge... ending often in incurable insanity.’ 

Well, at least they got the last bit right. Over seventy years since the fi rst wave of mari-
juana demonising, the ‘incurable insanity’ has well and truly set in with politicians world-
wide, and shows no sign of abating. Around 39 per cent of our population are reported to 
have tried the devil’s weed, and crop sales are worth an estimated $5-8 billion Australia-
wide. With the clash between offi cial rhetoric and the cultural experience as wide as ever, 
a fresh wave of ‘Reefer Madness’ is sweeping our nation, fuelled by stories of mind-bend-
ing ‘hydro’ cannabis and drug war clichés that hide deeper-seated issues.

This is nowhere more apparent than in the sleepy hippie town of Nimbin, Australia, in 
the Lismore Shire of NSW’s North Coast. Walk up and down Cullen Street in Nimbin on 
any day of the week and you’re sure to be asked if you need any weed, mull, pot, green, 
ganja, smoke, marijuana or any of the other colourful names the most prolifi c cannabis 
plant is known by. The green dollar is what supports all the businesses here and it’s the 
foundation of the economy. Local traders estimate half a million tourists come to the 
town each year, drawn by the scent of marijuana. But while Nimbin might be Australia’s 
answer to Amsterdam, it’s also in all-round Aussie heartland, half redneck and half hip-
pie, or that blurring line between the two cultures you have to expect after a generation 
of interbreeding. The footy’s on in the pub and the Tabaret’s doing a roaring trade, about 
equal to the Hemp Bar. Bearded blokes with big potbellies in t-shirts and thongs chat to 
weather beaten farmers in their utes as Japanese and European backpackers in tie-died 
gear and big bloodshot eyes wander by. It’s just another country town – that happens to 
grow and smoke dope.

And despite 25 years of sustained cannabis use, I can’t see any of the psychotic casu-
alties that the propaganda fi lms warn about. Okay, there’s a wizened old dude with no 
front teeth and a long elven beard walking by, a cheerful relic from the Rainbow Days 
of the 1970s when Nimbin was overrun by idealistic hippies from Sydney hosting the 
1972 Aquarius Festival. The alternative culture that settled here considers cannabis to 
be a sacrament. It’s a hardy plant to cultivate and grow, and a whole generation of hip-
pie farmers soon discovered it could generate a cash fl ow to make them happy, healthy 
and self-sustainable. But local outrage and conservative drug laws quickly saw the me-
dia popularise the town as a drug culture, which drew people to the town for drugs and 
helped fulfi l the negative stereotype.

To combat this Nimbin also became home to the Help End Marijuana Prohibition (HEMP) 
movement and the Hemp Embassy, the stoned nerve centre for this ideological war, 
established in 1992 to promote drug law reform. Today the Hemp Embassy is a rainbow-
trimmed wooden building with a hand-painted mural above the street level, where most 
mainstream businesses have their logo. Underneath an Egyptian Eye of Horus in a rain-
bow pyramid, a green hemp goddess holds a perfectly rolled joint, standing on a sign, 
which reads ‘Holy Smoke’. At exactly the same level as the rainbow eye in the pyramid 
hangs the black lens of a surveillance camera, conspicuously attached to an eight metre 
long metal pole on a forty-fi ve degree angle. Directly under its gaze this morning, there’s 
a scruffy guy in his 40s in an orange jacket and green army camo pants nonchalantly 
dipping into his bag of weed spread out on the sidewalk and doing a deal for a passing 
customer.

He’s underneath one of six surveillance cameras monitoring the action and piping the 
footage to the police station 500 metres away, to a security room where a watchman 
presumably looks on in bored familiarity at the largest and most sustained act of civil 
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Sativa are believed to 
have been known in 
Asia since this time.
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disobedience in Australia by the most surveilled town in the nation. If the cameras are any indication, 
Nimbin could well be ground zero for the war on marijuana currently being zealously waged by the NSW 
government, like so many worldwide. Since the 1961 United Nations Convention, which prohibited can-
nabis cultivation, this war on nature and those who use the cannabis plant has cost untold billions of 
dollars and made criminals of millions of people. The convention is policed by the International Narcotics 
Control Board who regularly advise and stir up regional and international governments on the issue.

In 1998 the Control Board urged signatory nations, including Australia, to ‘devise strategies for the at-
tempted elimination of cannabis use within 10 years’. In June, 2006 Morris Iemma’s NSW state govern-
ment seemed to comply when it introduced legislation first mooted in 1999 to create a separate offence 
for the indoor cultivation of hydroponic or ‘hydro’ marijuana, which they claim is up to seven times more 
potent than organically grown ‘bush buds’, with further allegations that it has a direct link to mental 
illness. Penalties and fines of between $395,000 and $550,000 or fifteen years imprisonment for the 
cultivation of commercial quantities of indoor-grown drug plants are now in force. NSW Premier Iemma 
quotes ‘Canadian research’ for his claims, which are unsubstantiated and refuted by academic and health 
professionals, as well as growers and users themselves.

“The THC might be slightly higher today than twenty years ago due to various strains, but it’s only a few 
percentage points stronger,” says Kog, a friendly, beer-bellied local in his 60s with red cheeks, a greying 
ZZ Top beard and long curly grey hair. “The scare campaign for hydro weed just isn’t true. This whole 
Prohibition thing’s based on fear. The police try to get the fear into you. What I’m on about lately is turn-
ing that fear around and showing no fear under any circumstances. Grow your plants with love and have 
no fear. No fear. If you do that, you’ll beat them. “

Kog has that righteous look of a man who stands by his convictions, even if they lead to the wrong side 
of the law. He’s been growing pot for over 24 years, but after being busted and serving time in jail 12 
years ago he became a spokesperson for the legalising marijuana movement. He’s recently released a 
book and DVD called Marijuana: A Grower’s Lot, to help other people learn how to become sustainable 
growing the cannabis staple crop.

“I’m basically a farmer, and the crop I grow is green. It’s a simple process, you’ve just got to take a 
seed and plant it. I’ve tried growing commercial quantities of potatoes, carrots, cabbages – I used to 
be an organic vegetable grower, I tried all that and the only thing worth growing is marijuana (laughs). 
By a mile. I’ve never made a fortune, but I do earn $20-30,000 a year. It pays the bills and I live pretty 
simple. I have the farm with the wife and four kids, and it’s enabled me to survive. And there’s a lot of 
people just like me. The majority of people I met in jail were in there like me, for growing pot. We’re all 
prisoners of war.”

Speaking of war, there’s oil in those there hills, but it’s hemp oil. At a time when other Aussie farmers 
are being hard hit by climate change and other pressures, these grassroots success stories only hit the 
headlines when they’re busted and their crops seized and burnt in the ongoing War on Drugs that fuels 
an extremely profitable black market economy. It’s all about supply and demand, and according to re-
search the business of marijuana is roughly twice the size of the wine industry and second only to beer 
as Australia’s favourite consumable.

A 2006 study by the University of Western Australia’s Business School by Professor Kenneth Clements 
and co-author Xueyan Zaho of Monash University examined price variations for marijuana around the 
country, bulk buying and expected revenues if governments could tax the plant. They found that the 
average annual household spending on marijuana was $758 per household per year, or near $8 billion 
dollars annually Australia-wide, all of it funneled into the black market economy that prohibition creates 
and sustains. But if it was legalised, and grown like any other staple crop, like tomatoes, it would be 
worth the same – about $5.99 a kilo instead of somewhere between $3000-5000 kilo as it is now, and 
the bottom would drop out of the market.

“The Australian hydroponic industry is the biggest per capita in the world, and we have the highest 
amount of [cannabis] users per capita in the world,” says Tim Wells, editor of the new cannabis magazine 
Stickypoint. “There’s a lot of growers out there and a lot of stigmas and stereotypes which come with 
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*1271/ Marco Polo

The West fi rst encountered hashish around 1271 when legendary explorer Marco Polo 
visted the magnifi cent garden surrounding the elegant pavilions and palaces built by the 
grand master at Alamut. Polo writes:

“Now no man was allowed to enter the Garden save those whom he intended to be his 
ASHISHIN. There was a fortress at the entrance to the Garden, strong enough to resist 
all the world, and there was no other way to get in. He kept at his Court a number of the 
youths of the country, from twelve to twenty years of age, such as had a taste for soldier-
ing... Then he would introduce them into his Garden, some four, or six, or ten at a time, 
having fi rst made them drink a certain potion which cast them into a deep sleep, and 
then causing them to be lifted and carried in. So when they awoke they found themselves 
in the Garden.

“When therefore they awoke, and found themselves in a place so charming, they deemed 
that it was Paradise in very truth. And the ladies and damsels dallied with them to their 
hearts’ content...

“So when the Old Man would have any prince slain, he would say to such a youth: ‘Go thou 
and slay So and So; and when thou returnest my Angels shall bear thee into Paradise. 
And shouldst thou die, natheless even so will I send my Angels to carry thee back into 
Paradise.’”

–from ‘The Book of Ser Marco Polo, the Venetian’, 
translated by Henry Yule, London, 1875.



it.” One of the stigmas politicians and the media help perpetuate is that of large-scale organised crime. 
Yet most of the millions of cannabis users are everyday people forced into criminality by archaic laws 
that trace their origins back to the 1930s propaganda campaigns designed to oust marijuana and hemp 
production in the US, which only became illegal with the marihuana tax act of 1937.

Some of these so-called criminals are people who have applied for and are still waiting to use marijuana 
for health reasons. Rock, a dreadlocked local medical marijuana activist, suffers from constant migraines 
and other pain resulting from an accident he had several years ago. “I believe in cannabis and I’m stand-
ing up for it because it works for me. It might not work for everyone but it does for me,” Rock says, and 
[the NSW government] is interfering with my medical rights. It’s my right to choose.”

There are provisions for the use of medical marijuana to relieve pain for approved patients, but the deck 
is well and truly stacked against anyone implementing the provisions, Rock says. “[The provision] is so 
hard to find, so buried, and such a money-spinner plot. It’s all about money. If you’re a volunteer organi-
sation it’s only $15 to apply for a cannabis license, $55 for an institution, and a whopping $495 for an 
individual. That’s just for the application, though, there’s no guarantee your application will be approved.” 
Official figures of how many people then succeed in their requests for legal marijuana medication are still 
unclear.

“Think of how much it costs them to bust people,” Rock tells me. “They can spend millions of dollars but 
you can’t stop people getting high no matter how hard you try. Prohibition doesn’t work – we know that. 
It didn’t work in America and it’s not going to work here.”

John Kayes, the recently elected Greens member of the NSW parliament (Upper House), agrees. “The 
War on Drugs is a failure,” he says, “and its prohibition is destroying our society.”

Then why, one must ask, after all these decades, is marijuana still illegal? Cui bono – who profits? Not 
the users who risk arrest and stigma at worst, and paying artificially inflated prices to a black market 
economy at best. As has been mooted many times before, governments of the world could tax cannabis, 
like cigarettes, but instead they’re going down the prohibition path in earnest, despite seventy years of 
unsuccessful banning and mounting evidence of the ease of use of hemp for fuel, fibre, food, medicine 
and recreation.

Tim Wells from Stickypoint magazine says that Australia is far worse than the US with its drug war at the 
moment, where “marijuana is decriminalised in around 16 states in the US, with upwards of 70,000 me-
dicinal permits given out in California, and more states getting on board every day. Europe is extremely 
liberal towards it, as is Canada. Yet here in Australia we’re stuck in the dino-ages with government mes-
sages parroting the Ainslinger reports from the 1930s,” Wells says.

Steve Bolt is a Lismore solicitor and the unofficial lawyer for the Nimbin Hemp Embassy. He’s also the 
author of Rough Deal: A Plain English Guide to Drug Laws in New South Wales, an indispensable source 
of information on the sweeping drug law changes and how they affect drug users. He says that the NSW 
North Coast region is by far the highest in Australia for [marijuana] drug busts. “But despite that, the 
general population is probably not aware that [prohibition] is really not working. The demand is too high 
and it’s not going to go away, and all you do is influence how people use drugs, normally in a negative 
way, rather than stopping them using drugs at all. If you’re going to use, you’re going to use.”

NSW has invested millions into the prohibition approach, and one of its new tactics is the controversial 
saliva-testing drug bus which tracks for “the presence of [cannabis], not [evidence] that you’re intoxi-
cated,” says Associate Professor Dr Michael Dawson, the head of the University of Technology, Sydney’s 
Department of Chemistry, Materials and Forensic Science. “This is an unjust and unfair piece of legisla-
tion,” Dr Dawson says. Not only that, it doesn’t always work. Out of hundreds of samples taken at one of 
the drug bus’s few outings, the Byron Bay Blues Festival, there were only three test positives. The INTRA 
outreach drug service later field-tested smokers with the new THC-breathalyser devices that cost $40 
per initial test, and had repeated cases where a negative result was returned by people that had smoked, 
and a few cases where a false positive was returned by people that didn’t.
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* The 1930’s 

Although Cannabis Sativa had been 
cultivated for thousands of years, it 
was under the Mexican name 
‘marihuana’ that public fear was 
aroused about the socially destructive 
aspects of the plant. 

The production of Reefer Madness 
(formerly titled ‘Tell Your Children’) is 
a classic piece of anti-marijuana
propoganda fi lms which were 
widespread during the early years of 
marijuana prohibition. 

Various theories about the corporate 
infl uence of media companies and the 
cotton industry are suggested as 
reasons why the Hemp plant was 
targeted. Whatever the reason, the 
smoking of pot has remained an illegal 
yet popular  practice ever since.  
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“I don’t think you have a chance of fighting it legally,” says Bolt, and as a solicitor he should know. “I think 
your only chance is fighting it politically and through civil disobedience. But civil disobedience is a tool of 
last resort. Unless you’ve got the political climate right and you’re sure that you’re not going to be hung 
out to dry, it’s something you’ve got to think about very, very carefully.”

NSW State Greens MP John Kaye agrees. “I think we have a very long way to go in terms of reforming 
cannabis laws in NSW. And I think freedom of speech always plays an important role. I can’t think of 
any major gain we have made in the last two hundred years that’s been made directly by politicians... 
First and foremost you need to build a groundswell. You need to educate the community on the issue of 
cannabis. We’re talking a lot more to the community basically so we can overcome the cannabis hysteria 
that’s going on, particularly in the outer suburbs in places like Sydney.

“Our first task is to undermine the propaganda that’s coming out of the right wing that says if their kid 
smokes a joint he’s going to go psycho. We’ve got to get over that. Secondly, we’ve got to get over the 
idea that the way to deal with the problem associated with all of these drugs is to have tougher law and 
order penalties. We have strong evidence that both of those things are not true. And we need to get that 
evidence out there and make it part of the common conversation. At the same time we’re challenging the 
law, and we need to work out clever ways to challenge this so people don’t end up going to jail, but we 
need to be challenging these laws.”

Which is where the infamous Nimbin Mardi Grass festival comes in. The Nimbin ‘Mardi Grass and Canna-
bis Law Reform Rally 2007’ celebrates fifteen years of Australian civil disobedience that can only happen 
when a community rallies round what it believes in. “The Hemp Embassy was started in 1992 by a guy 
called Bob Hopkins, who initiated Mardi Grass, too, after a particularly bad year of police harassment,” 
says Michael Balderstone, the grey-bearded spokesperson for the Hemp Embassy and the unofficial 
‘mayor’ of Nimbin.

We’re out on the downstairs back verandah of the Hemp Embassy as he rolls a lunchtime joint, sur-
rounded by Salty, the Embassy webmaster, Andrew Kavasilas, hemp activist and author of Medical Uses 
of Cannabis – Information for Medical Practitioners and a few of the other local boys all chillin’ with Bob 
Dylan one fine weekday afternoon.

“The first Mardi Grass was such a success residents vowed to do it every year till the laws change,” Mi-
chael says with a youthful exuberance, looking like a bush Santa Claus. “It’s a real unique scene here, 
clearly. We’re empowered and I don’t think we realise it. People have been on a long, strong journey to 
get here [to Nimbin]. And throwing a bunch of pot smokers all together... we were all criminalised. But 
we’ve got the numbers in the town now.”

They sure do. On the Sunday of the annual May Mardi Grass festival, as six boys in blue look on from 
the front of the cop shop with tight grimaces, arms folded aggressively, the Plantem, Nimbin’s very own 
cannabis-powered superhero walks by in his green longjohns with a group of local children carrying the 
emblem of the Hemp revolution, the Giant Joint. Dozens of Nimbin women, and a few blokes dressed as 
green-hued Ganga Faeries, amass around peace flags, all of them wailing like banshees to celebrate the 
humble marijuana plant.

As is the custom, the parade is led by the Ganga Faerie Queen, this time a seven-and-a half-months preg-
nant local woman who represents the re-birth of the seasons – and “perpetuation of the movement to 
bring about cannabis law reform”. It feels like a medieval harvest festival as the Big Joint takes off down 
the main street of Nimbin, flanked with thousands of happy, stoned revelers and locals either side.

Take a deep breath: this Nimbin strain of reefer madness is just as infectious as those of the politicians, 
but it’s a lot more fun.

* this article was first published in Australian Penthouse July,  2007
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In school I had been taught that there were only two possibilities in life: you could either join 
the crowd and make yourself fit the society or else withdraw and live in some hypothetical 
cave. While total isolation seemed a rather drastic, if humorous solution to inner doubt, I 
continued on my path in hopes of finding a more flexible means of being true to myself. At the 
time I was undergoing a crisis of belief in the veracity of my own Western cultural upbringing 
and the ensuing struggle led me on a quest for truth. I was uncomfortable with the modern 
view of reality, and so despite the immense pressure placed on me to conform I attempted to 
discover whether an alternative existed.

I soon found myself in Huautla de Jimenez, a little village in the mountains of Oaxaca, Mexico. This was 
the place in the 1950s where Gordon Wasson, a banker and amateur botanist, was able to gain the 
confidence of Maria Sabina, a local Mazatec healer, and bring forth the magical and healing properties of 
mushrooms as used traditionally by the local inhabitants. This broke open the field of ethnobotany as it 
pertained to psychoactive mushrooms and largely expanded our notion in the west of how entheogenic 
plants could be used for spiritual growth. Since time immemorial the Mazatecs had ingested this sacrament 
to commune directly with the spirit world and to gain a better understanding of their relationship with 
their environment.

When I arrived I was quickly whisked off by one of the local touts to the house of Senora Julietta, where 
I found basic yet economical accommodation. For a couple of days I wandered about the town and local 
environs, though I was admittedly shy about inquiring about mushroom use. In the 1960s this tranquil 
indigenous village had been overrun by hippies and the sacred mushroom was apparently so abused 
that the locals eventually decided to throw out the growing horde of wild eyed foreigners. Apparently 
the straw which broke the camel’s back involved an incident with a naked and raving flower child who 
had run amok in the plaza and tried to eat someone’s dog. Knowing as I did that the mushroom was 
considered to be a sacred plant medicine of great antiquity, I was naturally cautious in the manner in 
which I pursued it.

Huautla de Jimenezet was set amidst luscious hills and valleys, and I spent my first days finding new 
paths and unexpected vistas amidst the rare tranquil beauty. One day, having ascended the peak, which 
rose high up above the town, I found myself in a peaceful little grove of green grass and sitting myself 
down I paused for a moment to rest. I could see the people down in the valley below now from a new 
vantage so that the little specks tending their fields now seemed little different from the ants which 
went unconcernedly about their lives. Life flowed all around me and yet I felt as though I was somehow 
separate from it.

While the world seemed a busy hive of concentrated activity, I was sitting on a hill wondering what it 
all meant. In this moment of introspection I questioned my life of incessant wandering. What was the 
point in travelling the four corners of this earth looking for truth if I couldn’t even merge with the beauty 
around me? I sent out an appeal to the universe, perhaps a prayer, announcing my willingness to learn 
and yet I felt discouraged in my quest. I knew something was missing from my life and yet despite all my 
best efforts the path always seemed to be obscured so that the solution was forever out of reach.

Tired of looking for the answers out there, I asked for the guidance to come to me. For the first time in 
my life I called on something, I knew not what, to intervene and show me the way. It was an act of faith 
that was all together new for me. The idea of some male god up on a cloud had always seemed absurd 
to me and the senseless killing of millions of people as a result of religious dogma had long ago pushed 
me away from religious faith. While it was something spiritual which I sought, in the past I had excluded 
the idea of divine assistance and relied only on myself and that which I could verify through experiential 
means. Sometimes though you just have to ask for help.

I felt good coming down through the green grass, giving happy greetings in response to the astonished 
stares of the locals I passed upon the trail. Back at the hostel I sat for awhile in contemplation upon 
my bed wondering what I should do. I was surprised then when I was startled out of my revelry by the 
head of a blond woman who walked past my window. She paused at my open door and we exchanged 
greetings.
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Her name was Francois and as we got 
to talking I discovered that both she 
and her husband were therapists who 
had come down to Mexico specifically to 
work with Julietta, who as it turned out 
was an excellent shaman who worked 
with the sacred mushroom. A room 
under the garden courtyard, I was 
told, was used as a kind of ceremonial 
temple. I couldn’t help but laugh at 
how events had enfolded. We search in 
vain for that which has been in front of 
us (or under our feet) the whole time. 

From that moment on Julietta and her family, even her pets, took on an entirely new significance and I 
knew that I had been led to the right place after all.

I fasted the next day, only having a light breakfast, and did a ceremony with Françoise and Julietta that 
evening. While I had used ‘hallucinogens’ in the past, these experiences had never been done in a proper 
and sacred manner. In my younger years I had tried LSD and mushrooms, though the circumstances had 
always been within a social context and this had usually distracted me from any real deep understanding. 
While these experiments had been profound excursions into the possibilities of expanded perception, 
even at the time I acknowledged the fallacy of using power plants in a less than impeccable manner.

Perhaps my most natural experience with entheogens had taken place in Sumatra. An Aussie acquaintance 
and myself had come across fields of ‘blue moonies’ (an endearing name for a species of mushroom) and 
having decided to indulge ourselves had spent the rest of the day silently wandering through the jungle 
staring about at the magical world of plants with a sense of enhanced wonder.

The Mazatecs, however, traditionally use visionary plants in a more controlled manner. Here they are 
taken in a ceremonial context, within a secure and protected environment. These voyages into the sacred 
take place in the evening and are always guided by one with considerable experience in the effects of 
non-ordinary consciousness. The use of mushrooms as medicine goes back into the mist of pre-recorded 
antiquity, though it is generally assumed by academics that their religious application dates back thousands 
of years. ‘Mushroom stones’ discovered at various highland Mayan sites in Guatemala, for instance, 
indicate a kind of cult and are reputed to be at least 2,500 years old. While the first conquistadors and 
missionaries invariably viewed these entheogens as diabolic, the Natuatl word teonanacti translates as 
flesh of the gods, and clearly indicates a more enlightened and sophisticated knowledge of the plant.

As a result of the genocide which took place in the Americas in the guise of the conquest and inquisition, 
it is not surprising that traditional mushroom use went underground. Ironically, in order to survive, the 
old religion was forced to blend its gods with the Catholic pantheon, and the outer trappings of conversion 
shielded the decidedly indigenous truth. The elder gods survived in various Christian guises while the 
population continued to practice divination, healing and age old shamanic ceremonies in the remoteness 
of the mountains. To this day the mushrooms are referred to as ‘the little saints’ and even the local priest 
in Huatla de Jimenez is said to ingest them so that he could talk directly with God.

About 7pm we descended the stairs, which mysteriously sunk below the inner courtyard and entered 
the ceremonial chamber. The room itself was a large if rather plain concrete box with a sheet acting 
as a curtain, which separated off part of the space. The floor was covered in woven mats and rough 
blankets while one side was taken up by an altar of flowers and religious paraphernalia, which Julietta 
apparently used as part of her trade. We made ourselves comfortable while she made preparations and 
began the opening prayers. These seemed to be a mix of Spanish and Mazatec invocations to various 
saints or gods, asking that the space be protected from negative influences and that our experiences be 
good. I remember hearing my name as well as that of Françoise’s amidst the melodic intonations of an 
indigenous age-old dialect.
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As she chanted and the words flowed over me I couldn’t help but feel that the language itself was 
somehow primeval in the sense that it seemed to stem from the natural world and its phrasing were 
distinctly similar to those made by birds and animals. After this preliminary opening she used a brazier 
of copal incense to ritually clean the room, later coming up and dousing each of us in the same manner. 
As one became enveloped in the fragrant rising clouds I could feel the effectiveness of this method of 
smudging and the grey wafting plumes seemed to help alleviate my nervousness.

Soon I was handed a small wooden bowl of dried caps and stems (the rainy season was months off), and 
Françoise explained that I should chew them using only my front teeth as this was a sign of respect and 
distinguished the sacred act from that of normal eating. After the candles were extinguished, I lay back 
amongst some blankets and began to concentrate on the sounds of evening, hoping as I was that this 
would somehow distract me from the persistent thought that once you’ve imbibed an hallucinogen there 
is no turning back. Julietta’s voice soon came to the rescue though and as she sang I began to relax and 
focus on the experience at hand.

At first I noticed the phosphene effect upon my closed eyes, and these mild swirling and coloured dots 
reminded me of those visual impressions one often experiences just before falling asleep. As these 
perceptions slowly intensified though I found that I could connect with them in such a way that allowed 
for a gentle unfolding within myself so that my inner observing self could merge with these outer 
visions. In entering into the feeling of what I saw I could perceive everything more clearly. This gentle 
synthesis however soon became quite intense and I was distracted by a growing sense of pressure, which 
manifested as a feeling of restlessness and unease. Two possible avenues opened up before me and I was 
admittedly a little lost not knowing the protocol of the ceremony. My normal instinct was to go into myself 
and explore this inner landscape, as I was used to doing in moments of personal introspection. However, 
another part of myself wanted to participate in the ceremony and felt I should focus my attention on what 
Julietta was doing, less I miss something.

Indeed, she was the shaman and perhaps I was supposed to follow her lead and in doing so discover 
something important about whatever she was trying to teach. How could I go off into my own dream 
if this meant missing some miraculous shamanic deed? This quandary, however, ended up dividing my 
attention and instead of going one way or another I remained split and stagnant. I tried following 
Julietta’s songs, which, though beautiful as they were, seemed to require my rational mind to monitor 
them, and so I felt restrained from going deeper and really letting go. Shifting around uncomfortable, I 
felt a little frustrated, as I had expected the experience to do its own magic without any rational choices 
having to be made on my part.

In addition to my feelings of indecision I soon became aware of a strong presence of feminine energy 
and this only added to my confusion. I could sense Julietta and Françoise in harmony and felt I was being 
asked to join but on their terms. As I didn’t understand what this meant, I kept going back into myself, 
and the methods I felt more comfortable with. Energy and feelings flowed between us, and this continual 
stimulus felt slightly uncomfortable, as on some level I knew that in order to move into their space I 
would have to sacrifice something within myself.

This first ceremony was an interesting introduction, for which I experienced little in the sense of profound 
visions. Instead it presented itself as an opportunity to become acclimatised to a process which ran 
upon a different set of principles from those I was accustomed to, and which had perhaps been a little 
disconcerting. While I had come up against my own issues concerning conformity during the night, 
and this had admittedly prevented a deeper penetration into the experience, I was still left with the 
overall impression that the mushroom experience could be used as a doorway to something much bigger. 
Indeed, I knew that something had been opened and yet I was hard pressed to put into words how this 
could have come about.

My only clear memorable vision had come towards the end of the ceremony and involved an incident 
where a younger version of myself had popped up in front of me in a jeering sort of manner. This slightly 
mischievous character was full of energy and joy and seemed to smile upon my more guarded adult self. 
At some point during the ceremony, Julietta had approached and performed a healing, which included lots 
of copal incense and some manipulation about the area of my navel. She thrust her hands into my belly 
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and in digging around I could feel that she was working with something inside my physical body. The 
sensation of stuff being moved about and extracted from me was evidently clear in the darkness though 
I was curious as to how it could be possible.

The ceremony came to an end about midnight. Afterwards I talked with Françoise, and became a little 
miffed when she suggested that I had resisted the medicine. I felt she was implying that because I had 
not emotionally joined with them that I had missed the boat. It was admittedly frustrating to have come 
all the way to these remote mountains in Mexico only to have my first shamanic ceremony become 
another conflict with what I sensed was the ever present pressure to conform to the whims of others.

I felt that my own quest and system of belief was something quite complex and so was somewhat baffled 
when the dreaded ‘join the crowd at any cost’ mentality seemed to have followed me even into the realm 
of the unknown. I felt I had to be true to myself and follow my own instincts, even if this meant appearing 
a little closed or antisocial. My anger, of course, rose from the fact that I was unsure whether I had truly 
resisted the experience or if indeed I was just being faithful to my own intuitive self. Did the ceremony 
really involve my issues with trust and letting go? How could I explore the inside when everyone seemed 
to want me to open to their own way?

The evening ended up on the veranda, Françoise and I smoking cigarettes while looking down upon the 
valley, which stretched down into the night. It was truly beautiful, magical and all my personal quandaries 
seemed to fade in this misty clarity of simplicity. I remember a rooster crowing down below in one village, 
and the sound reverberating back up and around as roosters from all over the valley took up the call.

Françoise and her husband left in the following days and I was grateful for their help. They had passed 
on some useful information, which pointed the way down the road. When I had mentioned my intention 
to study with ayahuasca later on in my trip, they were able to give me the address of Jacques Mabit, 
a rather famous French physician down in Tarapoto, Peru who ran a drug rehabilitation clinic using 
traditional medicine. As I’d already heard some of the more nefarious tales about hoodwinked or worse 
foreigners at the hands of some of the more unscrupulous practitioners of the ayahuasca rite, I was 
happy to have the recommendation of someone both knowledgeable and of good reputation.

Another piece of advice which served me well had to do with the inherent difficulty of ingesting entheogens, 
and it proved to be a real gem. They pointed out that while I might feel fear or experience difficulties 
during a ceremony, the positive results of dealing with an inner conflict over a period of a few hours 
greatly outweighed the burden of carrying this same problem throughout one’s entire life. The logic of 
this argument spoke of a simple truth which would act as a reminder in the more difficult days ahead. 
Their last parting message conveyed an idea for which I was initially uncertain. They mentioned having 
‘opened the door’ for me in the sense of ushering me into the world of the spirit. I remember feeling a 
little taken aback by this comment, as it seemed to imply that all my years spent in introspection and 
travel were now being discounted by this single and rather uneventful experience. Looking back I can 
now recognize that this was indeed a significant fork in my path, as for the first time I entered into the 
world of entheogens used in a sacred and serious manner. Today, I honor all those who shared this 
experience with me and helped me along my way.

I continued on with Julietta, ingesting the sacrament on four or five additional occasions. During the day 
of the second ceremony I visited one of the many local caves in the area. It was situated near a little 
stream, where a cliff wall adorned in vines opened and gave access into the earth. I ventured past the 
entrance, my thin torch playing about the mossy walls, all the while fighting off a growing sense of fear, 
which the incessant sound of fluttering bats had instilled in me. The thought came to me that this was a 
test. While it would have been easy enough to turn around and engage myself in some other activity, I 
knew I should continue on.

Climbing up a slippery slope, the beam of my torch illuminated the growing darkness as the light from 
the entrance faded away in an eerie green glow. The terrain soon became more difficult and I was 
forced to hunch down to avoid the sloping ceiling. At one point the tunnel ended on the edge of a rather 
daunting looking hole which dropped down into darkness and a screeching of bats, and I was dismayed 
to see that the only way to circumvent this precipitous drop was by a narrow and uncertain ledge. The 
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cacophony of screams now rose to a 
new and admittedly terrifying level 
of pitch and acted to further test 
my resolve. Throwing off any ideas 
of an early retreat, I stepped boldly, 
if gingerly across, hoping to hell I 
wouldn’t slip down into whatever 
lay below. The sense of relief I felt 
upon making it across seemed to 
calm me a little and soon my worries 
were replaced by a sense of fun as I 
dodged around stalactites in triumph 
and weaved my way through these 
strange subterranean passages.

Eventually I descended down a kind of ramp into a large circular cavern from which one could not 
continue further. Finding myself a comfortable place to sit I got the idea to switch off my torch and see 
if I could merge with the darkness without letting my fear get the best of me. Taking up a meditative 
posture, I surrendered to my surroundings and waited to see what would happen. All was darkness, a 
damp clammy world of pitch blackness, where the definitions of inside and outside began to lose their 
relevancy. Swishings of wings, echoes trickling about one, old irrational fears of strange things which 
dwell in the dark forgotten places of the earth. I sat for perhaps 15 minutes in complete silence till my 
fear gradually subsided and I felt completely comfortable with my surroundings. Relieved, I switched on 
my flashlight and got up ready to head back. I was radiant and happy, now secure in the certainty that 
I had passed the test.

As soon as I had this thought however, I found myself suddenly back in darkness. My torch had gone 
out. I fumbled around in the black empty space, desperately trying to check the batteries and bulb. The 
thought occurred to me that one should never enter a cave alone with just one flashlight. As I stumbled 
along with my hands out in front of me, I recalled that I had a cheap disposable lighter and so was able 
to shed quick periodic bursts of light, which barely helped me to find my bearings. This though could 
only be used infrequently as it tended to heat up and I was worried it might explode in my hands upon 
extended use. Trying to stay calm I saved my feeble source of light for the treacherous part ahead, which 
my growing sense of dread told me I’d never make it across just feeling my way. The bats seemed to 
divine my situation and screeched all the louder as they swooped about me.

Practically clawing my way through, I became distinctly aware of my fear and natural aversion to these 
furry, velvety, fanged creatures and I tried to control my growing panic as I struggled out towards the 
light. Only after having emerged from the cave, standing in the bright sunlight, was I able to fully realize 
what had just taken place. A test, I now understood, was only valid when one surrendered all pretense 
of control and struggled to do one’s best in the face of adversity.

That night before going down into the ceremonial chamber, I realized that I had to once again surrender 
to the experience at hand, to suspend my rational mind, and even be willing to ‘die’ if necessary to open 
myself to the effects of the mushrooms. This ceremony, with just Julietta and myself, turned out to be 
a beautiful experience, which moved beyond anything I could have expected. I started out with some 
patterns, geometric designs and specks of colour upon a black background, though this soon changed 
into perceptions of a deeper nature. Energetic forms passed upon the screen of my closed eyes. At some 
point I became aware of my body and knew that I wasn’t breathing. I tried to consciously take a breath 
and yet the effort this took was so great that it just ended up distracting me.

I lay upon my back and some part of me wondered if I even needed to breathe. The energy patterns I 
had been following now appeared from above as my perspective changed, and I watched as one of these 
amorphous clouds gently descended down into my body. No barriers seemed to exist between us and we 
merged smoothly and effortlessly. I distinctly felt the presence of intelligence and purpose, and as I could 
detect no corollary feelings of malevolence I voiced my acceptance of whatever it chose to do with me.
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The energy was moving through my body as if it was in a tunnel, making what appeared to be corrections as 
it went. I found I could to some minor degree direct its movements by focusing my thoughts. I had recently 
suffered a mild pain in the area of my liver, which I put down to damage done by parasites picked up along my 
travels or a fondness for cervezas (beer). I now saw this problem with perfect clarity, a vision of this throbbing 
disturbance in my right side. Later the energy moved up to the area of my throat and head. I felt a rearranging, 
as if someone was doing a chiropractic adjustment on my neck. At one moment something broke, the unblockage 
resulting in a rush of air, which filled my lungs. I could breathe great big beautiful breaths of air.

Some days previously I had visited the house of one of the local healers for a corn divination and one of the 
various messages he had passed on involved my inability to breathe properly. I now saw that for years I had 
been inhaling in small shallow breaths, the air only passing imperceptibly as some stress held me back from 
a healthy respiration. Once I became aware of the situation, I received a kind of message, which instructed 
me to work on this issue. The following ceremonies with Julietta only got better. At no time did I experience 
anything really frightening, rather I underwent a gradual process of becoming aware of certain things, which on 
some fundamental level I already knew but which during the course of my life had become obscured and lost 
to my conscious mind. Generally speaking, I saw in energetic terms and with each ceremony moved deeper 
into the mystery. With a little more experience of the mushrooms, I began to notice certain commonalities and 
speculated that there might be some kind of format to the experience.

Normally I would start out in a reddish, slightly oppressive state while I underwent an integration with the 
medicine; this initial stage, I believed, was a lower rung which usually included a little struggle before I could 
climb up and burst forth into other levels of perception. At some point I would break through to the sky, which 
was the ceiling of the room and appeared infinite. This was black and yet there was light. Often various energetic 
presences would descend into me and I would feel expanded beyond my physical self, so that the body seemed 
to take on enormous proportions. This sensation reminded me of certain infrequent dreams where one’s limbs 
appeared abnormally robust in an almost fluffy kind of way. I found I could also push and extend outside myself 
yet was never certain at these times which was the mushroom spirit and which was me.

I felt very close to leaving my body and knew that what is called astral projection was a natural capacity 
of humans. At other times the energy would well up in my head and then open something in my forehead. 
Whenever this happened I experienced an ability to see out of this same area and yet the sensation had an odd 
quality about it, which differed from using my eyes. Often this kind of seeing appeared through the context of a 
diamond shaped structure. I would later come across this same design time and again in my travels in Central 
and South America.

After becoming aware of this new visual quality, I once asked Julietta about it and she seemed to confirm for 
me that I was indeed making use of my third eye. Her only other comments were that I was unusually quiet 
during the ceremonies and that I had the ability to become a shaman. While this later information was of course 
quite pleasing to hear, I was rather skeptical of her assessment as her ceremonies were not cheap and my more 
pessimistic self assumed that she was just encouraging me. I eventually decided to move on and give myself 
some time to think over all that I had experienced. Something in me had changed though, and a subtle sense of 
renewal flowed through my body and expressed itself in an overall feeling of wellbeing.

Indeed, I felt more light and alive than before, and this awoke in me a certain sensitivity towards my surroundings 
whereby I perceived everything more vividly. The down side of this newfound radiance was the corresponding 
vulnerability, which threatened to open me up to any and all stimuli without the discriminating filters of my 
usual protective shields. Somehow in my mushroom initiation into shamanism I had also come to a broader 
understanding of religion, taking up those truths I felt gave off a life and illumination of their own outside the 
trappings of dogma. The inevitable conclusion of any logical line of thought, if taken far enough, is something 
inexplicable, something ultimately unknown.

It was this thirsting for ecstatic wisdom, which revealed the essence of the various religious paths, I realized. 
Both moulds were aspects of the same hidden grail: it was only a question of who really wanted to drink. And 
now, having drunk of the knowledge myself, I had a glimpse of the shining diamond truth amidst the shifting 
petalled illusions of what we perceived to be real. 

And my journey was just beginning...
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Darpan is a healer, musician, performance artist, and vision quest facilitator in the Northern Rivers area 
of NSW and probably Australia’s best-known shamanic practitioner. He was inspired to explore aya-
huasca, the South American hallucinogenic vine by the late Terence McKenna and has devoted himself 
to learning the ways of this most potent spiritual activator and using its wisdom to heal and enlighten a 
wave of Western spiritual seekers. Undergrowth’s Kathleen Williamson, Rob Bruce and Des Tramacchi 
caught up with Darpan to discuss the burgeoning ayahuasca culture and what it means for a planetary 
re-connection...

Undergrowth: Darpan, could we start by identifying just what is ‘ayahuasca’ and a bit of its 
history? For instance, is it a drug, or as the South American shamans call it, ‘the medicine’? 
And what effects could one expect from ingesting it?

Darpan: Ayahuasca is a term that comes from the Quechua language, with ‘aya’ meaning ‘deceased 
souls’ or ‘ancestors’ and ‘huasca’ meaning rope or vine. It is sometimes known as ‘the vine of the dead’ or 
‘vine of the soul’ and is a doorway into the astral realms where spirit entities and discarnate souls reside. 
Ayahuasca has been a way for the indigenous peoples to connect with their ancestral Overmind and with 
the forest and the spirits which animate it. It has been used variously for divination, healing, initiation 
and to glean information pertaining to the physical realms via the astral. What we refer to as the ‘astral’ 
or invisible realms, indigenous peoples from the Amazon call the real world. They refer to this physical 
world as ‘the shadow’ of the real world.

Ayahuasca has been used as a sacrament by these indigenous peoples for centuries and probably for mil-
lennia. What’s interesting is that most of the tribes in Amazonia, whether they were in contact with each 
other or not [and mostly not because of the density of the jungle and vast distances involved] discovered 
the use of ayahuasca. Many of them developed their own unique ways of preparing and using the brew 
but they all shared a deep respect for the intelligence within the plants and referred to her as ‘mother’....
Madre Ayahuasca.....Mother Ayahuasca. Many of these tribes were very knowledgeable about the phar-
maceutical qualities of the vast cornucopia of healing herbs that exist in the jungle, but they each placed 
ayahuasca at the very top in terms of importance.

Ayahuasca is often used by shamans as a tool of diagnosis. If a shaman wants to know how to heal a 
person then both the person being healed and the shaman drink the ayahuasca, and during the trance 
that they enter into, it is revealed to the shaman which particular herbs to prescribe in order to effect a 
cure and what other protocols should be observed, if any. Ayahuasca is the channel through which the 
shaman can access spirit helpers and allies who can assist in the healing or curing. In some traditions the 
shamans refer to these as ‘doctores’, the spirits which heal. These ‘helper spirits’ can sometimes best be 
understood as an ‘ecology of souls’ rather than an as individual entities. I have witnessed people have 
profound healings in the sessions that I facilitate... I cannot take the credit for it, it is a phenomenon 
of spiritual healing. I just create the context within which Spirit can manifest itself as a cleanser and 
healer.

The effects of ayahuasca vary from person to person. The vine has an innate sense of how to interface 
with each individual in a unique and intimate way. It seems to know where your comfort zone is and 
then stretches it. In my experience she never gives you more than you can handle... at times it may be 
fully ecstatic, opening you up to all kinds of incredible information and at others she can show you how 
unconscious you still are and it can be very challenging. She opens you up into a lucid dreamlike trance. 
This involves passing through a transition period as your perception shifts into other dimensions. This is 
sometimes accompanied by dizziness, light-headedness and feelings of nausea. However once it has sta-
bilised the zone, most people, with a good brew, will develop visions. Some people are more kinesthetic 
or auditory and will receive information in this way and others ‘feel’ energies and have deep personal 
insights.

Ayahuasca operates as a multi dimensional intelligence. She can be at times a healer, a teacher and a 
navigator into the many worlds, which coexist with ours. She can provide you with extraordinary infor-
mation about yourself, the natural environment and the galactic perspective, all depending on where you 
are at and how she opens up to you.
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UG: You come from a performing arts and healing 
modalities background, studying transperson-
al psychology, sound healing and other energy 
work. How did you end up working with the spirit 
of an Amazonian vine, and why do you think it is 
now increasing in popularity around the world?

Darpan: In my developmental years I was trained in 
singing, dance and mime. I was also trained in voice 
and speech. I spent many years working in repertory 
theatre doing classic and modern plays. Later I worked 
on numerous productions in film and television both in 
Australia and overseas. I also had a passion for music 
and worked as a solo singer/songwriter and as a singer 
in a rock and roll band. Later I spent some years in an 
ashram in India with Osho where I was able to study 
many therapeutic modalities including hypnotherapy 
and meditation. At that time in my life, I had three dif-
ferent hats I would wear: the musician, the actor and 

the therapist. I never saw myself as ‘being’ any of these but followed my interest wherever it led me. In 
retrospect, I see that it was an educational playground to gain experience for what I do now.

I first came across ayahuasca while I was doing my thesis on ‘Consciousness expansion and the nature of 
religious experience’ to complete my honours degree at Flinders University. This study involved looking 
at different religious practices and finding the experiential essence common to each of these, once all the 
cultural and mythological ideologies were stripped away. I was investigating Tantra, Zen, Bhuddism, Tao-
ism. Gnosticism and psychedelic drugs as various pathways to ‘enlightenment’ or ‘extasis’. At that time I 
came across a book called Keep the River On Your Right which gave an insight into the use of ayahuasca. 
What I read about it fascinated me and I remember having an intuition that one day a bit further down 
the track, I would develop a relationship with the sacred vine...

In fact, it was 30 years later that a friend introduced me to it...and it was just extraordinary. It opened 
me up in ways I hadn’t dreamed possible...in ways that hadn’t happened in my other explorations in the 
psychedelic arena. Very quickly, it became clear to me that working with these plants was what I was 
here to do; there was no question about it, it was just obvious. I didn’t choose it, it chose me. It was the 
plant’s will. The plant has its own agenda in liaison with the ecology of the astral.

Since then, interest in ayahuasca has opened up dramatically around the world. Everywhere I travel now, 
most people have heard about ayahuasca, whereas 20 years ago it was still largely unknown. I believe 
the western psyche has a yearning to heal itself and to reconnect with Gaia, with nature, from which 
it has become separated. We in the West live a schizophrenic existence in our empirical, logical, causal 
world and ayahuasca and other modalities like it, are here to re-connect us to that which we have lost 
or forgotten.

Ayahuasca is a beautiful gift from nature... especially for the Western psyche... and it’s entirely appropri-
ate for these times. I don’t think it’s growing popularity is the result of shamans or churches promoting 
it or pushing it, I think it’s the plants themselves which are calling us. Ayahuasca seems to have its own 
agenda and it is part of a great awakening. It is appearing in the most unlikely places simply because it’s 
an opening that wants to be opened. It is happening in synchronicity with the evolutionary spirit of the 
times. To take the Christian analogy, it’s as if we were kicked out of the Garden of Eden in the early mists 
of our becoming and having explored ourselves within the realms of separation and limitation are now 
being invited back into the garden... back into the primordial unity consciousness and multi dimensional 
reality.

UG: What does it feel like to be a Westerner and a ‘shaman’? Is that something you conscious-
ly call yourself and how appropriate is it for Westerners to use a South American sacramental 
plant?
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Darpan: I prefer not to use the word ‘shaman’ to describe what I do. I feel that this term has been loaded 
with too many diverse connotations to be really useful. I simply see myself as a healer and a musician. 
I am not a curandero in the traditional sense. A curandero heals illnesses and cures sickness. I use the 
medicine to expand consciousness. I work with healthy people who have an interest in waking up to their 
multi-dimensional reality.

On the other hand, I have a mentor in Pucallpa, Peru, Don Jose who is a curandero par excellence and 
uses ayahuasca in conjunction with other herbs to heal many ‘incurable’ diseases such as cancer and 
malignant tumours with great success. I have undergone several dietas with him in the jungle and being 
with him has taught me much about working with the tea. When I first started to use ayahuasca about 12 
years ago, I was introduced to it by a very dear friend, Nick Spacetree. We had a little study group at the 
time and would meet on a regular basis to listen to Terence McKenna tapes and share information about 
entheogens in general and ayahuasca in particular. We would turn each other on to appropriate books and 
engage in vibrant discussions together. Nick was a constant inspiration to me with his bright mind and 
keen shamanic awareness. He gave me my first aya experience, which was a life changing event for me. 
Another friend, Sahaja who had met Terence at Esalen Institute suggested that we invite Terence over for 
a lecture tour. This seemed like a long shot at the time but upon enquiry, Terence was happy to oblige... 
expressing an avid interest in investigating local acacia species renowned for their prolific DMT content.

That visit evolved into a national lecture tour and I am forever grateful for the opportunity to meet him 
and become friends. I had read all of his books and realised a profound synchronicity of spirit with the 
man and his message. I saw him as a front line herald of the archaic revival with the job of reintroducing 
into the collective consciousness awareness of hyperspatial realms... which he managed brilliantly and 
with great personal flair. Here was a man able to communicate to the Western psyche ancient shamanic 
principles in a totally contemporary way. He was an inspiration to me and made a deep impact on my 
being.

After returning to Hawaii, he would regularly send me a box with little brown bottles in it, containing a 
red-brown viscous liquid which to this day remains one of the best brews I have ever ingested. In this 
way, I was able to drink alone and sometimes with one or two others, for two years. From the literature 
I learned that if an individual felt ‘called’ by the tea then he or she would retreat into nature and submit 
themselves to what is known as a dieta. This involved subjecting oneself to a very plain diet, abstinence 
from sex and living solitary for a period of time. I observed these conditions and ingested the sacrament 
every second day.

Ayahuasca opened herself up to me as a catalyst and teacher and profoundly transformed me in the 
process. Initially, I used to worry that I lacked a human shaman to whom I could apprentice myself for 
instruction. I quickly learned that the Vine is the teacher and she showed me everything that I needed 
to know. After a few months, I received information that I could begin to share the sacred tea with my 
friends and other people. I was instructed by the Vine how to go about this. Because I hadn’t been in-
doctrinated into a traditional Amazonian cosmology and mindset [except for what I had read and studied 
from the literature] I was free to follow my intuition and the guidance of the plants. I was very aware 
that it would have been inauthentic of me to take up a cultural practice or adopt rituals which were not 
my own without initiation so I devised my own. I was coming from a place of innocence and proceeded 
in that spirit.

She guided me to utilise my background in meditation and music and to devise a ritual that would speak 
to the Western mindset. She made me aware that when certain essential principles are observed, such 
as the importance of the circle and creating a sacred and focused context within which she can manifest, 
it is largely an aesthetic choice which determines the contents of the ceremony. Intention is of prime 
importance, as in all magical work. As is music, song and sacred sounds. Sound becomes Vision.

I was fortunate, at a later date, to be led to a shaman (or yatchak as they are known in the Amazon) and 
be initiated into traditional methods by doing a series of dietas on the Rio Ucayali. It was a synchronous 
event because through him I was able to reconnect to the miraculous brew I had been receiving from 
Terence all those years before...they were friends and both had been taught how to brew the medicine 
by the same Don.
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UG: What are some of your techniques when using the plant spirit?

Darpan: Music and sacred songs are the way to navigate the ayahuasca experience. One can utilise spe-
cial frequencies and cadences to invoke specific entities and regions in the astral. When I was with my 
teacher in the jungle he would sing icaros, magical songs to heal and call the spirits... I use a Tibetan/
Mongolian technique called ‘Harmonic Overtoning’ commonly known as ‘throatsinging’. This technique 
involves using pure sonic energy as a carrier-wave for intent. It can profoundly affect the human aura 
and astral atmospheres. I also use specially recorded music to journey with.

UG: Peruvian shamans explain how they use ayahuasca for the manipulation of energy around 
that body, and the removal of pathogens by hidden means. Does ayahuasca then have a uni-
versal application?

Darpan: It’s all according to intent. When I first started taking ayahuasca, I assumed that everyone was 
experiencing uplifting and intense three dimensional holographic visions just as I was, but soon realised 
this was not the case. As I said, she seems to interface with every individual in a very unique and intimate 
way. She inherently knows what each bodymind requires in order to be cleansed and healed... and knows 
just what to do in order to effect maximum benefit. This is not always a comfortable experience.

Peruvian shamans use the tea to ’see’ into a client’s energy field and through the agency of the aya-
huasca, extract harmful intrusions and toxic pathogens. As a protocol for working with ayahuasca to heal 
and transform, I learned to ask the plant questions for whatever I needed to know. You simply ask the 
teacher. During one session, when I was asking about taking out a pathogen and recalibrating the energy 
flow in the body of a friend, ayahuasca allowed me to see the flow of chi and where the obstruction lay. It 
was like looking at a stream of water... And if you can imagine what happens when a tree trunk or branch 
falls in to the stream and the way water weaves and moves around the obstruction, that’s what it looked 
like in the energy field. I simply used my voice to dissolve the obstruction and encourage the energy to 
return to its natural flow. I was able to eliminate the problem without having to know what caused it or 
how it got there or consider any ‘story’ whatsoever. All I simply did was utilise harmonic sound to brush 
the energy down until it was once again flowing as it should. That’s all. I didn’t have to rely on any other 
techniques other than my own intent and my own sound.

That’s what the shamans are doing. They’re using their intent and their sound, that’s what the icaros 
are... often taught to them by the spirits of the plants themselves. One ‘receives’ the right frequencies 
and melodies to invoke spirit allies and effect healing. I also discovered the power of prayer. Simple and 
sincere. It’s not the words you use or what language or what tradition. It’s the clarity and sincerity of 
your intention. When others try to copy shamans and their healing techniques they may not work if they 
are not tuning into the depth of their intent.

Some shamans use ayahuasca for healing and transformation, some for divination and scrying, some for 
initiation or seeing into the future, others use it for harmful purposes... it’s all according to intent.

UG: Would you say that ayahuasca travels well? Just like the Irish say that Guinness doesn’t 
travel well, for every mile out of Dublin it travels it loses something.

Darpan: I would say that ayahuasca does travel well, especially at this time in our planetary evolution. 
Until now, it has pretty much been a well-kept secret in the jungles of Amazonia. But now, more than 
ever, we are in need of the gift of awareness that this medicine brings.

It is a tragedy that we blindly and neurotically destroy the forests of the world seeming not to care that 
we are sounding our own death knell in doing so. Indigenous peoples and caretakers are suffering and 
being displaced from their ancestral lands because of the greed for money and oil. These stark facts have 
been a catalyst in mobilising awareness of the need for conservation of these unique eco systems and 
the precious gifts they have to offer. The jungles of the Amazon are the primordial Garden of Eden, a 
veritable cornucopia of all kinds of healing plants and medicines. Most of the world’s psychedelic plants 
occur there. It is ironic that growing awareness of this mindless destruction formed the backdrop for the 
emergence of ayahuasca in the West. It is testament to the old aphorism that in every dark cloud there is 
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a silver lining. Nature was always good at provid-
ing an antidote for every poison.

A similar process can be seen at work with the 
tragedy of Tibetan occupation by the Chinese. 
For centuries the Tibetans pursued their studies 
in consciousness undisturbed and isolated from 
the rest of the world in the high altitudes of the 
Himalayan plateaus... as if in an ivory tower, far 
from the travails and mundanities of ‘civilised’ life. 
And then along came the Chinese who plundered 
the monasteries and killed the monks as they fled 
their homelands to become political refugees... it 
was heart breaking. It was easy to blame the Chi-
nese and cast them as brutal imperialists, but on 
the other hand without them the spiritual wisdom 
of the Tibetans would never have been dissemi-
nated around the planet in the way that it has. We 
have all received the benefit of that in one way or 

another. Hence, in the face of disaster, redemption is not only possible but very likely. It is often the case 
that ‘the devil knows not for whom he works’. It seems that chaos and uncertainty are a prerequisite for 
the transformation of consciousness. It just doesn’t happen when things are solid, dependable and pre-
dictable. People are too asleep! Shock is sometimes a great awakener. The cosmic zen stick.

Ayahuasca and the healing traditions of Amazonian shamanic lore have emerged from the destruction 
taking place in the forests and jungles to reach out to human beings around the world and to reconnect 
them to the planetary Logos... bearing the fruits and flowers and gifts of awareness needed for the safe 
passage of a world in transition. Hence I do believe that ayahuasca travels well, just like the Tibetans 
travel well. And they’re very much needed at this time in our evolutionary phase...

UG: Why do you think that using ayahuasca needs to be something that’s closely associated 
with the earth and the environment? I know of course it’s a plant teacher and that’s one rea-
son, but obviously there are other aspects to it.

Darpan: To me the plant, the medicine, is a very feminine experience, and to me the earth has always 
represented the mother, and so our connection to it, through the plant. Plants literally have roots which 
grow into the ground. We don’t have those roots in our feet but we have psychic connections. One of 
the great gifts of the medicine – we talk about the visions and the information, and of course these are 
really wonderful – but to me the greatest gift and the most precious gift of the medicine is the sense of 
non-separation.

The sense of being completely connected with the mother and completely connected with all the crea-
tures and animals and plants and insects that make up Gaia in her multidimensional totality. We are just 
walking talking aspects of that Gaia consciousness looking at ourselves in a million different ways with a 
million different eyes but largely unaware of it because we’re caught up in our self conscious predilection 
of thinking that we are separate, that we have an ego therefore we are something separate from every-
thing else. So because the medicine dissolves this veil it’s a very feminine thing – a dissolving thing. It’s 
like something focusing and pushing through us – reconnecting. So in that sense I see that this connec-
tion to the earth as very important.

The other thing I see is that the earth seems to go through many cycles. The Mayan culture talks about 
‘baktuns’, 5000 year old baktuns, which keep changing polarity every 5000 years from masculine to femi-
nine. For the last 5000 years we’ve been in predominantly a male dominated consciousness, which has 
been about goals, pillaging, moving tribes across the earth and holding territories and ownership, and 
it’s been a very interesting period. If you think about it, our written history, which is literally ‘his story’ 
is only 5000 years old so it’s only since this baktun of male dominated consciousness. Towards the very 
peak of it, both the male and female have things to offer but as they come toward the end things go out 
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of balance so our male dominated consciousness has wreaked the kind of havoc that we’re experiencing 
on the planet today.

It is simply out of balance, and it’s interesting the same consciousness has chosen to outlaw and make 
illegal certain aspects of the mother, of the whole feminine. Women didn’t have any rights, vote or own 
property in many cultures up until just recently and certain plants are just branded illegal – as if God 
could have make a mistake in his creation. No cancel that out. We believe in a God who is fearsome and 
certain things are not allowed by him, and that’s a very strange thing to come across.

We’re coming into the feminine so I see the ayahuasca as a symbol of the feminine spirit of Earth coming 
back into the consciousness of human beings and recalibrating that back into a balance between mas-
culine and feminine. I see that it is like the breast of the mother, the milk, the nurturing ambrosia that 
nourishes the child – that nourishes human beings – back to spirit or back to balance. So I see it in that 
way since it’s very much connected to the earth and the earth herself is orchestrating this return into a 
feminine mode, into a more partnership mode, a more co-creational awareness. It’s not that male domi-
nation is bad, it’s just come to its end and that consciousness is trying its best to exert as much control 
as possible because it feels its grip slipping.

UG: Death throes . . .

Darpan: Indeed... and after all it is a natural part of life on the third dimensional plane that all things are 
born and all things must die... so no need to get upset by the death throes of a manifested illusion... it’s 
much more fun to rejoice at that which is being born. As is revealed by the tea... the grid of awakening is 
already in place. It has already happened in Spirit and its our job to play it out in time in 3D reality, which 
is collapsing as we speak... or rather, being ingressed by higher dimensions and frequencies.

The challenge is to stay focused in the heart and marvel at what is being birthed instead of getting 
fascinated by the death rattle of that which is dying. The truth is everything you get fascinated by you 
create more of. If you get fascinated by the fear and fascist realities which are heavily promoted by the 
media and abound in the society today, you will inadvertently create more of it. That’s the awful irony 
inherent in the ‘do-gooder’ syndrome... People who want to save the planet and fight the system... this 
is still part of separation consciousness, no matter how well intended. So why not get fascinated by how 
wonderful everything is and how beautifully it is unfolding and what marvellous realities are being birthed 
into awareness today? It’s important not to be afraid of what is happening today. It’s natural. It’s time. 
Existence is supporting this shift.

UG: Would you agree that ayahuasca can’t save anyone? Only people can save people?

Darpan: Yes. I try to remind people of that. Some people come to the circle thinking that ayahuasca is 
instant enlightenment. The truth is, although ayahuasca has been known to effect miraculous healings, 
you still have to do the work. She is impeccable in her ability to show you where the work needs to be 
done. She is the teacher but you still have to do the work. If you’re not prepared to work with her, she 
may stop manifesting as teacher. For example, if she’s giving you clear insights on how to deal with an 
issue in your life and you choose to ignore it, she may lose interest in you... ‘The student’s not interested, 
so why bother?’ You may still get nice colours and things, but perhaps you won’t go any further than this 
until you change your attitude and pay attention. And when you do follow her instructions, it often means 
facing yourself on deep levels which are not always comfortable. On the other hand, if you approach her 
with respect and a sincere attitude, she will reward you with good visions and deep insight.

The medicine is a teacher and like any teacher can only show you the way. The tea is a multidimensional 
tool, a doorway, a presence. At essence, I perceive her to be a feminine spirit... nurturing, shapeshifting, 
seductive and embracing... and yet not averse to using the ‘zen stick’ if needed. She is in direct relation-
ship with you and yourself. She provides the opportunity to have darshan with yourself in a very intimate 
way, she interfaces with you uniquely and utilises your own personal mythology and understanding to 
communicate with you. It becomes very clear that you are dealing with a profound intelligence. It is a 
relationship, as real and dynamic and purposeful as my relating to you now. However whilst she does pro-
vide guidance and insight, it is always people who provide redemption for themselves and for others.
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UG: And yet so many people assume a universal response to ayahuasca. After I had ayahuasca 
I encountered the spirits of every deceased animal I’ve ever killed, every fish I’d ever eaten, 
and they all came to me for some sort of retribution or peace. And I thought well everyone 
must experience this, yet I never met a vegetarian shaman. Not one. And after that I never 
assumed a universality of experience, and I never said again after that, if humanity had aya-
huasca all our problems would be solved.

Darpan: It’s a naïve approach to think that. There is a truth in it if people are focused enough to be in 
their own spirit in an ayahuasca ceremony or something like it. Doesn’t matter if it’s ayahuasca, or sitting 
and meditating or going to a guru or whatever it is that you have that focus of spirit – that’s what will 
help the world. It’s that awareness of cultivating and integrating your spirit into the larger perspective 
– which is ‘go heal the planet’. Not ayahuasca per se or Christianity per se or a guru per se. It’s always 
about you. How can we worry and try and fix up the world with all its problems and injustices if we don’t 
first start here in our own daily life? And as problems come up with our spouse and our children, and our 
friends, that’s it. That’s the world! And if we can’t make peace there how possibly can we make peace in 
the rest of the world. It all starts here and especially ayahuasca can be used as a crutch or as an excuse, 
as all these other modalities often are.

UG: The reason why I’m into psychedelics is because I’m ‘hopeful of tendencies’ – in other 
words these plants tend to enlightenment.

Darpan: I agree. It’s the finger pointing towards the moon. Just don’t confuse the finger for the moon.

UG: They can get things moving at least so people are unblocked – it’s something that can get 
that change happening.

Darpan: Definitely, it’s a catalyst par excellence. As we can see around the planet it’s really opening 
up. The people I work with in Europe – I’m 54 – are mostly older than I am, and they’re people who are 
doctors, lawyers, professionals and who had never even smoked a joint in their lives. They might have 
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a little sherry or whiskey. They had never come across entheogens 
but they’ve heard and read about them and respect them because 
of their ancient lineage and because they respect the earth. Many 
of these people are psychiatrists and sociologists – people who work 
with people – so they’re interested in finding new modalities and new 
ways and because of the current state of affairs on the planet with 
uncertainty about everything – religious, political and economic un-
certainty – it makes people very open, it gives them a predilection to 
search within themselves – and search within tried and true modali-
ties like shamanism, and to come up with really great stuff.

These people are really sincere and they really get a lot of benefit. I 
find that the equation between what benefit people derive from aya-
huasca is often determined by their intent and their sincerity. To me, 
this element is as powerful as the tea itself. The tea is the force, the 
spirit. In any given session it’s as if we set out on a boat together. In-
tent is the rudder on the ship and the tea is the wind in the sails....
I was sitting with Terence once and I asked him, “What’s your advice 
to people who go into these spaces?” We were talking about DMT. He said, “Enter with a pure heart, a 
heart like a child and nothing will harm you.” In the hyperspatial realms linear time has collapsed. There 
is still duality... you can witness the Lords of Light as well as the Lords of Darkness but it’s a lot more 
elastic plastic than this realm and a lot less substantial.

For example, in ordinary time if you want to build a house you’ve got to imagine what it will look like, 
draw up plans and after a period of time, when all the requirements have been met, it will manifest in 
form. However in hyperspatial realms, what you feel and imagine seems to be reflected immediately. 
Your thoughts and feelings can take shape and form almost immediately. It is all about resonance. If 
you suffer from fear, paranoia or doubt, you may manifest that it in the form of demons or challenging 
visions... And that’s OK, if you can witness it, and understand ‘this is my fear that I’m seeing’. Further, 
if you can surrender to those feelings and offer no resistance, they can be transformed into love and 
awareness, it is all up to you. But if you make the mistake of projecting your fear outwards, like ‘it’s the 
ayahuasca which is making me fearful, and these demons are out to get me’ that will only exacerbate 
the situation.

A good practise is to stay in the centre and just witness and know that you co-create everything you see, 
that everything is an extrapolation of consciousness from which we are not separate... With this attitude, 
one can learn, and with this understanding, nothing can harm you. It is all consciousness: the angels, 
the demons, the celestial realms and the denizens of the lower astral. So, if you go in with a pure heart 
– it doesn’t mean you can’t have fear – it just means you’re not identifying with it or letting it run you. 
It’s called trust.

UG: You have the courage to get rid of toxicity. It’s a horrible thing. Have the intent to want 
to do that. They’re there for a reason.

Darpan: That’s why, as you say, it’s not a universal panacea to take away universal suffering. It helps 
you to confront yourself and acknowledge it. I always say to people who are drinking for the first time, 
that if there is any block in any of the chakras that’s where the medicine will go first. Say for example 
there is an issue in the power chakra, perhaps there are scars from a childhood trauma, unresolved au-
thority issues from a domineering parent or whatever, it will come and start cleaning there. This ‘cleaning’ 
is often associated with nausea and as you purge, may be associated with insights or visions of when and 
how that core issue first came into being.

This gives you an opportunity to bring that which was unconscious into the light of awareness, fully ex-
perience it and let it go. This can happen with events that have occurred in this lifetime or even past life 
events. And purging is like a mini catharsis, you’re letting go of that initial imprint and what has been 
keeping it in place. So you have to do the work with ayahuasca. It’s not the easy way out or the backdoor. 
You do the work and you do it rapidly... it’s fast tracking. We need ayahuasca and other modalities like 
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it to wake up, there’s no time to sit around for years in a cave 
staring at a wall focusing upon the third eye. It has to happen 
now. Fast because the evolutionary spirit is happening fast on 
this planet right now.

UG: What has ayahuasca taught you about post mortem 
states?

Darpan: I often say that ayahuasca is a rehearsal for death. It 
gives you time to get it right. There is an art to dying and with 
this teacher, you have to be prepared to die. Every time you 
have a good strong dose, you experience dissolution. It is ego 
dissolving. This is sometimes experienced by people as scary, 
but once you’re used to it you can remain conscious and stay 
present with the process. And then you discover that if you are 
prepared to ‘die’ to the false self, you are magically ‘reborn’ into 

a higher octave of yourself where you can still be operational on the third dimensional plane and simul-
taneously be cognizant of and interact with other dimensions.

It’s taught me not to fear death. Even though I understood intellectually from my teacher in India that 
there is no such thing as death, I had to experience it for myself, to grok it... to know it as a part of my 
being. Death is a natural process of transition and is a part of Life. It’s like there’s this swinging door 
between the worlds with ‘Death’ written on one side of it and ‘Birth’ on the other... two sides of the same 
coin, and it’s all a matter of perspective how you refer to it. The foetus leaving amniotic bliss in the womb 
and forced into an impossibly tiny peristaltic cervix is probably convinced it is about to die, whereas the 
happy parents on the other side are jubilant at the birthing of the newborn child... and vice versa with 
what we call the death process... In essence, it may be the selfsame transition...

On a personal note, it’s not that I want to die right now because I’ve got things I’d still like to do while 
I’m in the body, but if I had no choice but to die in the next instant, I would hope that I could surrender 
and stay as conscious as possible, just as I do with ayahuasca. I know it’s not my time yet but when it 
does come, I’d like to lay down and fly away... I hope I have the opportunity to look forward to death 
when it comes and celebrate it... Tim Leary once said that it’s the ultimate psychedelic experience, an 
oceanic orgasmic experience.

UG: In terms of specificities, what has it taught you about negotiating your way through the 
bardo realms?

Darpan: I’m quite familiar with the Bardo Thodol or Tibetan Book of the Dead because I’m interested 
in Tibetan Buddhism. I find the instructions given to navigate the bardo states an excellent guide to 
navigate the ayahuasca experience. While I was in India I studied some of the texts and books in the 
Tibetan refugee town of McLeod Ganj near DaramSala. I hung out in the library and with the monks when 
I could.

I believe the Tibetans have a deep understanding of the post-mortem states that the soul passes through 
upon release from the body. While I was recording ‘Temple of Glowing Sound’, a double-CD created with 
my friend Bhakta, which was inspired by ayahuasca, my father died three weeks after my son was born. 
Birth and death, joy and loss. These events once again brought me into deep resonance with the bardo 
states and we incorporated that frequency into the music.

A couple of days after my father died, I drank the tea and went to search for him. I found him in a star-
tling vision. He was a young man and being whirled about in one of those spinning roundabout rides that 
are common in fairgrounds, his head flung back in excitement and laughter. It was beautiful to see him 
in this state because I had known him mostly as a ‘serious’ man. It let me see that he had let go into 
death in a good way. One night just over a week later I heard him calling me in a dream with fear and 
panic in his voice. I went to help him but then woke up and realised that he was dead. I went straight 
to the Book of the Dead and that day was the time for his soul to enter into the ‘wrathful visions’ where 
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he would have to confront the darker aspects of his being, his unconscious and unlived desires and un-
resolved issues. I prayed for him and read the appropriate bardo instructions as reassurance to help him 
navigate those spaces. Our connection as father and son felt profoundly validated by him reaching out 
to me in that way and I felt honoured to serve him in death as he had served me in life. We had spent 
much of my developing years in fierce debate on issues such as religion, sacred plants, life and death... 
but in that moment there was real trust.

Ayahuasca helped me to understand the bardo. Studying the texts was the intellectual part... intellectual 
knowledge is good to have but only if one remembers that it’s the map and not the territory. Ayahuasca is 
a Qechua term meaning ‘vine of the dead’. It is the territory. It’s as far as you can go into the bardo and 
still come back into the body. Death and rebirth seem to be locked into an endless cycle on the Wheel of 
Life. The eco-system of earth is one big compost heap where life and death manifest as growth and decay 
and feed each other in an infinite loop. Energy is neither created nor destroyed but changes from one 
form to another. Nature is forever copulating and devouring itself to reproduce itself in endless variety. 
The Divine Feminine. Mother Kali.

UG: [On those big doses of aya] you really feel it in the kahunas...

Darpan: Definitely. It will teach you what it’s like to die. It will teach you to stay present and just wit-
ness. No matter if you’re seeing devas, and goddesses or demons drinking blood from human skulls, just 
watch! Don’t be attracted to the beautiful visions and don’t be repulsed by the wrathful ones. Simply 
watch knowing that it is all an extrapolation of your own consciousness and that there is no separation. 
Then what can be of harm? That’s why in the bardo they say if you are finding it difficult to remain con-
scious, remember your master, because if you remember your master (whoever that may be for you) you 
connect to your heart, to your love, to your unity, and you trust again. It’s all about trust really and just 
being present, and if you can be present in the bardo you don’t even need to know about the bardo. You 
don’t need to have read the Tibetan bardos just as long as you’re present and aware... and that’s it.

I recognise it as a Now experience... Now! Now! This! This! The human brain is not really equipped to 
deal with the really big questions... For instance, it isn’t hardwired to understand infinity and yet it can be 
realised in a state of consciousness which takes place beyond the mind in the timeless moment of Now. 
One becomes comfortable with ‘not knowing’ and simply bows down to the mystery. I do that often with 
ayahuasca. Life is not a problem to be solved but a mystery to be lived.

UG: And why becomes an unimportant question at the peak of ecstatic trance.

Darpan: It’s an interesting thing to dance with and chew on but ultimately it’s meaningless.

UG: No one will ever know the answer because there isn’t AN answer.

Darpan: Or the answer is not an answer because it’s something else. It’s an experience or a livingness 
or a beingness...

UG: Or a crude symbol which appears like a sudden breath of wind over dark waters.

Darpan: Wind on water, that’s beautiful. Actually Robert Fripp did an album once called ‘Wind on Water’ 
which I love and it’s a beautiful image. Have you ever watched wind on water? Because the invisible be-
comes visible... through the water, the wind becomes visible...

-

43



JUNGLE FEVER

photos - above: John Bowman bottom: Vance Gellert

42



We’re 45 kilometres out of Iquitos, deep in the Peruvian Amazon, in the great green web of 
nature with our native shaman, Percy Garcia. He has the boyish enthusiasm of a physical edu-
cation teacher, which is reinforced by his Western garb – Nike sneakers, tracksuit pants and 
soccer shirt, but he’s been trained since he was a boy in the world of the spirits, and of the 
great plant medicine – ayahuasca.

The night is alive with the sounds of insects and animals, like a constant hum of electricity. The maloca 
– a wall-less jungle hut – is lit by candles and mattresses litter the floor for the gringos to crash on as 
their bodies surrender to the pull of the medicine, and their spirits soar.

Percy’s gotten changed into his ceremonial garb, a curious mish-mash of western clothes and indigenous 
bling bling that visually sums up the changing nature of Amazonian shamanism. Jaguar t-shirt, silk spot-
ted pants and trainers, a feathered parrot hat with blue, red and yellow feathers around his forehead, 
offset with Christian rosary beads and a chacapa leaf fan in one hand.

He sits behind a makeshift altar, a wooden box covered with an intricate, geometrical patterned cloth that 
the local Shipibo Indians weave to represent the patterns one sees on ayahuasca. The altar is covered 
with ceremonial objects, little rainbow bead dolls, wooden cups, giant mapacho cigarettes filled with or-
ganic jungle tobacco, Nicotinia rustica, a smoke that cleanses and purifies and banishes bad spirits. Per-
cy’s got about a hundred mapacho cigarettes on the altar like he’s expecting a horde of demons tonight, 
or he’s having a stoner party with Cheech and Chong as the honoured guests. And last but not least, in 
plastic two litre San Luis water bottles, a thick, dark brown liquid – ayahuasca, the ‘vine of souls’.

“When you have the cup in your hand, ask the spirit of ayahuasca to guide and show you your personal 
visions. You may see forms in the darkness - these are the night doctors, the plant teachers. I am the 
intermediary for them through my icaros,” Percy says through a local translator, puffing away on his pre-
ayahuasca mapacho. Percy’s icaros are shaman songs, infectious melodies that roll over and over in your 
head, imprinting on you and giving you paths to follow in the hallucinogenic shamanspace ayahuasca 
takes you to.

We drink one by one, going up to the altar and taking the medicine in little wooden macca bowls. The 
brew is dark and phlegm like, and like all medicine it tastes foul, an earthy flavour that hits the quick 
of you and threatens to come up again. People burp and rinse their mouths. The sounds of the jungle 
deepen, monkeys screech, parrots call, and the ubiquitous sound of insects, as always, are switched on. 
Now, so are we.

And as the minutes go by and the dozen gringos collapse into the weight of their mattresses, the sound 
of vomiting fills the air. La purga the natives call it – the purge. Wracking heaves of spew usher forth from 
us all, as the ayahuasca reads our energetic bodies, finds the sickness within us and brings it up and out, 
sometimes from both ends.

After the purging, the ayahuasca starts to come on slow, snaking in and out like a lover, tantalising me. 
The spirit in the plant is playing hard to get – or, more like it – she’s finding me hard to get. She’s interfac-
ing, overlapping energy fields as this jungle medicine comes on strong. There’s a flash of vibrant green, 
jungle vision as something starts to happen, as I fall into a curious circuitry like pattern, lines of energy 
that are called ‘ayahuasca rivers’. And beyond that – well, each journey is unique. The spirit of the vine 
comes alive, it guides and teaches and heals you, and on the other side, nothing is ever the same.

Ayahuasca is legal in South America, protected as an indigenous medicine. It’s only when the active 
ingredients – N,N-dimethyltryptamine (DMT) and MAO inhibitors are extracted does the plant become 
a chemical, and subject to the law. But ayahuasca is not a drug, not in the Western sense. It cannot be 
abused like recreational chemicals because the taste and experience are so demanding, and the hallu-
cinogenic effect is never the same twice. Rather, it develops a relationship with the drinker, sometimes 
healing the body, other times illuminating the mind, and deeper still, taking the soul on journeys be-
yond.
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But it will do none of this without the participant putting effort in – it’s not just pop 
the red pill and escape the ‘Matrix’. Serious students have to give up their Western 
ways and embrace a rigorous diet low in foods containing tyramine, a chemical which 
can react badly with the MAO inhibiting properties of the vine. No red meat, pork, 
sugar, salts, fat, caffeine, acidic foods, alcohol – or sex, all of which affect the body’s 
sensitivity to ayahuasca. Tell that to a bunch of Western thrillseekers looking for some 
jungle kicks.

Nor are ayahuasca’s practitioners shamans in the sense that the West has constructed 
them to be. The word ‘shaman’ comes from Siberia as a cultural import via anthro-
pologists studying indigenous medicine men, and is thought to refl ect the root of the 
word ‘sham’, perhaps refl ecting the lack of psychoactive plants for much of the frozen 
Siberian winter. Throughout the Amazonian tradition – one of the longest unbroken 
threads of connection with the earth – the locals refer to these plants doctors as 
curanderos, from the Spanish – to cure. And surrounded by the mighty Amazon, the 
‘lungs of the world’, where over 80% of the planet’s biodiversity lives, these healers 
draw upon that diversity to work their magic.

Thousands of indigenous healers populate every village, town and city throughout 
South and Central America, with many sub-specialities to the craft for those popula-
tions big enough to support it. There are vegetalistas, those who diet and work with 
many medicinal plants, who believe that each and every plant and tree has a spirit in 
it, and the spirits can be contacted to give advice on their properties, what they cure 
and how they can be used. Then there are tobacco healers, the tabaquero who use 
the Nicotiana rustica exclusively to cleanse and cure, perfumeros, those who work 
with fl ower essences, encantos – stone healers, who work exclusively with the strong, 
deep power of special stones, and a raft of others.

It’s worth remembering that in the jungle, the vast majority of locals have no access 
to western medicine. If their curandero can’t cure them, they die. And if he can’t 
make sick people better, not only will he be out of a job, but he’s the one who bears 
the brunt of the cost of supplying the medicine. The sick person can most likely only 
pay once he is well. Surprisingly for outsiders, the jungle medical system seems to 
work pretty well, so well in fact that ayahuasca use is catching on with the upper 
classes in the big cities from Buenos Aires to Lima.

And it’s not all light and angels, either. The nature of life here – the constant jungle 
heat, the sweat, the beautiful caramel-skinned women oozing sex appeal – and the 
lack of televisions – creates a culture permanently obsessed with sex. All of the 
curanderos agree that abstinence from sex before and after an ayahuasca ceremony 
is paramount to conserving your energy and transmuting it to work with the spirits, 
yet, in practice, this seems like another taboo that many do not keep.

Norma Arguila Panduro Navarro is a gentle, soft spoken shamana, a female curandera 
who was healed of tuberculosis at 17 by a village shaman and started on the long, 
male-driven path of plant healer. She runs the Estrella Ayahuasca, a lush, tropical 
retreat open to all, especially those in need of the nurturing a feminine touch can pro-
vide. Norma is like everybody’s grandmother, dressed in her two-tone dark and light 
brown Shipibo robe and beads, seed head dress and glasses. She sits in her chair at 
the head of the maloca and doles out cups of sweet ayahuasca brew to the men and 
women in search of the female touch. She also believes that sex is sacred and that 
it’s okay to have sex before and after a ceremony, that the spirits like and enjoy it 
and see nothing wrong with it. Perhaps it’s the difference between a woman’s orgasm 
– which deepens and replenishes, and a man’s, which most often spends and drains, 
but Norma is the only curandera who comes out with this wisdom, and her Westerner-
friendly pronouncements draw the ire of every other male shaman.

*1963 
Ayahuasca or ‘Yage’ was 
was fi rst introduced to 
the west by by William 
Burroughs attempting to 
overcome his heroin 
addiction through use of 
the medicine. His experi-
ences were published in 
‘The Yage Letters’ – a 
correspondence  between 
Burroughs and his friend 
Allen Ginsberg.
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In reality, the art of shamanism is all fuelled by the power of the will interacting with the power of the 
plants, and it seems all to easy for some shamans to warp that power to dark ends, to the ‘shamachismo’ 
that drives them to serve selfish ego desires. Power corrupts, and the spirit world can corrupt absolutely 
if it’s not approached from a perspective of openness and servitude.

Some curanderos practise brujeria, the dark side of the force. The rumour around town is that there are 
more witchdoctors than curanderos in the Amazon – and one reason for this is that it’s the best paid job. 
Men flock to the brujos to get back their girlfriends, women to make men fall in love with them, and some 
people to revenge themselves on their enemies. So the brujos work their black arts, projecting their will 
via virote, magic darts that hit their opponents and lodge in their spirit bodies, causing physical pain, and 
oftentimes, death.

“I could kill you if I wanted to. I could kill President Bush,” Don Juan Tangoa Paima, a respected local 
curandero says to me one morning in his back yard. “But I wouldn’t do that. I’m not that sort of person.” 
From his humble home near the airport, Don Juan and his American apprentice Carlos Tanner treat the 
local community with powerful ayahuasca sessions twice a week, and any gringos that want to be healed 
as well. Juan doesn’t set a price on his work, and anyone who is sincerely in need of healing is free to 
come – the spirit of ayahuasca won’t let him refuse those in need.

Juan doesn’t dress in shamanic gear to attract the tourists, he’s a simple man in pants and a t-shirt, often 
wearing a baseball cap, the village doctor on the outskirts of town. He has a great sense of humour and 
an amazing amount of compassion, but he too has been touched by brujeria. “Ayahuasca has it’s dark 
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side, too, all the plants do,” he explains. “It’s thirty 
percent bad, or drug, and seventy percent good, or 
medicine, and some people are using the drug side, 
looking for hallucinations and power within them-
selves,” Don Juan says.

A growing number of tourists in search of spiritual 
enlightenment are pouring American dollars into the 
Amazon, and shamans are falling over themselves 
to compete for the international business. On the 
outskirts of Iquitos, along the sole highway that 
joins this most isolated jungle city of 400,000 to the 
neighbouring towns and villages, one of the most fa-
mous Shipibo shamans, the grandmaster of the art, 
Guillermo Arevalo, has built a sprawling multi-ma-
loca complex to host his shamanistic retreats.

Guillermo is descended from a long line of healers, 
and trained as a traditional doctor in his hometown 
of Pulcallpa before being initiated into the shamanic 
world in his 20s. He’s used his business know how 
alongside his healing arts to build a formidable bo-
tanical sanctuary, Espiritu de Anaconda – the Club Med of ayahuasca. There he can host upwards of thirty 
seekers into the mystery at between US $50-$75 a pop, per night, making him more money that most 
Peruvians can dream of.

But really, why not? Capitalism has long since invaded the jungle, ever since the rubber boom here back 
in the late 19th century. And Guillermo invests portions of the proceeds back into his community, and 
into connecting with the West and touring Europe and North America, leading ayahuasca retreats to 
spread the word of the vine. And he is a maestro – a master with the brew, leading the seekers into deep 
unchartered waters of the spirit world, piercing the dark with his short, sharp icaros, like stairways to 
heaven. His fame led him to Hollywood, or more precisely, to French director Jan Kounen’s 2004 feature 
film Blueberry, a psychedelic western that pretty accurately conveys the visual hallucinations and experi-
ence the spirit of the vine can bring.

Sitting in his maloca in the dead of night, I’m stoned on Guillermo’s powerful brew, full of chakrapunga 
leaves that potentiate strong DMT visions alongside the healing spirit of the ayahuasca. Around the 
circumference of the maloca roof a thousand thousand eyes are staring down at me like the tail of the 
world-peacock, blue-green and black and shimmering in the dark. Suddenly the darkness erupts with a 
thundering growl, bigger than us all, big enough to hold the world in its jaws. Snakes, crocodiles, writh-
ing anaconda spirits and jaguar eyes imprint from my subconscious onto the canvas of the night, all my 
fears spewing forth with them. This is the power of the ‘vine of souls’.

Some locals fear that the West is changing the nature of indigenous shamanism, and where once local 
youth wanted nothing to do with the old ways, now they’re seeing a lucrative career path out of poverty, 
but not necessarily towards true spiritual practice. Iquitos recently held the second Amazonian Shaman 
Conference, organised by local businessman and sometimes curandero, Alan Shoemaker, and his wife 
Mariela. It’s what drew me to Peru, like many of the 100 plus ayahuasca gringos in town, and in some 
ways it epitomised the best and worst of the West’s fascination with shamanism.

It was held at the Hotel Parthenon – the biggest convention space in Iquitos, at an open-air conference 
room surrounded by palm trees and a large swimming pool. It’s all very Melrose Place, and when the 
gringos amass to listen to the lectures by and about shamans, it has the feel of a Florida Amway meeting. 
Choosing your shaman is a bit like that game show, ‘Wheel of Fortune’. There’s various options, all with 
scaling payoffs, but only one top dollar – and of course the bankrupt booby prize. And in a town where 
every man and his dog claims to be a shaman, the booby prizes are out there.

37

Snakes, crocodiles, writhing 
anaconda spirits and jaguar 

eyes imprint from my 
subconscious onto the 

canvas of the night, all my 
fears spewing forth with 

them. This is the power of 
the ‘vine of souls’.



One such sham-man is Sayre Tupac Wiracocha, a show-
man who claims to be a descendant from one of the last 
Inca families of Peru. This globetrotting spiritual sales-
man wears tight fi tting brand label tank tops, designer 
jeans and has the clean-shaven, poster-boy looks of An-
tonio Banderas crossed with the relentless salesmanship 
of motivational speakers like Anthony Robbins. He is the 
Armani Shaman, and his workshops are fi lled with the 
beautiful and the cool in their matching sunglasses and 
latest season fashion, those who can afford US $100 a 
session for his hallucinogenic cactus-inspired wisdom.

He comes on with the machismo of a self-help guru, 
forcing the crowd to their feet to do spiritual aerobics 
while he pummels their egos down like a drill sergeant 
in the army. Unfortunately, his massive ego still gets in 
the way of sharing enlightenment. He’s the maestro, the 
awakened one – and you’re either with him or against 
him. He’ll enlighten you – his way – or you’ll stay asleep, 
“one of the unplugged in the hamburger universe,” he 
bellows at the shocked convention crowd.

It’s all quite ironic, as Tupac conducts his ritual circles from within his lush hotel room, and 
at one point sits everyone down and forces them to watch key scenes from the Matrix while 
tripping off their dials on San Pedro cactus. Wisdom of the Ancients, hey what? Dollar signs 
and bling bling, but where’s the service, the spiritual connection?

Elias Mamallacta, a shaman son of a famous Ecuadorian curandero family, said at last year’s 
conference that, “Ayahuasca is the sacred mother of humanity and that is why we must 
take care of her. She can’t be sold. Many use her as a business. These are not pure, true 
people.”

Yet the business of shamanism is booming. Up there on stage at the convention are Ron 
Wheelock, a down-to-earth American shaman living in Iquitos with his three year old son, a 
kid shaman in training, Percy Garcia, Guillermo, Norma Panduro, Elias Mamallacta, Roberto 
Merinho from Brazil, Sayre Tupac, Don Juan and Carlos, and a host of Western scientists and 
academics discussing various facets of shamanism. All the shamans smile and make out that 
they can stand each other for the cameras, because a unifi ed front is good for business, but 
the truth is much different.

“Not everyone wants to participate in the ‘We are All One’ ceremony,” Kevin Furnas, a gringo 
plant curandero explains later, his piercing green-blue eyes looking right into me. “It’s all 
political, y’know. Some curanderos are jealous of each other – it’s a business to them and 
they’re all chasing the gringo dollar, or they just don’t get along, whatever. There’s not much 
co-operation – it’s all competition.”

So it is in the Amazon, where the law of the jungle still pervades. Eat or be eaten, shaman 
or be shamanised. And as this indigenous plant spirituality is consumed and digested by 
the West, it’s also transforming an ancient, indigenous culture. Ultimately the real winner is 
ayahuasca itself, whose vine is spreading throughout all corners of the globe, turning on the 
world. And maybe the spirit in the vine knows that, and we humans have to stop thinking 
we’re in control, and just sit back and have faith.

Or maybe it’s the jungle fever.

* this article was fi rst published in Australian Penthouse Nov,  2006
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 The government of Peru 
declares ayahuasca a 
‘national treasure’, 
thereby defying the 
American drive to outlaw 
all psychoactive power 
plants.
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I have tasted the sweet drink of life
knowing that it inspires good thoughts
and joyous expansiveness to the extreme,
that all the gods and mortals seek it together, 
calling it honey.

When you penetrate inside you will know no limits,
and you will avert the wrath of the gods

We have drunk the soma,
we have become immortal,
we have gone to the light,
we have found the gods,
what can hatred and the malice
of a mortal do to us now O immortal one?

The glorious drops that I have drunk set me free in widespace,
you have bound me together in my limbs
as thongs bind a chariot
let the drops protect me from the foot that stumbles
keep lameness away from me.
enfl ame me like a fi re kindled by friction
make us see far
make us richer, better,

I am intoxicated with you soma
I think my self rich
draw near and make us thrive
weakness and diseases have gone
the forces of darkness have fl ed in terror
soma has climbed in us, expanding,
we have come to the place
where they stretch out lifespans....

art by Izwoz

* circa 1500–1000 BCE 
“We Have Drunk the Soma”
from the Rig Veda – an 
ancient Hindu holy text.
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I would like to think that almost everyone today knows that the prohibition of recre-
ational and religious drugs is a disastrous policy, and that it has always been so. Pro-
hibitions of things people want are self-defeating by their very nature, and we know 
that prohibition is productive mainly of across-the-board corruption, immense criminal 
syndicates, disease, death, destruction and destitution, the poisoning of peoples and 
their lands and other such gross violations of human rights.

Although so much is obvious to many of us, representatives of many countries meet 
every year at the UN in Vienna at the UN Commission on Narcotic Drugs, and continue 
to insist that it is the drugs that are the problem, and their continuing prohibition is the 
only logical remedy. That idea, of course, has a long history (see sidebar). For some, it 
is a lie necessitated by their political duties or vested interests, those for whom prohibi-
tion is not a disaster but a source of personal advancement and comfortable salaries. 
To be frank, I can see little moral distinction between such persons and the so-called 
drug barons and drug-pushers whose livelihood is also the direct result of prohibition. 
For some others, the lie of prohibition is perpetuated for lack of courage, or perception 
of an alternative. For others still, the true believers, it is sheer delusion. [...]

Only through an intimate and rigorous understanding of such a phenomenon as prohibi-
tion can we hope to effectively lessen its negative consequences. I will avoid, however, 
raising any hopes that we can soon overturn prohibition no matter what we do, for 
among other serious problems, it seems that the time left for achieving such a result is 
far too limited by a multitude of impending social, economic, and ecological crises now 
well underway. But let us at least try to understand why prohibition is so impervious to 
change, for no matter what the issue, the value of such fundamental knowledge can 
never be predicted and it has a strange way of providing opportunities for action that 
never could have been anticipated.

Prohibition today is directed not only at some recreational drugs, but also against reli-
gious drugs, some of them the designated sacraments of various religious followings. 
Ayahuasca and peyote are two such religious drugs which are not subject to total prohi-
bition everywhere, yet in general, the use of psychoactive drugs for religious purposes 
is either subject to total prohibition or at a minimum, very strict controls. This too has 
a long history worth exploring.

Taking a hint from this situation, it is then a short step toward concluding that prohibi-
tion itself is in many respects like a religious phenomenon, an important clue being that 
it is little affected by anything from the realms of science or logic, and depends primarily 
upon convictions.

“Behold I have given you every herb bearing seed, which is upon 
the earth, and every tree, in which is the fruit of a tree yielding 
seed; to you it shall be as ‘meat’.” 
      -Genesis 1:29

* 1961 – The United Nations 
passes the fi rst of three 
global drug laws: 
The Single Convention on 
Narcotic Drugs

* 1971 –  The Government 
of Mexico, in acceding to the 
second law, The Convention 
on Psychotropic Substances 
adopted on 21 February1971, 
made an express reserva-
tion since there still exist in 
its territory certain indig-
enous ethnic groups which, 
in magical or religious rites, 
traditionally make use of wild 
plants which contain psycho-
tropic substances.  Canada 
also made specifi c mention of 
theuse of Peyote in sacred 
and religious rites by 
indigenous peoples.

*1988 – The Convention 
against the Illicit Traffi c in 
Narcotic Drugs and 
Psychotropic Substances is 
signed into international law.
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On the one hand, the economic and political convictions 
of those who profit from prohibition, and on the other 
extreme, the convictions of the true believers, those for 
whom science and intellectual pursuit is for the most 
part just elitist snobbery, to be looked down upon by 
the common people who don’t need university learning 
to know right from wrong. Convictions, as the philoso-
pher Frederick Nietzsche wrote, “are more dangerous 
enemies of truth than lies.”

If I may borrow a few excellent phrases from a recent 
paper by my good friend Peter Cohen, who deserves a 
great deal of credit for promoting this idea widely, pro-
hibition “has a certain status that shields it from rational 
and functional evaluation. [It] has acquired a sacred 
significance that places it beyond the pale of what we 
call scientific discourse; [its status] removes it from the 
realm of ordinary debate about policy, or about scientific 
or economic issues. [It’s religious nature] censures any 
argument demonstrating the irrelevancy of the policy... 
in much the same way that the culture of the infallibility 
of the Bible, that is, of the Church pronounced Galileo 
a heretic. [Prohibition is thus] not susceptible to ob-
servations or data proving the ban to be incompatible 
with human rights, dangerous, destructive, impossible 
to enforce, inhumane, expensive, crime-inducing, and 
dysfunctional...”1 

Well, that about sums it up, and provides us with an im-
portant evaluation of why the task of drug policy reform 
is so difficult. But there is something even deeper about 
prohibition’s connection with religion that we should be 
aware of, and it has to do with our collective Western 
post-Renaissance perceptions about religion itself. Not 
only is prohibition like a religious phenomenon, not only 
does prohibition satisfy a religious function for many of 
its supporters, not only has prohibition become a reli-
gious phenomenon in the broad sense of the term, but 
an examination of the roots of prohibition, extending 
back over 500 years, shows that it is a religious under-
taking. Prohibition is a direct descendant of the dogma-
tism that the Renaissance Catholic Church had evolved 
over the centuries, and then used as a tool to legitimate 

its political goals during the Age of Exploration.

The use of psychoactive plants for religious purposes is perhaps one of the most ancient of human univer-
sals, extending back into prehistory to our very origins. And so, as the great explorers of the Renaissance 
discovered new territories, the peoples they encountered were, more often than not, found to use a wide 
range of psychoactive drugs in their shamanic, religious, medical and social traditions. According to re-
cent findings by a few intrepid researchers including Carl Ruck of Boston University (author of The Road 
to Eleusis: Unveiling the Secret of the Mysteries, 1978), the Catholic Church was, however, no stranger to 
the use of psychoactive plants for attaining religious ecstasy.2 A long tradition of such use by the Church 
elite now appears to be the case, but the practices were reserved for only the highest echelons within the 
church, and completely prohibited for the general masses of Christians. The inner sanctum of the Catholic 
Church realised, of course, that if Christians were able to attain religious ecstasy and insight on their own 
with the aid of psychoactive plants, then the authority of the Church would be severely undermined, and 
their political quest for world domination damaged, if not destroyed.

A main purpose of the 
Holy Inquisition was 
therefore to stamp out 
uses of psychoactive 
plants wherever they 
were to be found. 
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A main purpose of the Holy Inquisition was 
therefore to stamp out uses of psychoactive 
plants wherever they were to be found. And 
that included branding as heretics those Euro-
pean outsiders such as the medieval practitio-
ners of the ancient traditions of witchcraft and 
alchemy, the pursuits of whom we now know 
were concerned with the use of psychoactive 
plants such as mandrake, belladonna, and oth-
er native European drug-plants. The doctrine of 
the Church therefore became one of public re-
pudiation of drug use as a form of Gnostic her-
esy, while at the same time secretly preserving 
the knowledge of that use for the Church elite.

In the following quotation from a book by Da-
vid A. J. Richards, from his book Sex, Drugs, 
Death, and the Law: An Essay on Human 
Rights and Overcriminalization, we see how 
this repudiation has translated itself into mod-
ern times, how it has become a general, inbuilt, 
default perspective about the Christian religion 
that dominates the outlook of theologians and 
Church members alike:

“Shamanic possession and ecstasy, at the heart 
of much earlier religion, becomes, from [the perspective of the Church’s repudiation], one form of de-
monic or satanic witchcraft, a charge that Catholic missionaries made against the shamanic practices 
they encountered in the New World. The leading contemporary defender of this Judeo-Christian repudia-
tion, R. C. Zaehner, has argued that the technology of the self, implicit in the orthodox Western religions 
requires an unbridgeable gap between the human and the divine, expressed in the submission of the self 
to ethical imperatives by which persons express their common humanity and a religious humility. Ac-
cordingly, Western, in contrast to non-Western mystical experience, expresses the distance between the 
human and the divine. Drugs, including alcohol, are ruled out as stimuli to religious experience because 
they bridge this distance, indulging the narcissistic perception that the user himself is divine and thus 
free of the constraints of ethical submission.” 3

Ethical submission to authority, there we have it. Whereas Eastern religion and philosophy has little prob-
lem with perceiving mankind and all creation as a manifestation of the Divine, quite capable of judging 
right from wrong, the Catholic Church, and today its political descendants, want us to be submissive, to 
laud their authority, and to never get the idea that we may in fact know as much about things as they do. 
I’ve read this quotation many times, and its great importance only slowly became obvious to me. It ex-
plains many things about contemporary attitudes to both religion and drugs, and why so many otherwise 
intelligent people will automatically support notions such as ‘drugs are wrong’ and refuse even to con-
sider their convictions through rational processes based on evidence and logic. Nietzsche’s condemnation 
of convictions being more dangerous enemies of truth than lies becomes even more to the point.

The Political Tool

Among those who attend the U.N. Commission on Narcotic Drugs meetings, there are surely ardent be-
lievers, the modern-day analogues of the second-tier of Catholic Church officials who honestly promoted 
the Inquisition’s anti-drug crusade, officials who were not privy to the inner sanctum of the Church and 
its secrets. But we can be sure that the highest level delegates to the U.N. Commission on Narcotic Drugs 
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meeting, especially from those countries with the loud-
est prohibitionist voices, know what the Church insiders 
knew: the entire prohibitionist undertaking is a ruse, 
false propaganda designed to promote and maintain ul-
terior motives and purposes. As it was for the Catholic 
Church of the Renaissance, this is a matter of world 
control by the chosen few, nothing more.

For these people, prohibition is a just a blatant lie, as 
opposed to a fantastic delusion. Those in the inner sanc-
tum of political power today use prohibition as a political 
tool for ends having nothing to do with the stated ne-
cessity to control drug use and assist society. But again, 
I think a mere mention of this is all that is necessary, for 
we all know already how prohibition has been a prime 
tool of the CIA, a tool of the U.S. State Department and 
Executive Branch for invading countries, manipulating 
the world economic system, and making ‘offers they 
can’t refuse’ to various people on the world scene who 
have forgotten their place and attempted to resist the 

desires of the rulers of the world; we all know how prohibition and the Drug War has been a tool of suc-
cessive U.S. regimes to build a gigantic prison system and a nation-wide network of courts and judges 
perfectly willing to ignore the most fundamental of Constitutional rights; how it has made of many police 
forces the close equivalent of a gang of storm troopers.

The Neoconservative movement, born in the early 1970s as a reaction against the ideals of the 1960s, 
when government realised just how powerful the people could be when they wanted to, has now reached 
the zenith of power, and what they intend to use their justice and prison system for is now becoming 
quite obvious. Of course, any attempt to directly interfere with these processes has little chance of suc-
cess, and may even involve personal danger, and on this count the lie of prohibition will remain untouch-
able. [...]

I think you can see therefore how such an inheritance allows the propagandist to arouse automatic, 
instinctive attitudes in people so that they will support prohibitionist agendas without any question or 
analysis. On this matter of drug use, the uninitiated person is perhaps more susceptible to manipulation 
than on any other subject. In its latest reincarnation, the process of prohibition has been going on for 
over 500 years and as such has a momentum that will be extremely difficult to alter, even if we were 
to have fair and equal access to the media through which the prohibitionist agenda is broadcast. A few 
years ago I was considerably more optimistic about the possibility of slowly reversing this prohibition-
ist tide but I regret to inform you today that the more I examine the roots of prohibition, the more my 
optimism fades. [...]

What allows authorities and governments to get peaceful citizens to fight wars, commit genocide, torture, 
and crimes against humanity yet believe they are justified in doing so, even though they may suffer Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder and even complete emotional breakdown for having participated in acts they 
know full well to be atrocities? What allows even democratic regimes to incite radical nationalism – the 
flag-waving, troop-supporting blind adherence to an undertaking that can easily be seen to be a war of 
aggression? What enables prohibitionist governments to fight the so-called Drug War, whether honestly 
or for ulterior motives, and have the great majority of citizens support the effort?

It is, above all, the appeal to the citizenry’s great weakness, that when an enemy has been defined, when 
an evil other, an out-group identified, when a group, a class, a race, a country or even a substance has 
been labeled as a threat, even for the most preposterous and mendacious reasons, it is the xenophobic 
instinct in every person which can be easily and reliably activated so that a great number of those per-
sons can then be led off on the most absurd and destructive of crusades, to commit crimes and atrocities 
of every sort.

Those in the inner sanctum 
of political power today use 

prohibition as a political tool 
for ends having nothing to do 

with the stated necessity to 
control drug use and assist 

society. 
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America’s designated foes – and I single out America here not because it is alone in perpetrating these 
evils but because, just maybe, if there is one nation today that has the power to reverse this march to-
ward destruction and global mayhem, it is the USA – America’s designated foes have been communists, 
gooks in Vietnam, rag-heads in Iraq, terrorists who hate our freedoms, Islamofascists, immigrants, and 
of course dopesmoking hippies, degenerate drug addicts and drug dealers who profit on the misery of 
others, and quite astonishingly most people go along with it. Try to get a great number of people to do 
something or believe something that is not enabled by the arousal of an instinct and you get apathy, 
indecision, endless bickering, and little action. But when an instinct can be aroused and used, perhaps 
80% of the population will follow along, no questions asked. [...]

The experience of unity, of oneness of all life, may, in fact, be the only effective antidote to the xeno-
phobic instinct, for such an experience simply does not allow fascist rabble-rousers to define a class of 
outsiders, or separate people into a us-them dichotomy.

If all of us are one, who is the outsider?
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Terence McKenna interviewed by DJ Krusty 

This conversation was recorded in the Summer of 1997 when Terence 
McKenna, famed ethnobotanical explorer and psychedelic philosopher 
toured Australia. He was interviewed in Victoria at the Transelements 
2 trance festival by DJ Krusty for Channel 31 community TV, although 
the  tape had been lost until recently. 

The trance DJ met the trance philosopher to discuss many things, not 
the least of which includes: planetary sustainability and the need for a 
new dance; the end of the Rat Race and the possibility of neo-anarchy; 
Diana Ross, disco, and patriarchy; and Terence quite astutely prophe-
sising the Establishment turning the world into a fascist police state...   
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The Lost Rave: recorded 1997 

Krusty: Terence, from what you’ve said of Rave culture elsewhere in the world 
it’s a bit different out there. We’re used to running outdoor parties here. I mean, 
the opportunity to come out here and dance in Australia is just phenomenal – 
the aboriginals danced all over the place across this entire country, so there’s 
that history and that connection... But it’s also about being in the moment 
when you have that full perimeter of the dancefl oor around you... 

Terence: Well you know this connection between trance dancing and shamanism is 
very old and explicit. In Africa there’s a whole psychedelic drug complex based around 
ibogaine. Iboga is the plant – and the people that take it are the Fang people. And they 
have an interesting custom – when a village doesn’t have enough food or they have 
some 
type of crop failure, they all get together and they invent a dance. A new dance. And 
then what they do is they go nomadic. And then they go around to the successful 
villages and say feed us for six weeks and we’ll teach you a new dance. And they do. 
And this has been going on for centuries. And so the connection between dancing, or 
progressive dancing, music and shamanism exists worldwide. But in some places, like 
in this African situation, it becomes explicit that these things are one and the same 
enterprise, really. 

Krusty: Well I think Rave culture’s pretty much like that, too. I mean, a lot of 
people have their psychedelic experience in the sound system and the lights 
and in the stomp, and maybe they don’t take drugs outside that space because 
it offers the safest space and connection. 

Terence: Well I think that’s the collective style. But I also think that a lot of people have 
their fi rst glimpses of the deeper levels of psychedelics in these trancedance situations. 
And then some people, who feel a special calling into it go much deeper. And in a sense 
they become the shamans of our new culture. And what a shaman in our new culture 
usually means is an artist. I mean an artist is a shaman bringing stuff back from the 
spirit realm, the Dreamtime, whatever you wish to call it. 

Krusty: Forming the invisible into the visible. 

Terence: Making it manifest. And then making it spiritual food, not just for themselves, 
but for the community. To my mind half the equation is getting loaded... and the other 
half is making art out of the experience that other people can enjoy and appreciate. 

Krusty: Yeah. And then they can journey... [When I DJ] I set up a little shrine 
space... And people have come up to me afterwards and have said how they 
were losing it until they went to the shrine space and chilled out and felt a great 
connection, or they had lots of different experiences, but quite often they’ll just 
say how that it really did it for them. And that’s the psychedelic experience. 
It’s very opening, and people need something they can hook into. 

Terence: They need to see that there is something outside this stucco plastic glass 
consumerist culture. And that within there are greater riches than without. But people 
have been so programmed to associate themselves to colours, jewelry, houses, clothes... 
And in the attaining of all these things, of course, the quality of your life is completely 
wrecked. I believe it’s called the Rat Race... So what psychedelics can do is show people 
that the Rat Race is simply the style of just one set of cultural values. And you can chuck 
those cultural values and move into a world not by yourself as an alienated intellectual 
or something... There is a community waiting to receive you that will support you and 
you can become part of it. 
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Krusty: I think that’s maybe the difference between 
the 60s and the 90s. Because the people in the 60s 
who stuck to their so-called guns, well, where are 
they today, they’re either hippies or alienated. I 
don’t want to be alienated. I want to connect with 
as many people as I can, whether it’s those police 
down there or the loggers that I met last week, or 
whoever. 

Terence: People have been so concerned to outdo the 
60s that they haven’t bothered to notice that they long 
ago outdid the 60s. I was at the very heart of the 60s 
– I was at Berkley in 1965. It lasted, at most, two and 
a half years. This house-trance-rave-ambient thing has 
been going strong since 1982... So it’s over 15 years old 
for crying out loud. It’s the major force shaping culture in 
the hi-tech industrial democracies here at the end of the 
century. 

Krusty: And just on that music/physiology level, 
coming back to that heartbeat that really is that 
thumping bass... It’s such a return to Africa... On 

the one hand it’s very electronic and computerised... It’s the best the West can offer on that 
level, like Beethoven and what he was doing with frequencies... 

Terence: It’s the Neo-Archaic: the best technical civilisation in the service of shamanic ideals. So the best 
of technical civilisation is its pharmacology, and its media and information transforming technologies, like 
the internet, synthesizers and all of this. These inventions and technologies in the service of shamanic 
goals and ideals are incredibly life 
affirming and positive. But they’ve always been used for other purposes: to run armies and banks and 
commercial enterprises and it’s produced the mixed bag I mentioned. 

Krusty: Well one of the great things for me about this type of culture – and tonight [at the 
doof] we’ll see it – people will have costumes. I mean we all have a costume anyway; but they 
will really perform a role. It’s such an extension of themselves but it is totally themselves. And 
it’s so nice and beautiful to experience a ‘mass of freaks’, as you said before... who will come 
out and just commune, or come together and be colourful. 

Terence: I think the point of the new culture is diversity. I mean, we have gays and straights; we 
have techno heads; we have hackers; we have crusties, we have all of these people and none need 
feel excluded... Everybody has a piece of this action and it stretches from the back to the land people 
through the ecology people, the trancedance culture, the drug culture, the media culture... I think it’s 
very powerful and I also think there’s no other game in town. Marxism is finished. Capitalism is out of the 
question. And anyway the future belongs to the youth... 

Krusty: Is that neo-anarchy then? 

Terence: I like neo-anarchy. I think the idea is for people to be as free as possible. And societies should 
make that their goal. The goal of any society should be to deliver as much freedom to its members as is 
humanly possible. And that’s a hell of a lot better than anybody’s getting right now, you may be sure. 

Krusty: And I certainly find in my trancedancing that there’s that real sense of freedom... Well 
actually... we did a party on Christmas night [a few weeks back], and I knew it was going to 
get closed down. It didn’t have walls, it was an indoor/outdoor type of thing, and of course the 
police came past, 14 cop cars showed up. The energy was just really, really nicely happening 
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but they couldn’t see that, and it was such a shame, y’know. It was so confrontational... 
But if we had’ve been playing Diana Ross through that sound system, or Michael Jackson, I 
reckon we would have got away with it. But with [doof music] the police just had no point of 
reference. I know it’s pushing their buttons. Just on the pure sound frequencies. 

Terence: Well it just feels to them like it’s out of control... They can feel the energy and they don’t know 
what’s going on... And when cops don’t know what’s going on they get nervous. 

Krusty: Well they know rave culture but I think it was purely because we were playing the 
hard psychedelic trance... 

Terence: I’ve never seen a rave come apart where it wasn’t the cops that caused it. In other words: if 
you pull back and let it happen the community is self-policing. It can take care of its bad trips and the 
few out of hand types that always show up. But you get the police in there and the police carry such a 
charge that the younger kids freak out, and then you’ve got a problem on your hands. 

Krusty: Well we had a space in the city called Global Village and I have seen three or four 
police walk in there and the people, and this is young kids as well, look up and see the energy, 
you could see it in their eyes... and the energy goes around and around and then it went out... 
It was like this grey mass, this negative vibration, and that’s what they’re presenting in the 
community. That’s their job and what they’re paid to do. 

Terence: You’re seeing the central force of control up against the central force of anarchy and freedom, 
and that’s a rough edge. But it’s up to us to show them that there is a better way then fear and resistance. 
And basically become so large and overwhelming a cultural force that they become part of it. I mean, a 
cop is also a human being and very easily brought into contact... 

Krusty: Absolutely. I don’t want to be in a psychedelic experience where that’s happening... 
You want to be in the right environment. 

Terence: Gently does it... 

Krusty: So where do you see... now in 1997... this sort of exploration into art and culture going 
with psychedelics? Where will it be in 2009...? 

Terence: Well it’s just going to get better... Meaning more virtually real, more effective at reaching you 
emotionally; the light and sound shows will become more integrated... And the people who are now just 
beginning all this are going to mature into the full flowering of their creativity over the next three, four, 
five years.. And what we have now, which seems like much, will become much, much more... 

Krusty: Now the one edge of the wedge here is the psychedelic [sacrament] itself... and the 
plants being totally illegal, LSD being illegal, etc. But these things are part of the recipe of our 
art, and as an artist I actually make sure there’s LSD or real mushrooms or whatever, for my 
community within the larger event community, because I think that’s the right thing to do. 
And our friendship with other people supports that. But its a highly, highly illegal activity at 
this stage, so what are your thoughts on that? 

Terence: Well I’m aware that there are discoveries going on in every part of the world, in laboratories, 
in the rainforest – there are so many psychoactive drugs and so many psychoactive plants that are not 
illegal that eventually I think that the Establishment is just going to have to recognise that it will have to 
turn the world into a total fascist police state; or accept the reality of people altering their consciousness 
for pleasure and spiritual exploration. 

I think this is a defining issue with the end of the 20th century. In the same way that giving indentured 
people the vote and then women the vote, and then recognising gay rights and all these things: this is 
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a progressive movement towards greater and greater human freedom. These drugs pose 
a real speed bump to this but on the other hand the effort to control and limit access 
to them will distort society beyond recognition. It already is: building prisons; making 
everybody paranoid; wrecking the lives of people who ordinarily would have no association 
with criminal activity, but only in this one area to potentially brush shoulders with criminal 
syndicates and so forth. 

The easier way out is just to admit that we’re wrong. I mean Western civilisation... 

Krusty: You say that’s the easier way out? We live in a hugely ego-based world. 

Terence: The world ran on slavery for fi ve hundred years and a lot of people made money 
off it. And then fi nally people just said ‘there’s something screwed up about this’. It doesn’t 
make sense. It destroys humanity. And so does drug suppression. The cops are corrupted; 
the courts are dehumanised; youth becomes cynical; alienation interferes between child 
and parent relationships... It’s making life much more diffi cult for everybody. 

Let’s just step back and recognise that the human creature is a curious and perverse beast... 
Everybody’s different and what you want to do with your mind and your body is your own 
business, provided you don’t get in anybody else’s face. And to go beyond that is to go too 
far... 

Krusty: Well this sort of psychedelic hard trance music has come together in a 
sense in the last few years in Goa in India, because that was a safe place for 
people to indulge in the psychedelic experience and not have it ruined by a police 
presence jackbooting over the top. But that’s changed a bit as well... 

Anyway, I’ve been working with the psychedelic herbs that aren’t illegal... yet... 
that are coming onto the market now... They’re not as powerful as things like 
psilocybin or MDMA or LSD but they’re still very psychoactive, especially if you 
already have those neural pathways open. 

Terence: Well, how about Salvia Divinorum? It’s as powerful as DMT. And it is legal 
worldwide [and has since been criminalised in many parts of the world -Ed]; it is easily 
grown and uncontrolled. There are no laws on this planet against it. And while this situation 
is obtainable we should inform people about this and spread it everywhere. 

Krusty: And so does it grow native here in Victoria? 

Terence: No, it’s a native of Mexico. But it could grow easily in Victoria. 

Krusty: And do they have seeds available here? 

Terence: You propagate it then vegetate it. And it looks like a house plant. And it can be 
grown on somebody’s windowsill. And this is what I mean about the pace of discovery is 
making control out of the question. 

Krusty: One last question: you were going to tell me if you danced and what sort 
of dance you do? 

Terence: Yeah, I dance. But I don’t dance when I’m on tour because I’m usually tired and 
wasted! But when I’m just on my own you’ll fi nd me under the lights... 
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“My idea – my notion of what the psychedelic experience is for is that we each must become 
like fisherman and go out on to the dark ocean of mind and let your nets down into that sea 
and what you are after is not some behemoth that will tear through your nets, foul them 
and drag you and your little boat, you know, into the abyss, nor are what we looking for a 
bunch of sardines that can slip through your net and disappear, ideas like have you ever 
noticed that your little finger exactly fits your nostril and stuff like that.

What we are looking for are middle sized ideas. That are not so small that they are trivial 
and not so large that they are incomprehensible. But middle sized ideas that we can wrestle 
into our boat and take back to the folks on shore and have fish dinner.

And every one of us when we go into the psychedelic state this is what  we should be looking 
for, it’s not for your elucidation, it’s not part of your self directed psychotherapy, you are an 
explorer and you represent our species and the greatest good you can do is to bring back 
a new idea.

Because our world is endangered by the absence of good ideas, our world is in crisis because 
of the absence of consciousness and so to whatever degree any one of us can bring back 
a small piece of the picture and contribute it to the building of a new paradigm then we 
participate in the redemption of the human spirit and that after all is what it’s really all 
about.”

– Terence McKenna, 1946-2000, 
The Purpose of Psychedelics.
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The DJ booth for the 95–6 New Year’s Eve Confest bash was a lean-to bark and stick humpy 
propped around the base of a glorious river gum tree. This was ‘back in the day’, when it was 
all still just dance music with a ‘trancey twisted feel’ to it. As long as the music worked in the 
moment anything could happen – and it usually did. Eight pm till ten am, with two DJs – Jet 
More (aka Special K in those days) and me, Krusty, plus one live act – Sugar, guiding the entire 
14-hour journey. Two small speaker stacks and a few more speakers out the back was the 
entire sound system for the 1500 strong crowd. 

And what a night it was! Robin Mutoid was in full force with a VW Bug sculpture in the middle of the 
dancefloor with flames jettisoning out over people as they let it all go. A huge Aboriginal flag was at 
the back with a smiley face for the yellow sun and a naked aboriginal man playing didj underneath it... 
Whoosh... the flamethrower ignited the flag and up it went ... Later it was settled with the indigenous 
crew that this was not an act of blasphemy but of prophecy, because society no longer needed to follow 
flags... 

It was a wild cross-sectioned crowd with naked people covered in mud, sophisticated international 
backpackers, grey-haired hippie hooligans and NYE reveller local boy hoons, amongst others. We were 
held mesmerised by the sparkling dawn when a giant flaming DNA spiral lit up, and the smiling dancefloor 
deep in the trancedance zone gently grooved away, punters watching idly as a grass fire started to blaze 
out of control... 

Being a hot dry Aussie summer, the smoke billowed hundreds of feet into the air within minutes... What 
to do? It was so cute watching the lil’ raver kids earnestly fill their water bottles in the nearby swamp and 
then rush over to try to put out the blaze with no more than a cupful of water... I remember spending a 
few dazed minutes trying to select the perfect ‘fire’ track to go with the new theme that had just entered 
our space. Finally we pulled out the generator water pump we had been using to spray the dancefloor and 
got the flame out... As one toothless old codger chortled,“only the forces of mother nature could break 
the spell of the trance...” 

The island continent of Australia has had an intimate relationship to dance with the indigenous people of 
the land stomping on the earth for over 60,000 years. My understanding is that this geomantic practice 
set up a resonant frequency across the continent which is still active today, and thus offers a totally 
unique opportunity for the modern trance-dance-entheogen experience – or as we call them now, ‘bush 
doofs’. 

Much has been said of the TAZ [the Temporary Autonomous Zone concept coined by anarchist philosopher 
Hakim Bey] within the bush doof context. From its inception in the early 90s, with the ‘shock of the new’, 
the good ol’ bush doof has been part of the alternative Australian music/dance/art culture. It’s also 
become a natural space for entheogenic practise to flourish, as the Stone Age meets the Space Age. 
As the art form of the doof grew in its uniquely Australian way, the events became more refined and 
successful in creating what one might loosely call a ‘saturated-entheogen-interactive-circus-gathering’. 

Entheogens are defined as psychoactive substances which induce an altered state of consciousness, 
providing the user with a mystical or spiritual experience – even if used in a secular context. Through the 
ritual ingestion of these vision-producing drugs, both natural and artificial, people can work with these 
substances to induce alterations in their 
own being: namely, consciousness expansion and development. The idea is that the individual ingests 
the entheogen because it is responsible for ‘evoking the divine within’. Culturally these substances 
have figured in shamanic or religious rites for tens of thousands of years, with trace elements of plant 
sacraments surviving with fossilised human remains. It is within this modern reclamation of direct divinity 
that we find the manifestation and the possibility of the utopian experience, no matter how ephemeral 
this may be. 

Within the trancedance event – with or without the aid of induced chemicals – participants can experience 
a very popular, accessible and relatively safe structured mechanism for the individual to obtain the so-
called ‘shamanic vision’. In my many years as an electronic and dance music DJ I have seen people get 

21



together to trip en masse at bush doofs, usually in a spontaneous and playful way. The modern global 
ritual of people dancing around an electronic sound system for long periods of time is really an archaic 
revival of an altered state of consciousness. Moreover, the Rave, Dance and Techno/ Trance Cultures [and 
the evolving mutations thereof] represents the primary way of Western ‘youth’ culture to interface with 
the shamanic vision. 

The Shamanic Experience 

So what is the shamanic vision, experience or quest? It is moving into an altered state of consciousness 
beyond the very dense three dimensions that we normally exist in. It means having an intention to journey 
into other worlds, to experience those worlds, map those places, expand one’s own consciousness and 
to learn from these experiences. When an individual participates in the shamanic vision it does not mean 
they then become a shaman. To become a shaman is a much bigger undertaking and denotes a person 
using their knowledge, skills and techniques to heal the tribe. It is a responsibility that is bestowed upon 
select individuals via heredity, being chosen or an inner call. No matter the circumstance of origin, the 
shaman will spend a lifetime working on the path of the mystical healer, not simply dancing all night to 
trance-inducing loud music. 

However a new type of shamanism is now emerging across the global spectrum, practised by people 
who wish to reconnect to the nature they feel so disconnected from. With over 50% of the world now 
living in huge concrete, steel and electronic cities, the psychic pressure has spawned a drive within the 
human mechanism to balance our isolation. Reconnecting with the cosmic rhythms of nature, with the 
mother earth, or ‘Gaia’ [as biologist James Lovelock famously coined the concept of the whole earth bio-
organism] is imperative. And the best way people know how to let go and move beyond the confines 
of the industrialised mind is within dance. Through these all-night trancedance experiences millions of 
people involved in global dance culture are finding themselves having powerful shamanic experiences... 
So where is all this leading? 

The main aim of the average person within global dance culture is not to become a shaman themselves, 
but to safely enter the trancedance ritual or party, more than likely consume some intoxicating mind 
expanding chemical and dance all night within the sacred space of the Temporary Autonomous Zone 
(TAZ environment). The dancer not only wishes to be able to let their consciousness split and fly into the 
cosmic realms, they are, most importantly, anxious for their psyche and spirit to land safely back in their 
bodies, ready for work on Monday morning. The action of the dance itself anchors the body to the earth 
and as long as one keeps dancing throughout the psychedelic experience, no matter how problematic or 
blissful the trip may become, all can be managed. After six, 12 or even 24 hours of dancing an individual 
can integrate the shamanic visionary experience safely back with their normal consciousness. This is the 
‘classical’ bush doof journey: one that takes the individual dancer from normality, through the splitting of 
the psyche on the entheogenic trip and into the mind expanding space or even further out of body, before 
finally returning fully back into the self and the body construct. 

For most people associated with trance culture they have a ‘few good years’ in them and after that they 
really only attempt the full psychedelic shamanic experience once maybe twice a year. This is because 
the power of the experience, when performed en masse with a large dance floor such as a warehouse or 
outdoor field, is so profound that it takes an individual a long time to integrate the experience back into 
their day-to-day lives. It is my personal feeling that the integration is the key to the psychedelic shamanic 
or trip experience. What I mean by this is that whether it is a good, great, or bad trip, this is only half the 
equation. The other half is the post-trancedance phenomenon of trying to make sense of what happened 
and mapping this experience into one’s daily reality. Does one dismiss it as mere hedonism? Or does one 
contemplate and integrate the experience into being a real and nurtured aspect of their whole being? 

It is not easy to find a dialogue with something that is ‘beyond linguistics’. I have personally noted 
that when most bush doofers gather to chat with friends in a comfortable and supported setting, they 
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will eventually start to recount in detail their personal 
psychedelic experiences. These stories will often be very 
vivid and quite wild and tell of fantastic connections 
between the mind and the natural world. Such as: ‘waves 
of rainbow light pumping out of the speaker systems’; or 
‘imagining lightning and then a huge bolt fl ashing over the 
dance fl oor’; ‘seeing the fabric structures of space’; ‘feeling 
the trauma of a parent lock in their gut, keel over, and 
throw up’ and then dance the pain away; or ‘seeing into 
the future and making a decision that then effects their life 
for the positive’; ‘synchronicity’; etc... 

One must not be distracted with fear when one comes to 
confront one’s own demons or angels, for both the heaven 
and hell realms can open up on the dance fl oor. This cathartic 
experience is not for the faint hearted and requires what in 
shamanic terms is called the warrior spirit archetype. This 
is when an individual chooses to journey out beyond their normal consciousness and meet 
the spirit realm, and when they do this they must do so with humble spiritual intention, 
conviction and power. 

The trancedancer who stays with the trip and journeys with the techno music through the 
psychedelic experience will experience a rebirth, a reaffi rmation of the self as a being of the 
cosmos, absolutely connected to and a real part of nature. This has been variously referred 
to as the utopian, godhead, beyond linguistics, singularity-experience, a direct moment of 
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all as one, a spiritual high, etc. It is the very powerful revelation of the true self that so 
many people consciously or unconsciously are searching for, and it is what the initial bush 
doof experience here in Australia was all about. 

However, this original central tenet of the divine intention has slipped away into obscurity, 
and is now overshadowed by a ‘male dominance energy structure’: the compulsive obsessive 
pursuit of contemporary values – success, fortune, fame, sex, power – which are globally 
out of balance and soul destroying for humanity. Consequently the soul of your average 
doof refl ects this paradigm and, in my opinion, has evaporated totally from the original 
trancedance entheogenic experience. 

The Changing Nature of Doof

During the experimental stages of development (especially the early Goa years from 1992-
2002) the bush doof seemed to naturally or magically just come together... The utopian 
visionary experience seemed to just happen when a number of disparate elements were 
drawn together in symphony to produce a single ‘magical’ experience. This ephemeral 
‘magic’ is what the good ol’ Aussie bush doof has really always been about – with many 
participants claiming astounding, even life changing experiences. 

Now, approximately 15 years later, the bush doof seems to be lacking in the intention 
or ability to create the real ‘magic moment’ and manifest the ‘utopian vision’ experience 
everybody has paid their money and spent their energy to experience. In my opinion it is 
the invisible attractor, the glue that holds it all together that has changed. 

This concept or idea of something ‘missing’ has been raised by many of the old timers that 
experienced the full power of that fi rst wave of doof. From my perspective the bush doof 
as an entheogenic art form or psychedelic / shamanic utopian visionary experience had 



peaked and had now oscillated back to the other end of the spectrum – outside the realm of this so called 
utopian vision. And like all oscillations the pendulum will swing back to rise again in some new form of 
creative cultural expression. 

Thus after talking about it for a few years, I decided to try something new, which brought about the 
creation of the Experimental Shamanic Trancedance, Sacred Plant and Sound System Workshop. It was 
time to move beyond discussing possibilities to create an experiment for the future of the dancefloor here 
in Australia. 

The Future is Archaic 

The purpose of ritual is to wear you out, to grind down your defences so that the participant falls open 
to the transcendent experience. 
     – Joseph Campbell 

The paradigm for the experiment was to create something experientially new, drawing upon fundamental 
aspects from previous bush doofs and entheogenic visionary practice. Participants were asked to prepare 
for a full consciousness seven-hour trancedance event and to bring a focused, mindful spiritual dimension 
to the gathering on all levels. The overall intention was for participants to gain something positive, and 
to potentially have a profound healing from the workshop as well as to develop new insights into the 
dancefloor experience that could later be documented and discussed. 

We began preparation for the experiment many weeks before when we chose the location for the dancefloor. 
It was situated at Manyana, a beautiful eco-arts retreat deep in the Aussie bush, in a relatively flat space 
circled by trees and near mains 240 volt power and toilets. We did some smudging, prayers and blessings 
with the space when we first arrived; this was the shamanic aspect of the experiment and would be the 
overarching practice employed throughout the whole workshop. 

The following day we created a mandala of circles. The innermost was for a ‘sacred’ fire pit about four 
metres across that we ritually lit. Next was the outer, circle, where we dug a five centimetre trench and 
placed four strands of multi-coloured rope lighting to mark the edge of the sacred space within. Next 
at the cardinal points on the next circle, slightly further out, we placed four flamethrower fire towers. 
Six speaker stacks were also placed evenly along the edge. Finally, at the outer most circle we erected 
eight pure white long horizontal banners at head height. It gave the space a neutral but visible boundary, 
without detracting from the open bush setting. 

Behind one of these banners we placed a small tent/DJ booth, so that its existence was completely 
‘forgotten’ and inconspicuous to the people on the dancefloor. Finally at the base of a large gum tree that 
was on the edge of the outer circle we placed a shrine. The shrine contained religious, pagan, Wicca, 
shamanic icons and objects, and people were asked to contribute if they wished. Creating a shrine space 
is something I have done since my very first event. I believe it consecrates the space as being sacred, 
making it a safe place for people to have altered states of consciousness. 

I asked all participants to be there from the very beginning of the workshop experiment, so that we 
could all be focused on the journey together. I call this the ‘lock ‘n’ load’ principle. Each of the principal 
artists/technicians involved in conducting the workshop were introduced and said a few words on what 
their involvement and intention was. I felt this to be integral, so that the participants felt connected to 
every aspect and component of the event, and had a map or paradigm from which to journey. 

Next a shamanic, earth-based ceremony was conducted to create a sacred dance floor space, whereby 
all workshop participants became co-creators of the workshop through the shared ritual experience. 
This was facilitated when we all participated in something similar to an indigenous gum leaf smoking 
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ceremony. A small fresh gum leafed branch was placed in the 
fire by each individual who offered their own prayers, blessings 
and personal statements of intention for the journey. The 
elements of fire, water, earth and air were then invoked and 
acknowledged, in order to directly connect with nature. 

People then ritually ingested their sacred plant sacraments. The 
principle here was to honour and experiment with the symbiosis 
of entheogen plant intelligence that enters our ‘normal’ human 
system and then opens us up to ‘new’ potentialities. We all 
have an ancestral heritage of working with entheogen ‘teacher’ 
plants and their potentials are available to us as humans. A large 
vat of chai psilocybe cubensis tea was available for participants 
to gently imbibe as the ambient electronic music softly began, 
inviting people to lightly enter the trancedance. 

Over the first two hours the music slowly built in rhythm and 
tempo as everybody began to synch-in. The experiment was conducted with a full active six-way surround 
sound system. During this period of the workshop we balanced each of the ten speakers separately, each 
through an individual channel on the mixing desk. Once we were able to perfectly balance the volume 
and equalization for each speaker in relation to all the others the precise circular dance floor became a 
‘pure’ space where sound and people became ‘magically’ and equally distributed throughout the space. 
This meant there was no front or back to the circular dancefloor, just the inner sacred fire and the outer 
circle rope light edge. 

This high-end level of sound system technical wizardry provided the workshop with a very cutting-
edge opportunity to experience full spectrums of sound and music frequency without it being loud. The 
trancedancers’ bodies were bathed in a full immersion of surround sound that could penetrate deep into 
their system, causing the dancers whole cellular and energetic structure to vibrate along with the music. 
The dancefloor was filled with the sounds and beats drawn from the history of psychedelic trance and 
electronic dance music over the last fifteen years. It was a trancedance musical journey that covered a 
very wide selection from the various techno dance music genres. 

The language of music is a language of light and it communicates to us like no other medium can. 
The music chosen for the workshop was all about what would work best for the journey and was a 
major part of the experiment. The idea was to create a trancedance soundtrack where each track was 
intellectually, emotionally, thematically and stylistically linked to the track(s) before it, but also moved 
the dancefloor to a new musical and dance moment or page. These tracks or pages would then make up 
a chapter and these chapters then made up the entire journey story. All the music was pre selected and 
mixed in 30-45 minute sections like would happen at a normal dance workshop event. So for those who 
were fortunate enough to have experienced the entire journey it really was an amazing anthropological 
electronic musical moment. 

The challenge for participants was to move their bodies throughout the space with new and exciting 
physical movements. Gabrielle Roth, a shamanic trancedance teacher, identifies life as a wave and the 
dance coming from the wave and being in the wave. She expresses the dance patterns of staccato, flow, 
lyrical, chaos and stillness as aspects in the dance and each of these was explored by the participants. 
As the music built into hard psy-trance the dancing became more energetic, with the aim of pushing the 
participants physical endurance and their inner boundaries further. The aim was to reach a space within 
the self, so that the dance becomes a dance of reverence, a celebration of existence, of life, of being, of 
nature, of the sunset (that was happening), of the elements and to experience the awe of consciousness 
itself. 

It was at this point of the trancedance journey that the doorway to the Utopian Shamanic Vision became 
apparent. It was an opportunity for participants to be both well grounded within their bodies and fully 
in the dance, while also journeying to other dimensions. Working in this way with sound, dance, trance 

As one luminary has 
commented: “How is it 
that we have become 
so closed-minded about 
opening our minds?”    



states, plants and theatrical ritual provided all of us at the workshop with a unique opportunity to meet 
our ego, pass through its constructs, voyage into the subconscious and enter into the higher-self states 
of consciousness. Ultimately this was the intention/aim/goal of the workshop – to connect all the way 
back to the creator source – where all is One, and bring back the ‘elixir’ of the Shamanic Utopian Vision 
and integrate that experience into ones life and community. 

I loosely based the overall seven-hour trancedance event on Joseph Campbell’s treatise on the Hero’s 
Journey. Starting at home in the ordinary world, the hero (workshop participant) has a willingness to 
undertake the ordeal or a call to adventure. Then they enter the special world (dancefloor), endure tests 
(physical dance) and meet allies and 
enemies (self-reflection, psychedelic experience), approach the inmost cave to face more challenges 
and ordeals and death (of the ego/surrender). Only then does the hero find just reward, return or 
resurrection, return with the elixir or magical item (utopian vision/ awe/singularity/living in heart) and 
grounds the experience (returning to the real world). I felt this template or pattern laid perfectly over our 
workshop and provided a universal structure that really worked. 

So what happened at the workshop? There were over 130 participants and even though many people 
journeyed way beyond their bodies there were no casualties and everybody stayed well grounded in the 
dance. Due to the seven-hour journey and being a Sunday night not everyone was able to stay for the 
entire length of the experiment, however nobody reported fatigue, which I thought would be a major 
issue. There was feedback such as: 

“Best doof... ever...” 
“Amazing...” 
“Ecstatic.” 
“The best dance floor experience I have ever had!” 
“My heart exploded open... for hours!” 
“When can we do another one?” 

From my perspective, each of the above elements came together synchronistically and the ‘magic’ did 
happen. However it was the theatrical aspects that really took me by surprise and lifted the workshop to 
be really something eventful. Such things as the rotating fire strobe towers; the theatrical lighting mood 
changes at specific moments for specific parts of the journey; theatrical tricks such as flares, smoke and 
purple coloured flames in the fire kept the euphoria lifting and lifting. The central fire pit was phenomenal 
and it is hard to quantify and gauge exactly why this worked so successfully... but it did! Maybe it’s 
because humans have danced around fires for eons and a return to this practice invoked an ancient, deep 
wisdom tradition that we all were able to associate with. 

What I realised months after the workshop was that by creating a circular sacred space with a circular 
fire in the middle a toroid was created – which happens to be a fundamental creation pattern of the 
universe, so like the fractal itself it replicates the pattern constantly. I’m not sure what this all means, but 
it could mean that the humans and the space synched in perfect harmonic balance. The tribal gathering 
element was amazing and the energy and healing intention everybody brought to the space was quite 
phenomenal. The group of like-minded people participating in this workshop was quite exceptional. It 
seemed everybody left their egos at the door and became selfless in the act of the workshop. 

In conclusion, I think that the future of the bush doof lies with a synthesis of many of the old elements 
plus some new concepts that are being practiced in the New Age: no drugs trancedance events, plus 
some real visionary artistic intention, knowledge of craft and experimentation. Psychedelic/ shamanic 
art has always flourished on the edge, because that is the natural realm the ‘teacher plant’ takes the 
participant to – if the participant listens to the teaching. I feel the bush doof is not currently honouring 
or understanding this fundamental imperative and consequently the doof no longer has the edge and no 
longer contains the utopian experience so fundamental to the health of the human psyche. 

As one luminary has commented: “How is it that we have become so closed-minded about opening our 
minds?” 
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It’s June 2006, London.
A shift was in the making. I’d been staying at the Parallel Youniversity in West 
Hampstead for a month, while its Dean, Megatripolitan Fraser Clark, had been 
off on some Saharan adventure. This was hippy, or – as Fraser might have styled 
it – ‘zippy’, central. The fi rst storey fl at had a couple of decades worth of rave-
olutionary activity pinned to its walls, the reminders of several East Asian and 
subcontinental tours adorning the eaves and immeasurable layers of grime and 
hair worked into its carpets. Apparently most of the hair belonged to Jonty, the 
dog, who I was tasked to mind, along with the world’s wildest indoor plant. While 
in the zippy lair, under the Hanging Gardens of Pronoia, I had privilege access to 
Fraser’s extensive countercultural library. Flying off the shelves was a book called 
Its Happening: a portrait of the youth scene today by J L Simmons and Barry 
Winograd (1966), a couple of hipper members of staff in Sociology Dept. at the 
University of California, Santa Barbara.

The book made me curious. As I became worded-up on ‘the hang-loose ethic’ of the ‘swing-
ers’ and their defi nitive pursuit, ‘tripping out’, I got to thinking about the role of social re-
searchers in making accounts of countercultures, and about why a ‘school’ of counterculture 
or alternative cultural ethnography had never developed paralleling say the Chicago School 
and its studies of gangs, or Birmingham’s Centre of Contemporary and Cultural Studies 
famed research on English working class youth subcultures. I’m sure there are numerous 
reasons, but perhaps the answers were facing me in the pages of this book. Besides an 
account of a tripping scene, in which the authors carefully absented themselves from any 
question of participation, the book was largely unreadable, woeful in parts – destined for 
obscurity.

The sociological investigation of proto-hippies appears to have been constrained by the pos-
itivist and distanced discourse of mid-century social science. ‘It’ may have been ‘happening’ 
in the mid 1960s, but the methodological shift required to capture this, largely wasn’t. Giv-
en that ‘swingers’, freaks, anarchists, hippies and other counter-culturalists evinced ‘move-
ments’ more than ‘subcultures’, they would be smothered under the dense theories of new 
social movement research, dissed by Marxists as middle class kids suffering from ‘affl uent 
alienation’, defi cient of historical or subaltern impulse, palmed off in Maslowian terms as 
those seeking the fulfi lment of ‘advanced needs’, and derogated by spokespersons of the 
‘monophasic consciousness’ prevailing as absconders, wasters and abusers of the rational 
mind and disciplined body.

So in my short semester at the Parallel Youniversity, I meditated on the scholarly detritus 
pre-Summer of Love, knowing that things hadn’t changed much almost ten years after the 
ostensible Second Summer of Love (1987). But the freakological path was discernable in 
the lifting fog, itself owing much to ‘the sixties’ and its habitual commitment to become ‘ex-
perienced’, refl exive, to ‘be the revolution’ (both explicitly and implicitly through the wide 
circulation of consciousness alterants), the introspective and self-critical turn which would 
become integral to anthropology (by the 1990s) illustrates the kind of methodological ‘turn’ 
needed. As anthropologists have trained their sights on a range of non-traditional cultural 
movements, formations and practices, including the contemporary ‘happening’ apparent in 
a range of countercultural rituals, festivals and dance cultures, an ‘anthropology of experi-
ence’ appears to be the route to appropriate research practice.

Such preoccupations coincided with the imminent resumption of my ethnographic research 
on global dance culture – with a specifi c attention to trance (or psy-trance).

And this leads me to ‘Life’. That is, Life, the festival in the Republic of Ireland. What better 
place to begin my summer research adventures, and to re-boot my life, after a depressing 
London winter. You see, in January I’d made the intercontinental cross-hemispherical shift 
from languid sub-tropical Brisbane and plugged directly into the matrix: a 6th fl oor offi ce 

*1994 – after years of 
being regarded as a weak 
and unreliable psychedel-
ic, the rare Mexican sage 
Salvia divinorum and its 
main active component, 
salvinorin A, are discov-
ered by Daniel Siebert to 
in fact be radically potent 
and awesomely strange 
substances when used 
correctly.
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in a steel, concrete and glass edifice known as the 
Social Science building at City University. I was a 
research assistant in the Sociology Department, and 
for three months I lived in a confined loft above an 
Indian dentist who, from his ground floor clinic, was 
drilling a serious hole in my bank account while vol-
unteering for Iskcon in his spare time.

Perhaps I should have followed the lead of my Pol-
ish neighbours and fellow tenants, who wrought a 
split-cell apartment out of their shoebox, each with 
space for bunk beds and a TV. Or – and I’m nearly 
capitulating to a mounting cynicism here – I might 
have followed through with my original plans and 
moved in above a Pakistani operated youth fashion 
outlet north of The Angel: `Roughcut Casuals (In-
corporating Young Folk)’. But like I said, it was early 
June, and the mist was lifting. My good mate Damo 
put me up in the basement room of his communist 
run share house in Stoke Newington – my base of 
operations for the next three months. No rent, no 
worries.

The Festival of Life

I approached Life from the Hill of Tara on the road from Dublin towards Kells. And from the vantage of 
its mysterious earthen mounds regarded as the seat of the ancient High Kings, I scanned the horizon all 
around – for what it wasn’t clear: my Irish ancestors? A clear direction? A meaningful incorporation?

It felt good to be free of City (where I’d quit my job) and most excellent to be out of London – a monu-
mental rat-cage in a burgeoning police state crumbling under the weight of resources funnelled into an 
infernal terror machine – a state apparatus which produces (they would argue ‘identifies’ and/or ‘elimi-
nates’) terror/ists. I’d been suffocating. And so, with the benefit of the fresh air taken on these heights, 
I chose the SW route to Life – a psy-trance festival organised by Neutronix at Charleville Forest Castle 
near Tullamore for the full moon weekend of June 9-11 2006.

Charleville is a model gothic castle situated in a primordial oak wood. Built in the early 19th century, and 
undergoing restoration since the 1970s the castle is complete with dungeon, towers and parapets. The 
main sound stages (psychedelic vibes and world beats) were positioned on opposite sides of the castle 
each facing the immediate grounds, with the structure a remarkable context for sharp hued and psyche-
delic designs. Disappointingly, both stages were shut down as a result of sound complaints on the main 
night of the event, a circumstance which saw a small sound system operated by Kris Beckett (aka Acid 
Casualty) serve the morning fare in an alcove nearby.

The festival was especially marked by a Salvia Divinorum event, superceding previous experiences with 
this `teacher plant’ used for millennia by the Mazatec Indians of Oaxaca, Mexico, to divine spiritual 
truths. Observing my identity, memories, secrets, and body unfold and expand into my furniture, become 
undifferentiated from my surroundings, or recombine in a random tumble of the psyche, prior encounters 
were the ultimate in ludic experience: uncertain, turbulent, hilarious. Yet remarkably insightful for the 
cartoon-like salvia spin cycle enables brief witness to the unconscious, exposing a world of mysteries 
beyond the rational (salvia inspired art). While I regularly dived behind the reality curtain amidst the 
turbulence, consciousness always seemed to prevail. But with one bowl of salvia 20x at Life, the game 
changed, and it changed dramatically. I went under – for how long I wasn’t sure. Was I screaming? Was 
‘I’ present at all? For how long had I been holding my breath?
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Zipped inside my tent-womb in the shadow of Charleville, I finally remembered to breathe. This surfacing 
was concurrent with a category five realisation that everything I had known, all my memories, my iden-
tity, the history of the world as I knew it, and my own physical body, was design, all code. In a duration 
where organic ‘time’ had receded and at a place where the veils were lifting this was acutely understood 
as a significant breach in the known. I understood the insight to be the exposure and collapse of a grand 
deceit – and there were those (coders perhaps) who wanted me to know it, who had been willing me out 
of the deception for a long time, to join the party, to roll with the momentum. Given the apparent unprec-
edented scale of the breach, the moment was critical. Awesome. The wild screams and clamour of the 
festival all around appeared like the confused and conflictual response of the coders to the awakening.

I heard many female voices during this episode, coming from around the festival site, seeming to will 
me out of my ‘life’ coma, ‘the great lie’. While the precise meaning of this deception was unclear, the 
sensation of immortality was overwhelming. And it was terrifying, as while an eternity was exposed – it 
was one in which I was absent. My being was not destined to comfortably terminate (with ‘death’) even 
though ‘I’ was. I had a glimpse across the Great Frontier – and I wasn’t there.

Upon reflection, and indeed this required much reflection, I recognised that this was an opening, an 
awakening, as incomplete as it was. The awakening enabling the played avatar of The Truman Show to 
become aware of ‘the game’ resonates here – not least since Truman’s revelation precipitated the reali-
sation that all he knew and believed in was about to end while life beyond `the show’ continued. And 
perhaps this awakening can be understood as something of the numinous experience characterised by 
Rudolf Otto as the mysterium tremendum.
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The problem with such 
episodes is that while we 

recognise them as 
awe-inspiring events, 

remarkable experiences, 
how do we assimilate such 

into our daily lives... ?

The problem with such episodes is that while we recog-
nise them as awe-inspiring events, remarkable experienc-
es, how do we assimilate such into our daily lives, when 
our culture (including ‘psychedelic culture’, as Eric Davis 
divines) does not provide us with such means? Perhaps it 
is this absence of incorporation which impels participants 
to revisit the awesome event, or attempt to re-live it, over 
and again, in order to ‘get the message’. The truth is that 
the significance of the experience, and most importantly, 
the thirst for further inquiry, will likely only arrive if one: 
a) is at a transitional moment in their life; and b) performs 
requisite post-event work: debriefing, writing, relating the 
experience with fellow ‘travellers’. This is the entheogenic 
process. Herbs like salvia will not orchestrate a transition. 
The response to its effects might.

What was previously understood to be an impenetrable 
frontier, an impossible crossing, was revealed as a fabrication maintained and defended against hack-
ing. Despite the confusion discovered in the fjording, my salvia assisted journey alerted me to a design. 
But this wasn’t just a revelation about death, but about life – that indeed the whole of my being was a 
construct (was designed). The mystery remains – who/what are the designers? What was the nature of 
the afterlife glimpsed? Will my life be lived out repeatedly? Were the celebrants those who had awakened 
before me? And perhaps most importantly, how does my experience compare with those of others en-
countered in this or similar liminal environments?

* This has been an excerpt from a larger collection of anthropological writings in the forthcoming book 
‘Technomad: Global Raving Countercultures’ by Berghahn (2008).
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Years ago, while conducting fieldwork in the 
Peruvian Amazon as a graduate student, I 
had on several occasions sampled the 
psychedelic drink ayahuasca under the 
watchful eyes of mestizo ayahuasqueros. 
For some reason, however, these early 
experiences were less than satisfying. A 
combination of circumstances, including 
the variable and often weak composition 
of local brews, a tendency on the part of 
the presiding shaman to underdose gringo 
participants, and my own uptight hyper-
vigilance, a defensive posture reflecting 
my precarious situation as a stranger in a 
distinctly strange land, had all conspired to 
keep me from connecting with the ayahuasca 
experience in Peru except in the mildest and 
most superficial manner.

I did not really experience the true profundity 
of the ayahuasca vision until years later, when 
I attended a conference hosted by the UDV, 
the Brazilian syncretic religious group that uses 
ayahuasca ritually in their ceremonies, under the 
name ‘hoasca’, ‘vegetal’, or ‘cha’ (tea). In 1991, 
the medical studies group of the UDV organized 
a scientific conference on hoasca, which was held 
at a summer retreat a few miles outside of São 
Paulo, adjacent to the circular, church-like temple 
which served as a community and ceremonial 
center for one of the local UDV ‘nucleos’ or 
congregations. A few years previously, I had 
published several papers on the ayahuasca 
research I had conducted in Peru in connection 
with my doctoral research. This work had come to 
the attention of the UDV and it was on the strength 
of this that they kindly extended an invitation 
to me to attend the São Paulo conference and 
give a talk on the results of my research. The 
conference was attended by about 500 people, 
most of them Brazilian members of the sect, 
but also a smattering of local and international 
outsiders, including physicians, psychiatrists, 
anthropologists, botanists, pharmacologists and 
the like. There were about 20 North Americans 
invited and I was among these.

The conference started on a Tuesday and ended 
on a Saturday. After four days of lectures, slides, 
and much animated conversation, we were all 
well primed and eager to experience the hoasca 
beverage; a group session at the temple had been 
arranged for us on the final closing evening of 
the conference. This also corresponded with the 
regular schedule of the UDV, which customarily 
holds sessions on alternate Saturdays.
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On the night in question, the weather was humid and balmy. In the gathering dusk, we all walked the 
short distance from the dormitories where we had been staying to the temple, about a quarter mile away 
nestled in a small valley. The regular members of the congregation, many of whom had attended the 
conference but most of whom had driven out from the city for the evening’s ritual, had already taken 
their places in the temple, and were seated in comfortable reclining chairs arranged on terraces which 
completely encircled the interior of the temple. In the centre of the amphitheatre-like space, a long table 
was arranged, with chairs arrayed around it and a picture of Mestre Gabriel, the founder and prophet 
of the religion, was hung beneath an arch-shaped structure decorated with the sun, moon, and stars at 
one end. Several gallons of hoasca tea, a brownish liquid the colour of cafe latte, was in a plastic juice 
dispenser placed on the table beneath the picture of Mestre Gabriel; beside it was a stack of paper picnic 
cups.

A special set of chairs had been reserved for the visiting delegation of foreign ‘dignitaries’ along one 
of the terrace-like elevations close to the centre of the amphitheatre. We threaded our way among 
the members already seated and took our places in the reserved spot. The officiating mestre and his 
acolytes, mostly men but including several women, were already seated around the table. After everyone 
had gotten settled, the mestre in charge rose to start dispensing the brew, helped by a couple of his 
disciples. The members formed an orderly line (they all seemed to know just where and when to go and 
there was no confusion or need for direction) and one by one, we filed down to stand before the mestre 
and be handed a paper cup containing our allotted draught; the size of the servings varied from person 
to person, and seemed to be measured according to body weight and the mestre’s assessing gaze; what 
other criteria were applied was not explained but one got the feeling that he was taking the measure of 
the soul and spirit of the supplicant standing before him as well as the body.

Each person took the cup assigned to them and returned to stand in front of their chair, holding the 
cup. Once everyone had been served, the mestre gave a signal and all raised the cups to their lips and 
drained the bitter, foul-tasting beverage in two or three gulps. One of the Brazilian scientists standing 
beside me slipped me a small piece of dried ginger to chew to kill the aftertaste; I was grateful for the 
kind gesture.

Having drained their cups, everyone sat back in their comfortable webbed chairs. I kept hoping someone 
would turn off the glaring, buzzing, fluorescent lights over head, which were altogether too bright and 
quite annoying. They were to stay on during the entire evening, however. For about 45 minutes, everyone 
sat, wrapped in their own thoughts. Absolute silence reigned; in a hall of over 500 people you could have 
heard a pin drop. After this period, a few people began to get up and totter toward the bathrooms, as 
the nausea, a frequent side-effect in the early stages, began to take hold. You could hear the sounds of 
people puking and shitting emanating from the communal bathrooms at the back of the building. About 
the same time, the mestre began singing a beautiful song, called a shamada, and though I could not 
understand the Portuguese words, the melody was quite moving. The sound of the heartfelt shamada 
mingling with the wretching, gasping noises of people throwing up violently in the background made me 
smile at the incongruity, but no one else seemed to notice.

My own experience was not developing as I’d hoped. My stomach was queasy but not enough to send 
me to the bathroom and I felt restless and uncomfortable. I felt very little effect, except for some brief 
flashes of hypnagogia behind my closed eyes. I was disappointed; I had been hoping for more than 
a sub-threshold experience, and I didn’t want to disappoint my hosts, who were concerned that their 
visitors should have a good experience and ‘get’ it. When the mestre signaled that he was ready to give 
a second glass to any one who wanted it, I was among the group of about a dozen gringos that queued 
up in front of the table; apparently I was not the only one who was having a difficult time connecting 
with the spirit of the tea.

I took my second draught and settled back into my chair. It tasted, if possible, even worse than the first 
one had. Within a few minutes it became clear that this time, it was going to work. I began to feel the 
force of the hoasca course through my body, a feeling of energy passing from the base of my spine to 
the top of my head. It was like being borne upwards in a high-speed elevator. I was familiar with this 
state of sympathetic activation from previous mushroom experiences, and I welcomed the sensation as 
confirmation that the train was pulling out of the station.
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The energised feeling and the sensation or 
rapid acceleration continued. It was much like 
mushrooms but seemed to be much stronger; I 
had the sense that this was one elevator it would 
be hard to exit from before reaching the top floor, 
wherever that might be. Random snippets of topics 
we had been discussing at the seminars in the 
previous days began to float into my consciousness. 
I remembered one seminar that had addressed 
the UDV’s concept that the power of hoasca tea 
is a combination of ‘force’ and ‘light’; the ‘force’ 
was supplied by the MAO-inhibiting Banisteriopsis 
vine, known as mariri in the local vernacular, while 
the light – the visionary, hypnagogic component 
– was derived from chacruna, the DMT-containing 
psychotria admixture plant. I thought to myself 
what an apt characterization this was; hoasca was 
definitely a combination of ‘force’ and ‘light’ and 
at that moment I was well within the grip of the 
force and hoped that I was about to break out into 
‘the light’.

At the instant I had that thought, I heard a voice, seeming to come from behind my left shoulder. It said 
something like, “You wanna see force? I’ll show you force!” The question was clearly rhetorical, and I 
understood that I was about to experience something whether I wanted to or not. The next instant, I 
found myself changed into a disembodied point of view, suspended in space, thousands of miles over the 
Amazon basin. I could see the curvature of the earth, the stars beyond shown steadily against an inky 
backdrop, and far below I could see swirls and eddies of clouds over the basin, and the nerve-like tracery 
of vast river systems.

From the centre of the basin arose the World Tree, in the form of an enormous Banisteriopsis vine. It was 
twisted into a helical form and its flowering tops were just below my disembodied viewpoint, its base was 
anchored to the earth far below, lost to vision in the depths of mist and clouds and distance that stretched 
beneath me. As I gazed, awestruck, at this vision, the voice explained that the Amazon was the omphalos 
of the planet, and that the twisted, rope-like Yggdrasil/Mariri World Tree was the lynchpin that tied the 
three realms – the underworld, the earth and the sky – together.

Somehow I understood – though no words were involved – that, the Banisteriopsis vine was the 
embodiment of the plant intelligence that embraced and covered the earth, that together the community 
of the plant species that existed on the earth provided the nurturing energy that made life on earth 
possible. I ‘understood’ that photosynthesis – that neat trick, known only to green plants, of making 
complex organic compounds from sunlight, carbon dioxide, and water, was the ‘force’ the UDV was 
talking about, and indeed was the force on which all life depends; I was reminded of a line from ee 
cummings, that photosynthesis is “the green fuse that drives the flower.”

In the next moment, I found myself instantly transported from my bodiless perch in space to the lightless 
depths beneath the surface of the earth. I had somehow become a sentient water molecule, percolating 
randomly through the soil, lost amid the tangle of the enormous root fibers of the Banisteriopsis World 
Tree. I could feel the coolness, the dank dampness of the soil surrounding me, I felt suspended in an 
enormous underground cistern, a single drop among billions of drops. This sensation lasted only a 
moment, then I felt a definite sense of movement, as, squeezed by the implacable force of irresistible 
osmotic pressures, I was rapidly translocated into the roots of the Banisteriopsis tree; the sense of the 
rising, speeding elevator returned except this time I was being lifted rapidly through the vast pipes and 
tubes of the plant’s vascular system. I was a single molecule of water tumbling through the myriad 
branches and forks of the vertical maze, which grew progressively narrower the higher I went.
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Finally, the sense of accelerating, vertical movement eased off; I was now floating freely, in a horizontal 
direction; no longer feeling pushed, I was suspended in the middle of a stream flowing through an 
enormous, vaulted tunnel. More than that, there was light at the end of the tunnel, a green light. With 
a start I realised that I had just passed through the petiole of a sun-drenched leaf, and was being 
shunted into progressively narrowing arteries as I was carried through the articulating veins toward 
some unknown destination. It helped that the voice – or my own narrative self, I’m not sure which – was 
providing occasional commentary on the stages of the journey as it unfolded.

Desperately I tried to remember my old lessons in plant physiology and anatomy. By this time I had 
been given the wordless understanding that I was about to witness, indeed, participate in, the central 
mystery of life on earth: a water molecule’s eye view of the process of photosynthesis. Suddenly I was 
no longer suspended in the arterial stream of the leaf vein: I had somehow been transported into an 
enormous enclosed space, suffused with greenish light. Above me I could see the domed, vaulted roof of 
the structure I was inside of, and I understood that I was inside a chloroplast: the roof was translucent 
and beams of sunlight streamed through it like a bedroom window on a bright morning.

In front of me were flat, layered structures looking like folded sheets stacked closely together, covered 
with antenna-shaped structures, all facing in the same direction and all opened eagerly to receive the 
incoming light. I realised that these had to be the thylakoid membranes, the organelles within the 
chloroplast where the so-called ‘light reaction’ takes place. The antenna-like structures covering them 
literally glowed and hummed with photonic energy, and I could see that somehow, this energy was 
being translocated through the membranes of the thylakoids they were mounted on. I recognised, or 
‘understood’ that these antenna-like arrays were molecules of chlorophyll, and the ‘anchors’ that tied 
them to their membrane substrates were long tails of phytic acid that functioned as energy transducers, 
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funneling the light energy collected by the flower-
shaped receptors through the membrane and into the 
layers beneath it.

Next thing I know I was beneath that membrane. I was 
being carried along as though borne on a conveyor 
belt. I could see the phytic acid chains dangling above 
and beyond them, through the semitransparent ‘roof’ 
of the membrane, the flower-like porphyrin groups 
that formed the chlorophyll’s light gathering apparatus 
loomed like the dishes of a radio telescope array. In the 
centre of the space was what looked like a mottled flat 
surface, periodically being smited by enormous bolts 
of energy which emanated, lightning-like, from the 
phytic acid tails suspended above it; and on that altar, 
water molecules were being smashed to smithereens 
by the energy bolts. Consciousness exploded and died 
in a spasm of electron ecstasy as I was smited by the 
bolt of energy emitted by the phytic acid transducers 
and my poor water-molecule soul was split asunder. As the light energy was used to ionize the water, 
the oxygen liberated in the process rose with a shriek to escape from the chamber of horrors, while the 
electrons, liberated from their matrix, were shunted into the electron-transport rollercoaster, sliding 
down the chain of cytochromes like a dancer being passed from partner to partner, into the waiting arms 
of Photosystem I, only to be blasted again by yet another photonic charge, bounced into the close but 
fleeting embrace of ferredoxin, the primary electron acceptor, ultimately captured by NADP+ , to be used 
as bait to capture two elusive protons, as a flame draws a moth.

Suddenly I was outside the flattened thylakoid structures, which from my perspective looked like high-
rise, circular apartment buildings. I recognised that I was suspended in the stroma, the region outside 
the thylakoid membranes, where the mysterious Dark Reaction takes place, the alchemical wedding that 
joins carbon dioxide to ribulose diphosphate, a shot-gun marriage presided over by ribulose diphosphate 
carboxylase, the first enzyme in the so-called pentose phosphate shunt.

All was quiet and for a moment, I was floating free in darkness; then miraculously, (miracles were by 
this time mundane) I realized that my disembodied point of view had been reincarnated again, and 
was now embedded in the matrix of the newly reduced ribulose disphosphate/carbon dioxide complex; 
this unstable intermediate was rapidly falling apart into two molecules of phosphoglycerate which were 
grabbed and loaded on the merry-go-round by the first enzymes of the Calvin cycle.

Somehow I understood – though no words were involved – that the Banisteriopsis vine was the embodiment 
of the plant intelligence that embraced and covered the earth, that together the community of the plant 
species that existed on the earth provided the nurturing energy that made life on earth possible.

Dimly I struggled to remember my early botany lessons and put names to what I was seeing. I recognized 
that I had entered the first phases of the pentose phosphate shunt, the biochemical pathway that builds 
the initial products of photosynthesis into complex sugars and sends them spinning from thence into 
the myriad pathways of biosynthesis that ultimately generate the molecular stuff of life. I felt humbled, 
shaken, exhausted and exalted all at the same time; suddenly I was ripped out of my molecular roller 
coaster ride, my disembodied eye was again suspended high over the Amazon basin. This time, there 
was no world tree arising from its center, it looked much like it must looked from a space shuttle or a 
satellite in high orbit. The day was sunny, the vista stretching to the curved horizon was blue and green 
and bluish green, the vegetation below, threaded with shining rivers, looked like green mould covering 
an overgrown petri plate.

Suddenly I was wracked with a sense of overwhelming sadness, sadness mixed with fear for the delicate 
balance of life on this planet, the fragile processes that drive and sustain life, sadness for the fate of our 
planet and its precious cargo. “What will happen if we destroy the Amazon?” I thought to myself. “What 
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will become of us, what will become of life itself, if we allow this destruction to continue? We cannot 
let this happen. It must be stopped, at any cost.” I was weeping. I felt miserable, I felt anger and rage 
toward my own rapacious, destructive species, scarcely aware of its own devastating power, a species 
that cares little about the swathe of destruction it leaves in its wake as it thoughtlessly decimates 
ecosystems and burns thousands of acres of rainforest. I was filled with loathing and shame.

Suddenly again from behind my left shoulder, came a quiet voice. “You monkeys only think you’re 
running things,” it said. “You don’t think we would really allow this to happen, do you?” and somehow, I 
knew that the ‘we’ in that statement was the entire community of species that constitute the planetary 
biosphere. I knew that I had been given an inestimable gift, a piece of gnosis and wisdom straight 
from the heart/mind of planetary intelligence, conveyed in visions and thought by an infinitely wise, 
incredibly ancient, and enormously compassionate ‘ambassador’ to the human community. A sense of 
relief, tempered with hope, washed over me.

The vision faded, and I opened my eyes, to see my newfound friends and hosts all eagerly gathered 
around me. The ceremony had officially ended a few minutes previously, I had been utterly oblivious to 
whatever was going on in the world beyond my closed eyelids. “How was it,” they wanted to know, “did 
you feel the buhachara (strange force)?”

I smiled to myself, feeling overjoyed at the prospect of sharing the experience and knowing that I had 
indeed been allowed to experience the ultimate ‘force’, the vastly alien, incredibly complex molecular 
machine that is the ‘green fuse that drives the flower’.

* Originally written as ‘An Unusual Experience with “Hoasca” – A Lesson from the Teacher’, published in 
Luna and White’s Ayahuasca Reader.
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We are reborn. We all feel this, we all know it in our hearts. We know who we are again. We are the 
disciples of the father, the son, the Holy Spirit. Eleusinian mysteries practised for over 2000 years before 
Christ, as fresh as the mint under your hotel pillow in the early morning light. 

And as I leave the boat at dawn, the guy before me laughs and says, “You see, Basel – it is Hofmann’s 
nightmare – the Novartis chimney stacks, the pollution, the industrialised cityscape pumping out fumes 
from every corner of the city.” And he is right, of course. 

I stand still and like a plane on the runway, something shifts, lightens and opens within me. The acid 
opens and deepens again and again like I’m coming from the soul and as I reach up to the light like a 
hungry newborn babe, drinking in the nectar swirling in the ether this very day, the grand circle continues 
to turn. 

And I can still see that tear, falling from the hundred-year old face, so pure no. It is so sweet. Pardon me, 
while I kiss the sky. 

Now: St Rollerskate, Beatnik of the Urban Wilderness steps out into the chill winter day, feeling like Albert 
did that first trip, so long ago now... On the trip that never stops. For once the doors of perception are 
opened, everything appears as it is: infinite. 

Viva Albert Hofmann, viva LSD, and long live the Heads that connect it all together. We’ll always have 
Basel. 

Love, 

Dr Razam 



HEADS: From the blog of Dr Razam

Sunday 15th Jan, 2006 Basel, Switzerland

DAY THREE: Sunday Night – On the Boat 

I saw the best minds of our generation stripped back to bass. An infinite multi-faceted vibrational 
knowledge condenses down, reflects itself across the night as on the Boat all the crazies let loose like 
water released from clouds in a storm. I see Andrew Sewell M.D., the Harvard doctor in charge of the 
psilocybin LSD cluster headache study cutting loose on the dance floor, surrounded by dozens of San-Fran 
trance geeks and Goa heads. He dances awkwardly, of course, like a Harvard doctor let loose at a trance 
party in the middle of the night, not ON anything, oh God no, but getting into the scene nonetheless. 

And I wonder, where are the glam psychedelic poster men and women of this age? Why isn’t he in a day-
glo lab coat replete with mask? Why didn’t he wear the Buddhist robe he had on at times in the lobby of 
the hotel, playing the part of the up and coming wonder boy of legal LSD research? 

Around me people are opening and blossoming like the origami flyers on the bar that trippers spend 
hours puzzling over, slot A into slot B, a tantalizing mystery of life folded away into the angles for those 
with the eyes to see. I hover on the lesser bardos, heavy in the illusion, surrounded by this night of the 
group mind, the collective consciousness, deep in the psy-dens of the underworld. Deep dark down we go 
to the belly of the boat, acid trails smearing in the strobe laser light, day-glo tagged mushroom graffiti, 
leading us down to where Goa Gil is playing his massive 12 hour trance set. The music, c’est important, 
but it goes even deeper than that... We’re deep in this sea of fools, are all swaying to the same beat, 
the bass heavy in our bones and blood, bursting up through the flower that now rests in our heads. You 
can see it in the diamond sparkle of Chipmunk’s eye, the madcap Californian acid dealer in the hood. 
He’s growing a thin, weedy moustache-beard wherever there is testosterone to support it on his face, all 
covered with a generic baseball cap. 

He speaks a slow and gentle, slightly wounded Californian accent, complaining that people don’t treat 
each other right, lamenting he didn’t bring the amazing acid he had once, liquid acid so smooth you could 
drop diamonds in it and see them glisten in the light. He too, is Hofmann’s child. 

And all the Heads from the conference are there, letting their hair down, and down, and down... until 
there’s nowhere to go but IN... 

And round and round and round we go, where we stop nobody knows... Yes, the Heads have met. The 
neurons have bonded and the synaptic pathways set. Nature is moulding its extensions of mind in matter. 
The alchemy process is reaching critical mass. 

It’s that magic time of night, deep in the heartlands of us all, where a door opens in our soul. And you 
know, we all of us knew this door was there, all our lives, but the remembrance, this is why we need the 
key. And inside the origami plot, where the spirits live, where we take off our clothes of flesh and bask 
in the remembrance, the light. 

We are the bomb that was dropped sixty odd years ago, revealing the light. Alchemical lapsis. Hypermind. 
A wall of words to describe the raw act of Creation. And at dawn my mate Dingo, the Aussie Aboriginal DJ 
who’s been rolling huge spliffs, and the German girl who’s coming to Australia one day... all hug in a circle 
as light comes up through the big boat bay windows, revealing the new day and the industrial chimneys 
puffing away in this drug company town. 
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Teardrops fall from the grace of the divine 

somewhere within it is time again 

yes, you know it 

you have always known it 

The secret passes down 

The Word is spoken 

It becomes flesh 

and it is willed amongst us 

Sacre bleu. 

The sacred. 

The divine. 

Somewhere inside me there is a blazing sun, and it is raining, and raining and raining. And I open my 
eyes, and I see they were already open, and the tears just come pouring out. And I am crying, and Albert 
is crying, and we are all crying and a little bit of a laugh too, you know, it shifts imperceptibly, it is the 
joy, not the sadness that we try to ride, to let it be born... 

And it’s raining on the inside again as the tears streak down the faces, and we all hold hands in the San 
Francisco ballroom, and we sing this little ditty to Albert: “Happy birthday to you. Happy birthday to you. 
Happy birthday, dear Albert. Happy birthday to you.” And as we sing we realize the birthday is also our 
own, as a culture, a community come of age. Happy birthday then, to the children of LSD. Sixty-three 
years old, it is time yes. For LSD to grow up. 

And time for us all to grow with it. And we know this. We feel it in our bones. 

A young man comes out from the crowd. I think he has been chosen to represent the spirit of youth. I 
feel I know him. He is a Californian raver type, you can read it in the alchemical cosmos patterns on his 
clothes, and he thanks the good doctor. “I love you Doctor Hofmann,” he says. 

I look up then at Albert Hofmann, this venerable gentleman, this titanic figure from the history books, 
and yet he is right here now and I am at his feet. And there, lo behold, Albert’s bike wheel is on the 
blotter acid before me. It has been said that once the gates of perception are open, you don’t need 
auxiliary agents like psychoactives, but I eat it, nonetheless. 

And it is good. 

Spread the word, true believer. Remember the sacred. The bicycle. Remember the Bicycle and all is 
stands for. 
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“I’ve got the bardo blues 

I’ve got the bardo blues 

I’ve got the bardo blues...” 

And everyone laughs. There’s shades of a Christian revivalist meeting, self-parody and collective 
consciousness all rolled into one surreal, psy-country hoedown good time spiritual jiggery...! And the 
secret, it is within us, blossoming and unfolding as Terence McKenna’s voice echoes out from a video 
playing in the lobby; somewhere the psychic cellophane radar rips and the brain pops out of the gravity 
well of larval consciousness and starts to conjugate, coagulate, parlez-vous... The Tribe has come home 
and it is in its power. It is the most amazing feeling. 

Bom, my brothers, bom my sisters, bom my lovers and my teachers, my elders and les enfants terribles. 
Bom to you all as we sit here in the San Francisco seminar room at the Basel Congress Centre, here in 
far off Switzerland, and in front of my eyes a beautiful Amazonian Head walks by, not with flowers, but 
LCD lights twinkling in her hair... 

And Albert is still up on the stage, under the microscope of a thousand hungry eyes from his chemical 
grand-children, media angels feasting on his every word, nuance, and reverent glance from the 
countenance of the divine. 

“We are creatures of light,” he says, drawing us back. “This is not just a mystical expression, as they say 
with enlightenment – it is also a scientific fact. And thinking energy is fed by consciousness energy, the 
highest energy transform of all,” the good doctor shouts, one hundred years old and still going strong. 

“I am grateful for my fate. I am the last of my family left alive, but I have my children, and grandchildren, 
and great-grandchildren. I thank the good Lord,” Albert says, “and I thank you, all my children who have 
seen the way. You, who have helped turn my problem child into my wonder child...” 

There is so much to remember. It feels like the Last Supper, like an historic moment, and then there 
we all are in one place, a generation with our handycams and digital camera, our iPods and our audio 
recorders, our three- chip cameras and our little note books, archiving the crumbs, speedscrawling in 
broken English the German translations of our master’s voice. 

We are all of us his children, we all realise it at this moment, with our father there speaking to us and the 
light, it come from everywhere, and the moment settles, the spirit tightens, and... Albert tells us, asks 
us, please. “Help my child in this world. Those who know, must do.” And a single tear falls from the eye 
of St Albert of Basel, catches on the slope of his cheek and glistens in the light of a thousand flashes from 
the wall of cameras. 

And so I try to write this, the un-writeable, the jewel in the crown. 

It is as if the very soul, the spirit of Basel, has manifested in this city and chosen its bearers, like children 
born back onto the karmic wheel of time. And once you have the knowledge, you have no choice but to 
remember. We are all neurons separated by the illusion of time and space. We are connected by the idea, 
by that which we all experience... And it is all so perfect, so indescribable, I do not think the BBC woman 
could publish this, even if it could be put easily into words... 

It is an old story, and maybe you have heard it before. It goes something like this: Underneath, past the 
origami of our lives, there is a never ending story that is being read in you right now, are you ready to 
hear it? 
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I don’t know if I’ll make it... 

I don’t know if I’ll make it ... 

Or make it through the light... 

Or make it through the light... 

I’ve got the bardo blues 

I’’ve got the bardo blues... 

(chorus) 

The idea is from the Tibetan Book of the Dead, which Ralph translated into one of the first psychedelic 
handbooks with Timothy Leary, whilst still at Harvard in the early 1960s. The idea is to remain conscious 
and go towards the top level. Go towards the light. If you don’t succeed, that’s okay, but you’ll go back 
on the wheel of karma and who knows where you’ll end up. 

The second level is the bardo of illusions, of all the most wondrous and distracting of heavens and hells, 
and the creatures that inhabit them. In truth, they are all reflections of the watcher. We make our own 
heavens, we hold them in the palm of our hands for a second, eternity in a piece of blotter paper passed 
from fingertips to fingertips and a nudge and a wink. 

Some Californian heads whip out their lighters and pass them in the air as a wave of communal awareness 
sweeps the hall. Ralph continues, relentless with his infectious cheer.

“I saw these tall spirits... as my family looked on... 

Some spirits that were angry... 

I was struck with fear! 

The teachings I remembered... 

The middle way was clear... 

“Now rebirth is coming, 

I’m aiming for a human life 

At the wheel of karma 

And as the worlds are turning... 

This is what I feel... 

I’m coming through the bardo 

I’m coming through the bardo 

“I don’t know if I’ll make it... 

I don’t know if I’ll make it... 

Or make it through the light 

Or make it through the light 
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HEADS: From the blog of Dr Razam Sunday 15th Jan, 2006 

Basel, Switzerland 

DAY THREE: REBIRTH/ LET IT ALL HANG OUT 

On the third day Albert rises again, and I eat the magic blotter square with his picture on it. But now it 
is early morning in the cafe next to the Basel Congress Centre, and Dr Moreau and I have discovered 
the hotel buffet with all you can eat breakfast. With croissants at five CF each and coffee the same, the 
freedom to alter consciousness through starvation has been looking mighty appealing lately. I feel like 
Elvis let loose at the all you can eat bar in Vegas. 

Jeremy Narby is at the table next to us. Ph.D, anthropologist and author of Cosmic Serpent: DNA 
and the Origins of Knowledge, he is another of the attendees at this psychedelic barmitzvah. He says, 
“research indicates that shamans access an intelligence which they say is nature’s, and which gives them 
information that has stunning correspondences with molecular biology.” His theory goes on to posit that 
there is an active intelligence contained within the DNA of all living things, which is a new tweak on James 
Lovelock’s ‘Gaia’ or whole system theory hypothesis, now embraced by science. 

It’s all a bit much for this early on a Sunday morning, and despite all the mind-blowing memes percolating 
around, all I have energy left for is Albert, to get a final audience with the Alchemist. How will this all end? 
I imagine the main room closing ceremony, lights dimmed as they hand out the secret stash of Sandoz 
‘43 old gold for a group acid ritual, the culmination of three days of theory and history. 

Ralph Metzner, the cosmic trickster takes central stage later that afternoon. Ralph looks like a respectable, 
bespectacled, white-haired academic, except he has an earthy, swirling Balinese shirt on with a cream vest 
and indigenous beads around his neck. He moves slowly with a cheeky air, this ex-Harvard consciousness 
pioneer turned switched-on Head. 

He’s up there on stage, hand in hand with all the other speakers, elders and seekers of the truth, even 
Albert’s chuckling at this one from his seat on stage, clapping his hands and nodding to the music as the 
group vibe blooms and the Flower Children and grandchildren sway together. 

“To the left... to the right... 

“When I woke up this morning... coming out of the dream... I looked down at the body, lying on my 
head... and that’s when it hit me - tah dah dah dah dah... 

“I was actually dead...” 

Ralph singsongs as the thousand plus crowd begins shimmying to the beat, hand in hand or clapping as 
we embody the ancient Tibetan mantra for living and dying, all of us here, living and dying and living 
again... 

“All my family and friends... gather in my room... Ahead there is a tunnel... and a light so white... I keep 
on moving upward... moving towards the light... 

“I’m coming through the bardo 

I’m coming through the bardo... 
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Not that any of the trippers of all ages here today need an 
introduction to this concept. With websites like Erowid and 
Deoxy providing a veritable treasure-trove of historical, 
medical, legal and first hand knowledge about hyperspatial 
experiences, an online resurgence in psychedelic culture is 
underway, hidden amongst the binary code and spreading 
like wildfire. And here at his question and answer session, 
Sasha Shulgin signs away, the charisma of a rock-star 
indeed, but in this case without the ego. He too, is spreading 
memes, spreading the word, the language of the gods that 
Hofmann sees in nature. 

“How long before you map a signature and I get to take the 
drug?” Dr Moreau asks his new consciousness hero. “Well, 
funny you should mention that,” Shulgin says smiling, 
like Santa Claus without the red suit. “About a month.” 
Apparently a new ‘dirty picture’ he mentioned to a friend 
was posted for one week on an obscure website before 
being removed. Two weeks later the product was shipping 
from the black labs of China and on sale the next week in 
Amsterdam. 

2CE’s his new one, but he has chemical signatures up his 
sleeve that even the DEA don’t know about yet. He’s about 
four years ahead of them, he says, and about now you must 
remember that both PIHKAL and TIHKAL are classified as 
works of ‘fiction’ by the authors and intellectual knowledge 

isn’t technically a crime, yet, although you are now all guilty of subversion at the least. 

Dr Moreau and I break for a late lunch, passing through a generation of Heads and the ideas that drive 
them, to queue up at the cafeteria. And here we all are out in the open: gypsies, witches, alchemists, 
shamans and hippies all around. The smell of pot wafts generously through the air, despite the no-
smoking signs. Hundreds of people are gathered here to talk about LSD, unified in our common cause, 
clutching programs and show-bags, books, t-shirts and badges all available from the Head shop in front 
of the cafe. 

And all of a sudden I can see the future, and it’s loaded. It feels like we’re sitting in the cafeteria at 
lunchtime at a school for higher consciousness. 

“Are you ready for your excursion on 2CB today? Have you all got your permission slips signed? Good.” 
Imagine, these classes went on five days a week in a school for higher consciousness – what a the 
generation of shamanauts we’d have then. Ready to guide us to the innerworlds where it’s all GO’in ON! 
Or to help reconnect a global culture with the planet that sustains it. That’d really give the Scientologists 
something to worry about. 

Me? I need a ham sandwich and a beer. 
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Someone else who’s dabbled in the ancient art of alchemy is Alexander ‘Sasha’ Shulgin. He sits there at 
the conference table with his wife of over 25 years, Ann, looking for all the world like the grandparents 
of the psychedelic movement. And it’s not as if they haven’t done it all before – Sasha has probably 
invented half of the consciousness altering chemicals ever taken. The New York Times recently bestowed 
him with the evil scientist type moniker, ‘Dr Ecstasy’, which he takes in his stride. I can picture him signing 
Christmas cards to friends back in the DEA chemistry labs – who have been forbidden from meeting him 
or even attending one of his talks – ‘love, Dr Ecstasy’ with a cheesy grin. 

Shulgin worked for the DEA itself for many years, legally able to experiment on the fringes of consciousness 
and make new chemicals like some people go shopping. His wife Ann, was a clinical therapist who used 
MDMA in therapy. Together they make a formidable couple very much in love with themselves and with 
life. 

In 1976 Shulgin improved the synthesis process for an obscure drug later called ‘Ecstasy’, which kick 
started another youth culture revolution. He was quickly disowned when he went public in his book 
PIHKAL (Phenanlymines I Have Known And Loved), which published hundreds of chemical formulae 
– legal information – that could be transmuted into street drugs. Or used as sacred tools – it’s all up to 
the user. 

He jokingly refers to these long, chemical formulas as ‘dirty pictures’, molecular models made real. In 
truth, they are like a Chinese wooden puzzle, an origami construction folded in on itself, and neatly 
tucked away behind a valence here, a bromide ring there is the language of the angels – and if you speak 
it, you will understand what I mean. 

They’re graciously allowing their photos to be taken; Ann seems to get over it all quickly, but Sasha 
is always up for another photo, another autograph and another excuse to dazzle us all with his rich 
pharmacological history and wry sense of humour. 

It’s all a bit rock’n’roll, what with everyone lining up to get an autograph or get their book signed, those 
massive tomes, PIHKAL and TIHKAL under their arms like earnest students. A fair number of the crowd 
are young psychonauts – over 18 but under 25, the latest generation of seekers of the mystery, fuelled by 
the internet, psychedelic chat-rooms and the DIY spirit of their age. The majority are clean-cut, averagely 
dressed kids, students from America, England, Germany and surrounding Euro states. The Germans are 
very well represented, perhaps because of their love for techno – and their dance sacraments. 

Still, I wonder what these young students make of all this information, of the 200+ chemical string 
signatures that Sasha Shulgin has cooked up over the course of his long life, the majority of them illegal 
to make? It reminds me of coders a generation ago, the first wave of hackers and crackers taking apart 
the algorithms of cyberspace and tweaking it for their own ends. Now this generation of psychonauts is 
taking up higher consciousness with a passion, tinkering with the very building blocks of life to fuel their 
journeys into the unknown. And when they start hacking away at the edge of reality from their garages 
and back room labs across the world, look out. 

The parallels between shamanism and cyberspace have been brewing for a while. Roy Ascott, an early 
‘network artist’ and figure in Ars Electronic, sees the hyperspatial dimensions plant sacraments can take 
us to as equally valid as cyberspace. The only difference is that the plants are the interface, not computer 
chips. After spending time with Kuikuru Indians of the Brazilian Mato Grosso in 1997 and their rituals 
ingesting hallucinogenic mushrooms, Ascott developed a theory of three planes of reality: Validated 
Reality, Virtual Reality, and Vegetal Reality. 

Ascott says: “Virtual Reality, dependent on interactive digital technology, is telematic and immersive. 
Validated Reality, dependent on reactive mechanical technology, is prosaic and Newtonian. Vegetal 
Reality, dependent on psychoactive plant technology, is entheogenic and spiritual. Vegetal Reality is 
quite unfamiliar to Western praxis... and is often viewed with fear and loathing by those entombed in 
Validated Reality. Vegetal Reality can be understood in the context of technoetics, as the transformation 
of consciousness by plant technology and the ingestion of psychoactive material...” 
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culture’. However, LSD was eventually 
seen as just another niche consumable in 
a cornucopia of mind altering party drugs, 
including 2CB, mushrooms, ecstasy, 
speed, cocaine, heroin and other fad 
variants that sweep the hedonist markets 
of the world. 

On the surface, its potential to revolutionise 
appears to have been absorbed by free-
market thrill seeking, yet intellectually 
LSD’s influence on the culture hasn’t 
waned. It comes in waves, and Western 
culture has merely integrated the first 
generational contact. 

After the Beats of the 50s and the Hippies 
of the 60s, LSD went underground. As 
the Ecology movement went back to 
the earth and the Human Potential field 
looked inward, acid rock and bellbottom 
jeans sprouted across the public face 
of the 70s. But the effects of LSD run 
deeper than exterior fashions. There are 
reports of key figures in the information 
age that spawned the personal computer 
revolution using LSD as a creativity drug. 
As Wired magazine was to report from 
the symposium: 

“The gathering included a discussion of how early computer pioneers used LSD for inspiration. Douglas 
Englebart, the inventor of the mouse, Myron Stolaroff, a former Ampex engineer and LSD researcher 
who was attending the symposium, and Apple-co-founder Steve Jobs were among them. In the 2005 
book What the Dormouse Said, New York Times reporter John Markoff quotes Jobs describing his LSD 
experience as “one of the two or three most important things he has done in his life.” Or as one lecture 
topic had it - ‘From Open Mind to Open Source’. 

Jason Lanier, one of the pioneers of the late 1980s virtual reality industry, says “...almost to a person, 
the founders of the [personal] computer industry were psychedelic style hippies... Within the computer 
science community there’s a very strong connection with the ‘60s psychedelic tradition, absolutely no 
question about it.’ Case in point: Bob Jesse, once VP of Business Development at Oracle, the third 
largest software company in the world after Microsoft, left the company to chair the Council on Spiritual 
Practices, a non-profit NGO that has advocated the responsible use of entheogens (substances which 
evoke the divine, sometimes unfashionably still called hallucinogens) for religious purposes. 

A considerable number of experts in business, science and medicine now believe that when psychedelics 
are used with integrity, knowledge and courage, they are among the most powerful learning tools 
available to mankind. Much of the psychedelic movement believes that if the mainstream world would 
recognise the medical potential of the substances then the first steps could be taken towards using them 
for correcting the consciousness that has thrown global culture out of balance with the world. 

Dr Hofmann himself, in an interview given in 1993 at the age of 87 to the British Independent newspaper, 
said: “LSD is not addictive, it is not toxic. The danger with LSD is this very deep change in consciousness: 
it can be beautiful, it can be terrifying. We have integrated alcohol and tobacco, but we’ve not integrated 
the hallucinogens. The next step is that it should be put into the hands of the psychiatrists. Fifty years’ 
experience is nothing. For a substance which exhibits such new and extraordinary properties you must 
have much longer. It should be possible to study this substance properly.” 

Sasha (left) and Ann Shulgin and friend  ~ photo: Maria Lourno
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Alex Grey with his portrait of Albert Hofmann – photo: Maria Lourno
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“Nah. And Joanna Leary, Tim Leary’s widow is just outside, spilling her guts about the 60s,” Dr Moreau 
says. “And I’ve just done this interview with the MAPS crew about psychedelic activism, and like, you 
really should get out there, man, you’re missing the whole thing!” 

But alas, I cannot leave my broadband oasis, all stories must come to me, today. I do pop my head 
outside the door, though, to see Joanna Leary in a spotlight on the stage outside the pressroom. 

“God, she looks good for her age,” Kris says, joining me, probably all horny about now. 

“It’s plastic surgery, dude, she has to be like, at least sixty but she’s got that polished, soft-focus 
Hollywood half-century glow about her.” Kris disagrees vehemently, coming to the defense of the ‘First 
Lady’ of acid. 

Joanna Leary’s not even her real name, and she never actually married Tim, I find out later. But she went 
through a lot for Tim, surviving the American system of ‘justice’ and coming though the other side. I 
mean, he did go to jail for the massive crime of a single marijuana cigarette, for which they were going 
to put him away for decades. 

“I was a DEA informer, but only for two months. And I did it for love,” she says without a trace of irony 
in her voice. 

No emotion at all. She did it to get Leary out of jail, took his own lawyer down and some others. She 
finishes to a round of applause. 

Maybe there is something going on out here after all. The vibe is rising, it’s getting very ‘Fear and 
Loathing in Las Vegas’, except its all psychedelic, a fluffed up vibe, more Higher Consciousness and Love 
in Basel. I walk around doing some audio sampling with the iPod and checking out the art displays. 

Alex Grey, the famous Psychedelic artist, has done a picture of Albert especially for his birthday. It shows 
him circa 1943, the hale and earnest young chemist holding up the sacred molecule, but the figure – c’est 
incredible, circulation vessels and chakra energies , cosmic ecologies are interconnecting with him and 
out into the hallucinogenic ocean around him. It will probably be made into blotter acid, double or triple 
dipped by the alchemists in celebration of this turning point, this moment when the Heads of the world 
gather together and transmit the thought of themselves to the world. 

Like the electro-magnetic fire in the Alex Grey painting an invisible story is running through the symposium, 
through the seekers and the listeners and the world media they represent. The unspoken tale is that the 
whole world is on drugs, it’s just a question of which ones. 

Consider that it’s now been just 50 years since Gordon Wasson first approached indigenous shamaness 
Maria Sabina in Huautla de Jimenez, in the State of Oaxaca, Mexico, looking for a supply of magic 
mushrooms. She gave him a dose that fabulously broke through the doors of perception and was written 
up in Life magazine, May 13 1957, in an article titled ‘Seeking the Magic Mushroom’. “For the first time,” 
Wasson wrote, “the word ecstasy took on real meaning. For the first time it did not mean someone else’s 
state of mind.” 

That’s 50 years of plant and synthetic derivative hallucinogens bonding with the Western ID – and its 
media – while the ID creates mainframes, cyberspace and the largest global pornography industry in 
history, amongst other things. The times, they never stop a-changing. 

And in the different world ages Albert Hofmann has lived through he has seen his child, LSD, go from a 
respected mind-expansion chemical used by therapists across the world, to a sacred drug of the street 
for a generation in revolution, to – I dunno, just another kick amongst many in a hyper-medicated world. 
It’s all set and setting, like Leary used to preach. 

By the late 1980s and 1990s the set and setting was changing as a whole new generation of partygoers 
rediscovered LSD on a wave which popularised a variant hallucinogen, ecstasy, and gave rise to ‘club 
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Today he is off covering the anti WTO protest in Bern. He is real media, selling his pictures to the 
panopticon of control, the angels of communication and the beasts that guard their portals. When he 
gets back after lunch the conversation turns to the War on Drugs, the alleged secret prison camps with 
room for 20 million in Europe, all wrapped up with barbed wire. Officially the camps are for terrorists, 
he says, but in practice they’re also perfect for drugged out hippies as well as other dissidents when the 
crackdown begins. 

France, too, is changing, the French Psy-TV crew agree, starting with its drug laws. Paul is there with his 
partner; while he gets the camera footage of the 100 year-old alchemist with the SONY mini-cam, she 
breastfeeds their eighteen-month old girl (conceived whilst high on LSD in a sacred set and setting, he 
tells me nights later on the boat). She chose them to come into the world, just as the psychedelic folklore 
I’m picking up everywhere says that LSD chose its parent. 

So yeah, there is a war on, and as the great Clash of Civilizations touted by the Neo-con meme-makers 
splinters out from Christian-Muslim duality to encompass a clash with all outsiders, you can understand 
why Psychedelic Culture has been underground all these years. 

Which is when my housemate from Australia, Dr Brian Moreau walks in, dressed in a hooded top and 
trainers, clutching a bag full of one Swiss Franc beers from the take-away deli down the road. That and 
a single leg of chicken, which he gnaws into fiercely. I snap two bites from it before I’ve stretched the 
brotherly bond. Beaut. I crack open a beer and continue to frantically try to get IT ALL down, the then 
and now and now and then, new riffs scratching in from the baseline blog as the collective media brain 
chases the moment, the unspoken thing coming into being at this conference... 

As we all keep our voices down for BBC woman, who is doing live recordings in the corner, my German 
pal, Kris, a freelancer for local magazines bounds back in. He’s been busily coming in and out of the 
pressroom all day, rolling joints and discoursing about the existential dilemmas of our time. 

He tells me how he used to like staring at the sun, not on LSD, just naturally, y’know, kids testing 
boundaries and all. And once, he stared at the sun too much and he went partially blind and now he has 
a permanent scar on one eye, a little blind spot. “But you can absorb the energies, he says, you can drink 
them in, you know.” I know, I’ve heard the tale of the Indian saddhu who has been drinking in sunlight 
just before dusk for years, and how he metabolises light and no longer eats solid food, according to 
Indian and American scientific testing. The world is stranger than we would believe... 

Then we’re joined by Raine, Einar and Nils, Nowegian documentary makers that are staying at the same 
Head hostel as me in Basel. We’ve had some great chats about the cosmic connection, our tribal bonds 
and why we do what we do, make media, report this gonzo type of stuff. 

“We do this because we want to share,” Raine says again. “We feel connected to what we have gone 
through and it is beautiful, you know, so we honour it. And we want to share it with the OTHERS... those 
who do not yet know... We feel this is a good thing and we don’t want to convert, we want to open it up, 
to spread the meme...” 

At that, Dr Susan Blackmore, author of The Meme Machine, who is having a coffee at the next table, 
joins the conversation. I marvel at her hair, a magpie rainbow of colours, as she discusses the vectors 
of information and the way they shape our culture. Totally surreal moments and conversations bubble 
around. A synasthesia of soundbytes, higher consciousness Head-talk. 

Stoned, Kris is asking Dr Blackmore, “But the meaning of life, you know, where do I find the meaning?” 
And if not for the cries of BBC woman pleading to keep the noise down, I might have heard her answer. 

Dr Moreau: “I just saw the trepanation lady.” 

Dr Razam: “Really!? Did you see her hole?” He means Amanda Fielding, a consciousness researcher from 
the 80s, founder and director of The Beckley Foundation and internet poster-girl for the ancient art of 
trepanation – or drilling a small hold in your head – at the right place – to relieve oxygen flow to the brain 
and get you high – permanently. 
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It’s been a while since I’ve done any acid, and High Priest has the ‘Getafixes’ – the infamous high-
powered trips that broke a generation six years ago in Australia. They have the wizard from the French 
comic strip Asterix on them. In English the wizard’s name was Getafix, which always makes me think of 
junkies. Raine tells me later that in French he is known as Miraculoux, which is much more appropriate. 
Whatever they’re called, they are so strong that I am scared a little. The classic 60s measure was 250 
mics and High Priest says they’re 300 mics – more than most people have ever seen in one tab. “I’ll take 
a Hofmann. It is fitting, no?” 

He smiles and nods, wise eyes. He knows. 

“Could I get a bit of the wheel,” I ask, doing the ritual exchange, time is money is art, and the sacrament 
is in the palm of my hand. Sorted. 

HEADS: From the blog of Dr Razam 

Saturday 14th Jan, 2006 Basel, Switzerland 

DAY TWO: And Then We Were All in One Place 

It’s Day Two. I’m living in the Media/Press room in the front left corner of the Congress Centre, my 
broadband wi-fi womb to the world. It is a secret joy to have Logos Five, my little Mac iBook here, filtering, 
ordering and transmitting what’s going down. The press room is alive with singing, joint rolling and hi-
tech camaraderie. American, Norwegian, German, Austrian, Australian and other media internationale 
are here. BBC woman is interviewing American doctors as Goa Gill, PsyTrance grandaddy, gets his photo 
taken –flash and non flash version for a French dance culture TV show. 

Outside in the street 100 concerned Swiss citizens are protesting, chanting ‘LSD killer droogen’, while the 
police encircle them to protect us. The rumour is they’re Scientologists. They say that LSD is the same as 
dealers in white coats dispensing a killer drug. They have a megaphone and everything but like Mormons 
at the Superbowl, I don’t think anyone here is listening. 

“You know you’re successful when the Scientologists are picketing you,” says Dr. Charles Grob, Professor 
of the UCLA School of Medicine. Still, I wonder what they’re REALLY scared about? A quick Google of the 
history of LSD would reveal over 1000 peer-reviewed medical papers published detailing the successful 
treatment with LSD of more than 40,000 patients for schizophrenia, depression, alcoholism and other 
disorders. 

That’s not to say LSD is for everyone, or that, as LSD enthusiast and actor Cary Grant once said – and has 
since become part of the folklore – that it should be put in the water supply. Existing mental imbalances, 
anxieties and inappropriate or unstructured use can cause LSD to adversely affect the user, as can any 
drug. 

But some Heads here would say that LSD can be a holy sacrament, and that like all peoples persecuted 
for their religious beliefs, the psychedelic community struggles to practise their 60 year-old Western, 
post-modern archaic religious revival. Western persecution wiped out – via death or cultural integration 
– millions of witches, shamans, mushroom cults and whole races of indigenous people that connected to 
the planet with sacramental plant interfaces throughout history. 

Yesterday, the man taking photos for Reuters told me how he was held in Washington under anti-terrorist 
laws for seven months. He was banned from America for reporting adversely on the war on terror and 
imprisoned before being deported. “The only problem with terrorists,” he says of the experience, “is that 
now they want to control ALL the people to protect us from them...!” 
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* 1960 – Tim Leary 
begins testing psiocybin
mushrooms and later
LSD on students and
colleagues at Harvard
University. In 1963 he is
eventually expelled as
the experiments take
off and he begins an
ongoing relationship
with the world media
and elevated
 consciousness.

*1962 – in the USA,
the FDA places restrictions
on the availability
of LSD, effectively
curtailing most human
psychotherapeutic
research.

*1964 - Ken Kesey and
his Merry Pranksters
take off across America
in the psychedelic bus
“Further”, kickstarting
the psychedelic experience
by the masses, not
just the intelligentsia.

* September, 1966  
Leary forms the 
 “League for Spiritual
Discovery” a religion that
used LSD as its sacrament. 

Liam’s in his late teens and claims to have smoked a lot of pot off the streets. He did 
mushrooms recently but has never done acid before and he really feels like tonight 
is the night for it. “The time is right and there’s lots of good energy around,” he says 
smiling, still scouring the drinks list as if it will materialise a beer for his own second 
brain-mammalian reality tunnel. 

“This whole room is very funny,” he says, reading over the drinks menu for the one-
thousandth time, suffering the eternity of a hungry stoner. “Have you read Leary’s 
book – ExoPsychology? The Eight Circuits of Consciousness, all that? Look at them all, 
getting so drunk, radiating vertebrate territorial patterns and mammalian emotional 
politics...” Right now they’re staring at us as if they can see something different, like 
we’re TV characters or an ad for something they might want to be, to feel themselves 
if they weren’t holding onto the character and the fear loaded onto their socio-reality 
tunnel imprint. 

As Robert Anton Wilson, another granddaddy of the 60s headspace explains, “To 
understand neurological space, Dr Leary assumes that the nervous system consists 
of eight potential circuits, or ‘gears’ or mini-brains. Four of these brains are in the 
usually active left lobe and are concerned with our terrestrial survival; four are 
extraterrestrial, reside in the ‘silent’ or inactive right lobe, and are for use in our 
future evolution. This explains why the right lobe is usually inactive at this stage of our 
development, and why it becomes active when the person ingests psychedelics.” 

Liam is pretty well read, or maybe he just came across that comic book of Tim 
Leary’s Neurocomics they’d reprinted in German and was for sale at the symposium. 
Eventually the beers arrive and so does the fondue, a four litre metal pot of pure 
melted cheese that could clog the arteries of a football team. The locals are still 
looking at us like we’re cannibals, or they are, laughing outrageously at the LSD 
Heads. Then, out of the blue, they offer us their remaining fondue to top up our own 
pot, and we gratefully accept. Perhaps they were just trying to size up the strange 
new Tribe, after all. 

Liam plays up all the loose LSD talk, saying he can see the face of Albert Hofmann 
in a particularly stringy bit of dripping liquid cheese. How perfect. This is like his last 
supper, this messianic acid last supper and there he is being dipped into the fondue 
bowl. It is a good sign for Liam’s fi rst trip. He will go far. 

“C’mon, “ Maria says after dinner, rolling yet another ciggie. “I have to catch up with 
some guys I met today, they may be able to help you out.” We extricate ourselves 
from the locals and head up the road to the hotel-den of the chemical cognoscenti. 
The High Priest has been living in Switzerland for some time now, but he was originally 
from America. His long white hair is dreaded with a ceremonial balding spot on top. 
He’s nice, mellow and knowledgeable, a gentle soul, or maybe it’s all the hash. A 
chunk of hash as big as a block of chocolate is on the bed. A dozen drug disciples 
from all over the world are lounged about in the tiny hotel room with the fake wood 
panelling, toking on an Indian chillum and passing it languidly back and forth. “Look 
– that wood panelling, it’s... starting to move... like fractals?” a long haired American 
girl says, shades of go-go dancers... 

Bom shankar. “So like, I’ve got two types,” the High Priest says, rolling out two pages 
of acid. “The Getafi xes are 300mg, really strong, yeah. And this is the freshest batch 
of Hofmanns, specially created for the doctor’s 100th birthday. They’re 180 mg, real 
nice. He holds up the sheet to show a white cartoon Dr Hofmann in profi le, riding his 
infamous bike into the history books against a green Swiss mountain backdrop with 
a yellow moon and sun. For a second I marvel at the perforated paper, the world’s 
only post-modern, edible artform. 
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The next day I would see him wandering the lobby, standing out from the common Heads in his magnificent 
Buddhist robe of distinction, quite an eye for the heritage of his Harvard position and the media branding 
required of the role. Does he or doesn’t he? Shades of Jimi Hendrix – are you experienced? Given what 
went down the last time a Harvard professor started enthusing about LSD, should he? Who knows. All I 
can say is that Sewell’s got some mighty big shoes to fill, and history will tell the tale. 

The swirling maelstrom of psychedelic thought continues to batter our consciousness as Dr Moreau 
and I wander around this big top of the mind. At a little booth a dozen people are listening to a young, 
white Christian missionary as he explains how he joined Santa Daimo and took ayahuasca. Jonathon 
Ott, translator of Hofmann’s autobiography and renowned explorer of the inner realms himself, wanders 
by. It could be the smell of hash, or of burnt out neurons that trails about him. He looks like a middle-
aged spacecase with his long stringy hair, his weathered face up for a laugh and beanpole thin frame all 
conspiring to suggest he’s been out there, man, and brought as much back with him as he could. 

Other acid evangelists spread the good word to the legion of disciples in the lobby. Christian Ratsch is an 
oriental, German psychedelic scholar, author of the Psychedelic Encyclopaedia of Plants and a damn fine 
funky brother on the side. His ankle-length leopard fur coat sets him out from the hundreds of free radical 
trippers sitting by the cafeteria, listening to him download a glorious cornucopia of alchemical knowledge 
– in German. All that knowledge, but where is the practise? 

HEADS: From the blog of Dr Razam 

Friday 13th Jan, 2006, Basel, Switzerland 

DAY ONE: Friday Night Fondue 

The locals are whispering: “LSD, LSD, look at those trippers...” or the equivalent in Deutsche, loud enough 
to be heard distinctly. LSD has no translation, it seems, a brand recognition it takes advertising companies 
years to leverage. I wonder how they know we have been at the conference – the cameras and recording 
gear, the street feral layering of Maria’s ensemble, her green space frog, the big LSD button badge on 
Liam’s coat, or my red and heavy stoned eyelids? A quick look around at the respectable families and 
couples – upper-middle class fashion and hairdos – ascertains a Level 4. Somatic Intelligence. Feast and 
fear reflexes. Best not to upset the locals while they’re busy, it’s all eat or die for them. 

We’re at Alexander’s, a trés tacky Swiss restaurant. We’ve been trying to hook up with Raine, Einar, Nils 
and the European media crew but last we heard they’d gone in search of fondue, so we followed suit. 
Out here in the mainstream world, without the security of the group mind and the LSD taunts in another 
language, you really start to see the strength of the Tribal model. We were lured in partially by the 
reindeer head on the wall, which we immediately photograph with the space frog hanging cupped in its 
giant antlers. There is wood panelling all around, tacky pictures of roosters and chicks, and fondue for as 
far as they eye can see. And large, well-developed Swiss who obviously love their cheese. They look at 
us from the corner of their eyes and dig into the fondue bowl, still chuckling away over their LSD jokes. 

Liam is tall and skinny, like a young David Bowie that hasn’t discovered his sex drive yet. He has short 
blonde hair, a wispy blonde beard and he comes from Norway – he’s got the Viking in him. He’s also 
perhaps the only acid virgin at this whole convention and he hopes to take his first trip into the unknown 
tonight. 
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*February 1965 
Owsley-produced LSD fi rst 
hits the streets in the USA 
at the same time the hippie 
movement starts blossoming 
in San Francisco. 
Kesey and The Merry Prank-
sters begin the fi rst “Trips 
Festivals” that bring young 
dancers together with mod-
ern lighting and rock’n’roll, 
which birthed the modern 
rave.  

*October 6, 1966  
LSD and most other psyche-
delics are made illegal in Cali-
fornia (and later in the UK). 

*1967 – The summer of this 
year was called ‘The
 Summer of Love’ in San 
Francisco, as the height of 
the fi rst psychedelic revival 
was reached. It was also the 
year in which LSD was made 
illegal in the USA nationwide. 
In october, hippies marched 
on the Pentagon and tried to 
levitate it as an anti-war hap-
pening.

its use of ayahuasca. The UDV won. They had already been declared a legal religious 
order with a right to their psychedelic sacrament in Brazil in 1992. 

So imagine the surprise as a courtroom drama exploded when Mark McCloud, the 
wry blotter art historian/archivist (who has himself been busted and harassed by 
the forces of law for his connection with sheets of blotter art) accused this leading 
Harvard researcher of being the DEA informant that led to William Pickard’s and 
Clyde Apperson’s arrest. 

They attack in packs, McCloud interjecting the moment Dr Halpern takes to the 
podium to begin his speech, accusing him of being a narc. His partner, an auburn 
haired woman with a handy-cam jumps up from her seat towards the middle of the 
room, shouts in agreement and demands Halpern answer their questions. God, this 
feels just like reality TV, like an episode of Judge Judy. 

It’s only when you remember the power of the paradigm these people – and we all 
– live under that you realize why everyone’s so worked up here. The War on Drugs 
has become America’s longest standing single-issue war, older than the War on 
Vietnam, the War on Poverty, the War on Terror, the War on Nature or even the War 
on Indigenous Peoples it has so often gone hand in hand with. 

But the ‘Halpern Flap’, as it became known on Head websites, has since been defanged 
and put in proper context. For the record, Dr Doblin stresses on the MAPS forums 
that, “Leonard Pickard was arrested over fi ve years ago as a result of an alleged 
LSD manufacturing operation. John [Halpern] was later questioned by the DEA in 
regards to what he knew about this operation. Under severe pressure, he decided to 
cooperate with the DEA. Several other people made similar decisions and chose to 
cooperate with DEA. John’s statements were not considered by the prosecutors to 
be central to the charges against Leonard and John was not asked to testify in the 
case. Leonard was convicted almost three years ago on the basis of direct evidence 
and testimony from others.” 

What this whole matter does put in context, though, is that this is a culture which 
is still illegal. The Empire of the day has decreed its sacrament is a crime, just like 
all previous cultures that used plant interfaces to connect with the earth. Or, as 
Rick Doblin says, “I’m less free than a Cro-Magnon man.” The real enemy here is 
misinformation and a society too scared to reconnect with its soul. Classic divide and 
conquer techniques, people. 

Dr Andrew Sewell, MD, comes on next with strength of conviction, a young bull on 
the rise, championing the cause. Dr Sewell is tall and dark haired with a neat black 
beard and a clear, cultured accent, a trace of the English professor about him. As 
a Research Fellow in Psychiatry, Dr Halpern and the Harvard team are applying 
for the right to renew clinical trials with LSD and psilocybin for an extreme type of 
migraine attack called a cluster headache. It’s his fi rst clinical trial of this sort and 
the bright young doctor is awash with enthusiasm at the prospect, yet to endure a 
FDA-shakedown or bureaucratic go-slow, much less a media frenzy. His research is 
important and could directly ease pain for tens of thousands of people worldwide. 
Cluster head attacks are a very specifi c type of headache. They affect men more 
than women and commonly come in crippling bouts or clusters that cause such 
intense pain that sufferers have been known to try and suicide. 

A British ‘clusterhead’ in the crowd adds to the talk-show atmosphere by describing 
his painful encounters with sporadic cluster attacks. BBC woman pounces on his 
heartfelt fi rst hand accounts like a beast to her prey, as Dr Sewell continues his 
general introduction to the community at large. 
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According to Martin A. Lee, author of Acid Dreams: The Complete Social History of LSD, there was over a 
decade of legal and illegal testing of LSD by the CIA on its own men, from 1953-1966, when they dosed 
unsuspecting doctors and servicemen – the ‘CIA Space Cowboys’ – to see if the chemical would make 
an efficient brainwashing mechanism. There were even plans, later overridden, to dose the punch at the 
1954 CIA Christmas party. 

After almost 20 years of ‘research’ with LSD, the CIA gave up their experiments after not only failing to 
brainwash recipients, but noting that sometimes the dosing increased their psychic tenacity to not co-
operate. A recent exhumation of the body of Dr Frank Olson (who was thought to have jumped from a 
hotel window in 1953 whilst high on CIA-dosed LSD) has shown that he was in fact, murdered. Olson’s 
son hypothesises that Dr Olson, who was involved in clandestine American chemical warfare testing, had 
wanted out and was silenced. 

And as the War on Drugs turns 35 this year, LSD busts are still making the headlines. According to the 
DEA’s own press release, the “single largest seizure of an operable LSD lab in the history of the Drug 
Enforcement Administration” happened Nov 7, 2000 when William Leonard Pickard and Clyde Apperson 
were busted by DEA agents in Kansas, caught red-handed trying to move their mobile LSD lab from a 
country grain silo. The DEA seized approximately 41.3 kilograms (90.86 pounds) of LSD, enough to make 
approximately 10 million doses. 

DEA Special Agent in Charge William J. Renton, Jr stated, “the sentencing of William Pickard and Clyde 
Apperson brings to conclusion their significant role in the international production and distribution of LSD. 
These defendants were proven, by overwhelming evidence, to be responsible for the illicit manufacture 
of the majority of the LSD sold in this nation. The proof of the significance of these prosecutions and 
convictions lies in the fact that LSD availability in the United States was reduced by 95 % in the two 
years following their arrest. The Drug Enforcement Administration is proud to have led this historic 
investigation, and to have had the close cooperation of our partners in state and local law enforcement. 
I congratulate U.S. Attorney Eric Melgren and his staff for the outstanding prosecution conducted in this 
matter.” Go, team. 

In another room, during another seminar about the medical resurgence of legal psychedelics, the War 
on Drugs is about to drop a smart-bomb on civilians. Rick Doblin is a short, affable, maker and shaker 
when it comes to policy reform and getting psychedelics back onto the FDA-approved list of commercial 
therapeutic tools. As founder and President of MAPS (Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies), 
he helps facilitate governments and doctors to produce medical psychedelic research on humans. The 
snowball MAPS has helped get rolling has seen MDMA, psilocybin, ibogaine and other psychedelic plants 
used in current clinical trials for therapy, to relieve pain and in the treatment of addictions. Studies are 
now underway in Canada, Israel, Switzerland, Spain and in America, including at Harvard where it all 
derailed two generations ago with Tim Leary. 

Doblin exhibits a passion and vigour in his fight for drug policy reform. As President of MAPS he holds a 
Ph.D in public policy from the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University. Perhaps to balance 
out his mainstream achievements, he’s also a certified Holotropic Breathworker practitioner, who trained 
under Stan and Christina Grof. 

But there’s something really unsettling about the plasticity of his face and the width with which he can 
stretch the permanent smile he wears. It’s the same smile for the cameras as it is for the hecklers in the 
audience, so at least you know it’s bipartisan. Maybe it’s the years of practise, because he’s had to smile 
a lot over the last 20 years to endure all the Food and Drug Administration agents and other government 
bureaucrats he’s wooed. 

The current wunderkind of the psychedelic medical junta is Dr John Halpern, a tall, balding, slightly aloof 
associate director of substance abuse research at Harvard University’s McLean Hospital. Halpern has 
previously conducted legal tests with MDMA . Most significantly, he also recently concluded a study that 
monitored long-term peyote use by Navajo Native Americans to prove there was no cognitive impairment 
from their ingestion of the hallucinogenic sacrament. As a result of this his work was presented before 
the US Supreme Court in the religious freedom case of the Unaio do Vegetal (UDV) Church, supporting 
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After acid, Albert synthesised mescaline from the sacred cactus, and, of course, psilocybin from the 
mushrooms. He also produced other legal drugs for Novartis, for the relief of pain and anxiety, and for 
reducing bleeding in childbirth, patents which still rake in the money today. And then? Well, he retired 
from active chemistry and took up the skill of living, getting back to the nature he loves so much. And 
now, at 100, he no longer has to trip. Dr Hofmann has become a living drug. He has become the child 
again, transformed by his alchemy, you can see it in the way he carries himself, the energy and the 
assurance. And the children know the way, they speak the language of the heart. 

When his peers on stage present him with a giant bouquet of roses he gets up from his chair to accept 
them, overwhelmed with emotion. His face is beaming as he says, translated from the German, “these 
roses are made of the same matter that makes all of us. We must appreciate the beauty of nature. 
Science and technology are good, but they move us away from nature, and we must move back towards 
it.” There’s a collective sigh from many in the room and a spontaneous outburst of tears. Whew. After 
that there’s nothing better but to hit the bar. Albert leaves in another storm of tears and applause as the 
acid paparazzi drown him in the light of a thousand cameras and he slowly exits the hall on crutches, the 
wounded healer of the Tribe. 

It’s Friday the 13th and a full moon tomorrow, but the energy is strongest now. There’s going to be a boat 
party with Eat Static and other Trance acts playing tonight. My hostel buddy Maria, a sultry, street wise 
Portuguese photojournalist is going. She went up to Dr Hofmann as he exited the press conference and 
gave him a kiss on the cheek and said, “Thank you, Dr Hofmann for what you have given us...” 

Two hours later I’m mildly drunk at the bar with her, discussing the deep and meaningfuls of life. Whole 
generations of the Psychedelic Movement are walking around like at a fun fair, high on the buzz of each 
other. But the day is young, and there are Heads to meet and there is history to be learned, a cultural 
mythology to share. Deeper, down under the iceberg we go... 

HEADS: From the blog of Dr Razam 

Friday 13th Jan, 2006 Basel, Switzerland 

DAY ONE, LATE AFTERNOON: Less free than a cro-magnum

For a good decade or so from the late forties to the early 1960s, LSD was the bee’s knees, and everybody 
was doing it. 

Al Hubbard was a doctor (nicknamed ‘Captain Trips’) who had secret connections to the CIA. He indoctrinated 
an estimated 6,000 people into LSD before it was effectively banned in 1966, sharing the sacrament with 
a prominent monsignor of the Catholic Church in North America, plumbing the roots of alcoholism with 
AA founder Bill Wilson, and gatecrashing the pearly gates with Aldous Huxley (in a session that resulted 
in the psychedelic tome Doors of Perception). It was through Hubbard (who was rumoured to have the 
biggest supply of LSD in the world after Sandoz themselves) that many of the Beverly Hills psychiatrists 
turned on actors Cary Grant, James Coburn, Jack Nicholson, novelist Anais Nin, and filmmaker Stanley 
Kubrick, amongst hundreds of others. And it was around here the cultural vector of LSD started charting 
off the scale, as word of mouth spread to the street and recreational use kicked off. 

If the 50s was the era of the bomb then LSD also gave off its fair share of psychic fallout. Underground 
tests on volunteers by the British and American military were common, and the powers of the time 
reported that if LSD could be fired in a rocket and released over the Soviet Union “it could at a stroke put 
the entire Red Army out of action”. 
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What is known is that the psychedelic 
community is inter-generational in a direct 
inversion of the 60s ‘generation gap’. And the 
elders of the Tribe are making themselves 
known. Serious-minded chemists, doctors, 
middle-aged academics with flecks of grey 
hair and wrinkles, dressed with Indian 
beads and accompanied by indigenous 
musical instruments – all the old hippies are 
back, sharing their experience with younger 
generations hungry for knowledge. 

These are the elders of the mainly white, 
male, intellectual-sacred path. Harvard 
witch-doctors and FDA-approved ‘shamans’, 
those who legally or illegally travel to other 

worlds and bring back fragments to illuminate the human condition, or, more likely these days, those 
who just file reports on the younger psychonauts that do. And the Grand-Poo-bah of them all is Albert 
Hofmann, grandfather-child to them all. Shhh, listen; he’s recounting his secret origin: 

“Taking LSD reminded me of experiences I had as a child...” he begins, a twinkle in his eye. He’s looking 
up to the light above, I wonder what he’s seeing? “It came back to me taking that first LSD trip. It made 
me so sure of myself. It brought an inner joy, as well as a gratefulness for this internal sensitivity that 
few can experience. To be part of the miracle of Creation...” 

The Hofmanns were living in a flat in an apartment block in Baden, a small Swiss town exactly 100 
years ago when Albert was born. His father was an unskilled worker who became the plant manager for 
a turbine company. His mother was a washerwoman. Hofmann, in Deutsche, means farmer, or of the 
land. Hoffmann with two ‘f’’s means truth. Albert was the oldest child of five children. He describes his 
childhood as no different than someone who was born 2000 years ago. When the telephone first came to 
Baden people reacted in the same way long-lost tribes reacted to technology when first contacted by the 
outside world: they gathered all the neighbours round to listen to the sounds of voices from far away. The 
paradigm was struck. The curtain peeled back as the 20th century revealed its magic. 

As he recalls the meadows and the butterflies of his youth, his scarcely wrinkled face lights up. “I was 
always in nature, you know. I had my first mind expansion as a child, but I didn’t tell anyone. But it was 
so beautiful. I never forgot it.” He spent a lot of time alone, down by the pond or playing around the 
ruins of a castle nearby. His experiences with nature were as intense as his relations with people, and 
sometimes, out there in the deep woods, he would spontaneously enter into transcendental states of 
consciousness. The light would get brighter, richer and deeper; sounds would intensify as the young boy-
mystic felt a oneness with Creation... And I wondered,” he says, this hundred-year old man. “Is this the 
secret that the adults know, that they don’t tell the children? 

When he was 12, his father was diagnosed with black lung disease and was forced to take a job in the 
city. The Hofmanns moved their growing family to a tenement. It felt like an expulsion from paradise, a 
fallen Adam made to leave the garden and live in the dreary city. With the patronage of a wealthy uncle, 
Albert was able to attend high school, and excel. When he took the equivalent of his (British) A Levels, 
he came second best in his class, specialising in Latin and Biology. He found he had a talent for drawing 
and music, and he also had a mind to be an artist. With such a Renaissance-man grasp of subjects 
under his belt, it was much to everyone’s surprise that he announced he was going to university to study 
chemistry. His teachers were horrified. “Chemistry? Do you want to produce poison for the next war?” 
they remonstrated him. 

Prophetic words, as LSD would become illegal decades later, in one of those many next wars waged by 
nation-states of the Empire. On Oct 16, 1966 in California, LSD was made a schedule-1 drug, seen as 
having no ‘medical or scientific value’, despite 23 years of successful testing for rehabilitation, addiction 
and other mental disorders. 

LSD came to me – I didn’t look 
for it. LSD wanted to be found, 
it wanted to tell me something. 
If I had worked 100% safely and 
taken all proper precautions 
then we would not be here today.
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But that ‘bad substance’ of theirs sure got some bad press over the years. By the early 1960s LSD 
escaped the lab and made its way to the streets of the world. Its medical properties were overshadowed 
as the drug quickly became a political problem. 

“The powers that be wanted to take this sacred drug away from the youth movement,” Albert continues, 
gesticulating strongly. “The LSD laws were written to criminalise this specific chemical, and the rest of the 
world followed suit,” he says, his face coming alive with the spirit that guides him. “But LSD did survive. 
This shows we will not stop valuing the LSD experience.” 

Scientific American estimates there were seven million Americans who had used LSD by the time it 
became illegal in 1966, forty years ago this October. Two generations later, the number is anyone’s 
guess. R.U. Sirius, co-founder of Mondo 2000, says that on the internet, “millions of youths log on to 
psychedelic bulletin boards. Read through the public conversations, and you’ll start to wonder how many 
young psychedelic chemists conversant in biotechnology, comparative religion and visionary literature, 
are hiding in the American heartland.” 

art: Tim Parish



*1958 – Albert Hofmann 
becomes the fi rst to isolate 
and name psilocybin, a ma-
jor active component of the 
psychedelic Psilocybe mush-
rooms. Other scientists had 
been trying to do this for 
years without success.

* 1959 – Ken  Kesey, 
a graduate student in cre-
ative writing at Stanford 
University, volunteered to 
take part in a government 
drug research program at 
Menlo Park Veterans Hos-
pital that tested a variety of 
psychoactive drugs such as 
LSD.
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Down below, in the cavernous ‘San Francisco’ ballroom, the crowd is hanging off the 
auric tentacles cast by Dr. Hofmann’s 100 year-old presence. They are a patchwork 
community made up of trancers, pensioners, activists, healers, media, drug nerds, 
students, parents, consciousness enthusiasts and undercover law-enforcement offi cials 
who might just learn something if they stick around long enough. Albert’s Swiss security 
guard is trying to keep a straight face but you can see the subject matter is getting to 
him. 

LSD is extracted from ergot derivatives, used by midwives for centuries to stop post-
childbirth bleeding. Ergot rye is the fungus that swept the Middle Ages causing mass 
hallucinations and biblical revelations for millions, St Anthony’s Fire they called it. The 
bike ride this modern shaman went on also helped unlock a 4000 year-old secret fi rst 
used as part of the Eleusinian mysteries by the ancient Greeks. It was later revealed 
to be similar to the active property in morning glory seeds. Initiates of historical note 
include Socrates, Plato, Sophocles, Aristotle, Aeschylus, Cicero, Pindar and possibly 
Homer. And of course, it caused a little stir with the hippies of the Haight-Ashbury 
and much of Western culture in the 1960s. Tim Leary, Ken Kesey, Aldous Huxley, Cary 
Grant, Stanley Kubrick, Elvis...to name just a few modern initiates. 

The publisher of Time/Life magazine, Henry Luce, described chatting up God on a 
golf course during an LSD session in the 50s. Perhaps more revealingly, his right-
wing ideologue wife, Claire Boothe Luce, believed that LSD was a valuable tool for the 
intelligentsia, but not for the commoners. “We wouldn’t want everyone doing too much 
of a good thing,” she was quoted as saying. 

LSD’s history is, quite simply, a lurid, explosive affair – a mix between day-glo 
hotpants, a Jackie Collins novel and a soon-to-be fi lmed Oliver Stone docu-pic about 
your grandparents showing gratuitous naked breasts, tipis and communal love-ins. But 
deeper, remember, the iceberg goes deeper. 

“LSD is the closest, the most dense, the most mysterious link between the material and 
the spiritual world. A hardly visible trace of LSD matter is capable of evoking heaven 
or hell in the spiritual world, ie, in human consciousness,” Dr Hofmann said in March 
2005, on the occasion of the opening of the Ludlow Santo Domingo Library in Geneva. 
Up on stage now, Hofmann tries to explain the point of view of a man with a lot of 
history under his belt and a unique perspective to share. “LSD is part of the sacred 
drugs,” he says in fi rm, German tones, translated by our wireless headsets, the wise 
shaman-elder of this tribe, the prime creator. To see him here at this age, so vibrant, 
so passionate about his creation and the good that it could do in the world, I kinda get 
that old time religious fervour. I look around at the others in the crowd and they’re all 
smiling, buzzing off the moment as well. Is this what it feels like to be a believer? 

“But very often people did not create the right environment for LSD. On the one hand 
it was a blessing. On the second hand people weren’t careful enough. And it got back 
to Sandoz and the company was blamed, and they started to regard it as a ‘bad 
substance.” 

Sandoz, now Novartis, one of the largest pharmaceutical companies in the world, still 
values Dr Hofmann. Despite dropping the patent and the bad press associated with it, 
they respect the creator, the man who sat on the Nobel Prize committee for years (it is 
rumoured that if not for the controversy LSD caused in the counter-culture of the 1960s, 
Hofmann may have received the award himself, for his contributions to chemistry). 
When the Basel Congress Centre was booked by Novartis for a very different type of 
drug conference the very same weekend as Dr Hofmann’s 100th birthday, there were 
some quick negotiations, and eventually Novartis rescheduled. They know the score. 
They too, have partaken of the good doctor’s numinous ways. 
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HEADS: From the blog of Dr Razam 

Friday 13th Jan, 2006 Basel, Switzerland 

DAY ONE: He did ride for our sins 

On crutches, he walks slowly into the cavernous San Francisco seminar room to thunderous applause from 
the thousands of his spiritual children: the chemists and the doctors, the trippers and the psychonauts that 
his so called problem child has spawned. They call him ‘the father of LSD’ - d-lysergic acid diethylamide.  
He is the eldest altered statesman of all, Dr Albert Hofmann... 

He’s wearing a blue suit and a tie, always the respectable chemist. His neat white hair is brushed back 
and there’s an energy and vitality in his eyes that belies his years. “In the realm of the mind you have 
more power than kings and politicians,” the President of Switzerland said in his birthday greeting, days 
earlier. On the big screen behind the speakers they flash Albert’s image and he looks, incongruously, like 
a Nazi war criminal, one of those media images of old men on the dock for crimes committed decades 
ago. 

But there is an air of quiet dignity to this elderly gentleman as he takes to the stage, guided by his friends 
and colleagues and overseen by a Swiss police guard at all times. He listens to the opening accolades 
quietly, modestly, a history rehash he’s heard a thousand times before. It all started innocently enough 
one curious spring day in 1943, as Lucius Werthmuller, one of the organisers of the symposium, recounts 
from Albert’s autobiography, LSD: My Problem Child: 

“On the afternoon of April 16, 1943, while preparing derivatives of lysergic acid I had to leave my lab 
suddenly. I felt something was happening to me. Whatever I imagined came into my mind as images. It 
was a horror trip and I felt like the end was nigh. I thought that this was the end. But in the morning I 
felt re-invigorated, as if new life was entering my body - it was a wonderful feeling. It was impossible to 
describe how wonderful this experience was.” 

Hofmann says he had a ‘strange presentiment’ to re-examine this chemical, first synthesised five years 
earlier then left on the shelf when animal tests proved inconclusive. The psychedelic mythology has it 
that some higher force guided his hand, balancing out the growing threat posed by the atomic bomb with 
a psychedelic explosion of higher consciousness. “LSD came to me - I didn’t look for it. LSD wanted to 
be found, it wanted to tell me something. If I had worked 100% safely and taken all proper precautions 
then we would not be here today. So sometimes it pays not to be perfect!” Hofmann jokes, telling the 
story himself. 
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doctors on very tight leashes) to grill them on the latest 
word in medical psychedelics. 

BBC woman goes through the motions, asks the right 
questions – the medicine of this, the study of that – and 
somewhere down the track the word will be broadcast 
all over the world that LSD is coming back, safely and 
medically, and septegenarian Flower Children will perk 
up from their favourite armchairs and say, “Corr, I 
wouldn’t mind a bit of FREE LOVE then, you remember, 
ey, Ronnie? You remember the 60s then, LSD, all that? 
It’s coming back, Ronnie.” Let’s be frank, shall we? 

The Psychedelic Movement is like an iceberg with nine-
tenths of its mass under the surface. As it rises up 
from the underground it causes ripples throughout 
mainstream culture. Some of it can be told; most of 
it has to be felt – action, not theory. And even when 
it has been experienced, words still slip off the central 
mystery as we grope towards a knowing beyond 
linguistics, towards a language of the soul. 

I listen to the seminars, I hear the authors, the 
researchers and the doctors. I sit and roll joints with 
media from five continents and drink beer and swap 
footage and the best shots of Dr Hofmann with each 

other like trading cards. I know I am a journalist as I have the press pass I wear around my neck that 
signifies my burden. And this is the great problem. How much do you really want to know? How deep 
goes the rabbit hole? How many socks have you got to throw down it? 

History does repeat itself, sort of, but it’s more like a spiral than a circle – the details change and evolve 
but the underlying energy comes around again. And the times, they are-a-changin’... The history of 
LSD unfolded in the flesh before my eyes over those three days in Basel, as the trippers of the world all 
gathered in one spot, neurons in a global brain coming together and transmitting the idea of themselves 
to the world. Something is blowing in the wind, and it may be your mind... 

Because for all the brothers, sisters, lovers, children, parents, grandchildren, DEA agents, hippies and 
freaks and assorted members of the global Psy-Tribe that attended the symposium, their day had come. 
It was the 100th birthday of the man who fell from heaven to give birth to the sacrament, and the acid 
veterans, space cases and psychonauts of the Global Village gathered to honour him. Are you ready, 
then? 

It was the 100th birthday 
of the man who fell from 
heaven to give birth to 
the sacrament, and the 
acid veterans,  space cases 
and psychonauts of the  
Global Village gathered to 
honour him.
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In the end I was cast out of the alchemists’ den, a lost mystic exile from the beats, 
wandering the naked streets of Basel at dawn and transmitting a lovely fi x. I was 
high on acid, a green tab of Hofmann’s bicycle wheel I had reverently acquired from 
the Californian High Priest nights before, high in the hotel room overlooking the tram 
depot opposite the Basel Congress Centre. Site of the conference diabolique with Dr 
Albert Hofmann, the 100 year old alchemist that birthed LSD - the ‘Problem Child’ that 
switched on the world. 

Now: cloudbanks are rolling/blooming/shifting overhead and as they open up and become for 
me everything else is doing the same – trees, cars, people, especially people. These beautiful 
marionette citizens of Basel, heading of to work, rugged up against the winter chill. They are 
polite, cool, effi ciently progressing through the basic programs of larval life. Light glistens past 
a woman on the second fl oor balcony of an apartment block as she shakes out a blanket. Down 
below, surrounded by layers of white, white snow, a middle-aged man is walking his dog. He 
waits patiently, well trained, as it sniffs a pole. They are radiating energy signatures that overlap 
like kaleidoscope pictures and sink deep into me. 

You know this feeling, the current. A stream of energy is bubbling within you straight from 
the source, and the more you let go and let it rise up and blossom in/from you, the deeper in 
you go. A million sensory impressions fl ood the psychic networks. Atomic consciousness in the 
mocha blend of a Starbucks coffee. 

I am drinking in the nectar of life like a bee going from one fl ower to the next, every moment, 
every visual unfolding itself before me. St Rollerskate, Beatnik of the Urban Wilderness, melting/
opening/holding full power the strength of every moment of creation refl ected in the faces 
streaming back at me: the sunlight, the whir and clack of the tramlines as the cable cars carry 
their passengers along the tracks of life – know the right number and you can go anywhere. 

As I meander divine down early morning streets along the Rhine, zen moments come and go 
in roadside epiphanies. Facts well up from tourist guidebooks – the Rhine is a sacred river, 
embodying the triple-shaped pre-Indo-European goddess as a snake or dragon. Basel itself 
was a centre of the cult of the Celtic sun god Belenos, a city of basilisks and sphinxes. A city of 
alchemy, and now a city of chemistry. In the distance the Twin Towers are breathing out fi re, 
alchemical trans-form-ation from the Novartis pharmaceutical factories. This is the spirit of 
Basel. This perfect clockwork little city. 

All the lost beggar beatniks of the world come fl oating by. I am the fi rst and the last and the 
only, a modern day James Dean, rebel without an ego walking down everystreet, rugged up 
against the wind and surrounded by a vast symbolic ocean of information. Omega watches, Cats 
the musical, food, luxuries and a fl urry of advertising images fl ash by, gateways to other worlds 
and modes of being. Suddenly I am tempted by the lower bardos of illusion and desire, wild and 
crazy on the ergot rye derivatives, falling back into the memory of it all, another ride on the 
wheel. Let me tell you a story about a 100 year old man – the Alchemist, and of his problem 
child, and the children of the child coming of age... 

Downtown, at the prestigious Congress Centre, the name of the symposium is in two foot LCD 
letters on a digital billboard, framed by neon stars: LSD – Problem Child and Wonder Drug. 
LSD up in lights, the problem child made good at last. This was to be the largest international 
conference of LSD and consciousness issues in history. Who would’ve thought? 

Ah, the Symposium, last outpost of respectable theory. What a trip. You see, I came here to 
Basel to be a journalist and the rules of that game are simple – you report the facts. And while 
I might take a while to kick into gear, dear reader, Dr Razam is most defi nitely gonzo. 

Not at all like the tall, lanky BBC woman, weighed down by her sound gear and boom, a radio 
technician at her side as she interviews the experts. She has emailed Harvard already – bloody 
effi cient of her – and gotten permission from Cindy (the media representative that keeps their 
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The Psychedelic-Industrial Complex: 
The future now appears bright for the approved medical and therapeutic use of psilocybin, LSD and 
MDMA. The future appears equally rosy for Big Pharma to make big bucks from the sale of psilocybin, LSD 
and MDMA; and development of the thousands of undiscovered psychotropic organics that the Shulgins 
expect are still out there, waiting to be discovered.

Eventually the profit motive will become clear, and legalisation will be upon us; soldiers, spies, business-
men and engineers will find reasons to enter the psychedelic world.

To paraphrase Einstein, what problems are resolved when Prohibition is ended will be traded in for a new 
set. The end of Prohibition may be the beginning of a new era of co-optation and commodification of 
psychedelics by corporations and the State in the biomechanical, cyberpunk, and transhuman era that 
awaits us.

Psychedelics aren’t just for bohemians any more!



and planar spaces? And why not ‘see’ in all direc-
tions at once? In the VR psychedelic plane, why 
should we see only the colours of the naked eye, 
or those sounds be heard by the ear? New colors 
exist only limited by our imagination. In fact, why 
not nurture new senses that have as little in com-
mon with our conventional body senses as sight 
is different from smell? Why should our existence 
be linear – why not live several parallel and con-
current virtual existences? What would it be like 
to experience computer memory exactly like our 
‘brain’ memory?

Many mind-body limits and defaults that we take for granted might be seen as straitjackets once psyche-
delic neural interfaces exist. New psychedelics alone may open up realms of human ability or awareness 
that are completely unforeseen at present. These completely novel forms of consciousness may BE the 
Singularity. We will not know them until they present.

The Psychedelic Borg: 
An MDMA analogue might enable us to drop the barriers between minds in a world equipped with neural 
interfaces, making supergroup synergistic minds easier, creating new ways to solve problems for corpo-
rations, military and intelligence organisations, etc. This could also herald the end of privacy and privacy-
related inhibitions, creating a new kind of humanity.

Over Sky and Under Sea: 
Psychedelics may be used both by long-term travellers in the oceans and space. What both undersea 
bases and spacecraft have in common is cramped quarters. Psychedelics may help us adapt easily to ex-
treme environments and sharing close quarters with our human family. MDMA-type empathogens might 
allow astronauts to work more easily through the quarrels that arise when humans are forced to share 
the same space for too long. I would guess that psilocybin mushrooms will be the first crops raised by 
the first Mars colonies.

Psychedelics = Creativity = Money:
 Psychedelics can unleash creativity – and, as Richard Florida (Rise of the Creative Class) tells us cre-
ativity is wealth. Creative employees make the corporation more cash. Psychedelics may be the working 
drugs of future knowledge workers.

Focus:
Drugs like Modafinil (Provigil), Deprenyl and Ritalin already seem faintly like science fiction novelist Ver-
nor Vinge’s ‘Focus’, a fictional drug that plays a role in his book Deepness in the Sky; making cognitive 
tasks much more interesting and making drones more productive. Expect refinements on this familiar 
theme.

New Bodies New Drugs: 
New genetically engineered post-human species, chimera (human-non-human hybrids), and cyborgs may 
use psychedelics to adapt to their alien bodies and environments. Their bodies may not be human, but 
their brains will be, and adaptation to their new homes may require radical consciousness therapies.
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Psychotropics... may have 
uses in the military for 
social control; for enhancing 
economic productivity, and 
in bringing us beauty, insight 
and wonder into our lives. 



In 2007 scientists began experiments with a short-term memory amnesiac drug named 
U0126. In tests with lab rats researchers were able to obliterate the memories of only a few 
recent hours of the rat’s life, while leaving long-term memory intact. Scientists imagine that 
this might be used for severe cases of trauma – by removing the memory of, say, a rape, or 
a soldier watching a friend die on the battlefield; such a person could have a chance to live 
a normal life untroubled by a painful memory. But for all the good such a drug might play 
in therapy, its existence also raises ethical questions. Should our memories be erased to 
eliminate pain? And how might such a drug be used to harm us without our knowledge (or 
memory?).

Do drugs carry a political agenda? Do they have an asymmetric effect on society – or are they as likely to 
be used for freedom and love as for control, manipulation and victimization? I think that all psychotropics 
probably have abilities to either enable the state or enable the individual, and I strongly suspect that a 
variety of psychotropics, psychedelics, and cognitive enhancers will play a role in science fiction writer 
Vernor Vinge’s Singularity: the point at which history ends, and a new world is born out of an asymptotic 
technological convergence of accelerating changes.

Psychotropics could play an unexpected role in both enlivening and darkening (or at least muddling) the 
world. They may have uses in the military for social control; for enhancing economic productivity, and in 
bringing us beauty, insight and wonder into our lives. Here are some possible future scenarios:

Spotless Mind: 
With U0126 available as a nasal spray, one could live an entire life in ‘Spotless Mind’ cut and edit mode. 
The possibilities for crime and memory-redact victimization are mind-staggering. If we could easily wipe 
away the memories of guilt, would our governments and violent free agents be tempted to even more 
heinous violence against their fellow man, knowing that their conscience could be made tabula rasa by a 
couple of quick squirts of U0126?

Dystopian Distortion: 
The empathogen MDMA might be the psychopharmacological paragon of individual creativity and expres-
sion, but one imagines that it might have a state role in helping people to accept the current regime, a 
subordinate position in the social order, or a polluted, dangerous,and dysphoric environment.

Warfare: 
Microbes may be engineered to generate specific organic molecules. They could then create a bacteria 
that generates, for instance, naturally-occurring DMT and lives in the bloodstream of only a genotype 
typical of the people of an ‘enemy nation’. Unleash it against your foe and slowly mop up the country full 
of temporarily ‘insane citizens’.

Torture:
Using extremely high doses of LSD or other psychotropics, torture could be conducted in nightmare sce-
narios, with a perversion of dose, set, and setting, etc.

Neural interfaces: 
Psychedelics could be used as a lubricant to enable mind-machine-computer neural inter-faces, possibly 
as an early training tool or in light doses to make transition from physical to fully immersive VR spaces 
easier. But let’s not stop there. Might not new psychedelic compounds emerge have the property of al-
lowing us to visualize four, five and higher dimensional spaces? Why should minds be limited to only solid 
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So I dropped my disco biscuit and the rest. After ten days of caning it all the drugs were the same by 
then. It was just another generic psychedelic, plonk. There wasn’t any love or heart opening; I wasn’t 
really feeling anything but bent, really, whacked. But I was in my merchant banker’s suit and I was the 
best dressed person in the room. And this was the inner sanctum; these were all the serious students, 
the devotees and senior monks. I was the only one in the room on drugs, I guarantee you that without 
a doubt. Not whacked, ripped, twisted, bent, ripped and twisted but nothing special. I was rallying the 
flag for the psychedelic embassy and all my diplomatic credentials were unauthorized! As Noam Chomsky 
might say. 

You had to give mandala prayer offerings to the Dalai Lama, and as you remember, I was big on the 
causal relationship between Lord Mara and Buddha at the time. So my offering happened to be a little 
Catholic plaster rendition face cast of Jesus. I painted it up and one eye was the normal glowing white, 
and the other eye was a sort of red yin-yang eye. And that was meant to be Lord Buddha and Lord Mara. 
I passed the bodyguard test, and they were very clued in bodyguards, able to read the energy fields in 
the psychic ether. They all smiled at me and let me pass, and I gave the plaster cast Jesus to the Dalai 
Lama and shook his hand. 

Just a shake, no agenda, no psychedelic spin doctoring. The Dalai Lama just smiled and gave me the 
white ceremonial scarf, placing it around my neck. But as soon as the senior students clocked on to 
what I was doing, this Catholic image of Jesus with one demonic eye and one normal eye, they became 
enraged. A wave of righteous anger and hate rose of them and seared towards me. That someone would 
dare do this to the Dalai Lama, they seethed. But there was nothing they could do. No spin doctoring, no 
winks or nudges nor secret Masonic handshakes , no ‘I know, you know etc’ just formal politeness and 
minimum energetic imprinting, anything else would have been declasse and infra-dig, this was closure, 
not competition. 

The Dalai Lama talked, and meditated, and he had this huge mandala with 12 interlocking levels, like a 
psychedelic doormat. So I focused on that, and on him and together we both got the energy field moving 
within the mandala. And then I clocked him clocking on to me and I realized: this is the relationship 
between Buddhism and Psychedelia. That neither the left-hand nor right-hand path has all the goods, in 
fact all the goods only comes together when you put psychedelics in the context of Buddhism. 

And you know what’s funny? The day the Dalai Lama left town, the drug drought broke, and you could 
score acid again everywhere. 

I wish I could say the same about the enlightenment. 
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There cannot be the slight-
est doubt that the Hindus 
and probably the Bud-
dhists of earlier days did 
regard the taking of psy-
chedelic drugs as part of 
the wide range of 
sadhanas which led to 
ecstasy... 

The mythological and 
iconographical corollary 
to this is, apart from the 
personifi cation of soma 
as the  quintessence of all 
mind-affecting beverages, 
the  frequent epithet of 
‘Oiva’ as the lord of Herbs 
(Ausadhisvara).

– Agehanada Bharati, 
The Tantric Tradition

It started slipping into pure virtuality as I faced off against Cohen and tried to get him 
to remember that he was an intelligent being on the cosmic crypto-lock sex drive, 
and I was going to activate him so we could reboot the universe. As I said, I was in a 
psychopuppy stage. He was intrigued, you know, like he hadn’t visited these aspects 
of consciousness before. Let’s cane it, see what happens. So I routed psychedelic 
energy at him and he loved it. It wasn’t a psychedelic attack, per se, just a signal he 
could choose to tune in on. And he loved it. I met him later in a coffee shop and we 
shook hands and he said, “It’s all good sport, isn’t it?” But he hasn’t come back to 
Australia since ‘97, he’s in no rush, I’ll tell you that. 

So anyway, there I was meditating, begrudgingly, do I have to do this all by my fucking 
self, I wondered. Jesus Christ. DL was going through the part of the ritual where the 
dorje, you know, the lightning bolt  – it looks like four infi nity symbols stitched together 
– is joined by the bell, the tantric bell. And as he starts to sacralise the experience he 
rings the bell, ding-da-ding-da-ding, he shakes the dorje, the lightning bolt… That’s 
usually where it stops, but this time he found himself shaking two extra things. And he 
looked up in surprise at that. This is a ritual he’s been doing for centuries, ritual after 
ritual in reincarnation after reincarnation. Chonk. Chonk chonk. Chonk chonk, with the 
dorje. And now the pattern had been broken. 

One of the things he was holding that broke the pattern was a Tripping manual I had 
written some years previously. I’ve got no idea how my Tripping manual got up there 
on stage at the altar, but it was there and he was shaking it. And he was seeing how 
manipulation of it could shape the fabric of reality. And then he shook the other thing, 
which was the Ohm system, and he saw how that too, changed the fabric of reality. 
Now you must remember: the Buddhists are the Prime Pattern Holders in equilibrium 
with Lord Mara. The Tripping manual is a textual psychedelic, the AUM-OHM system is 
an organisational psychedelic. 

After he’s shaken both of them he glances over precisely at me, as if to say, what are 
you messing around with here? I pulsed back, that the world was going to hell in a 
handbasket and you Buddhists are apparently incapable of moderating the process 
to stop it. So I’ve developed this text as a non-chemical hallucinogen catalyst. A 
psychedelic made out of text, and a psychedelic made out of the Ohm system, of pure 
information. 

It was then that I felt these two gigantic cobra fangs stick themselves in either side 
of my neck. And then this sort of astronaut mask went zooonk over my head. I was 
in the astral cone of silence, in the deep, deep end of the eschatological shit. I don’t 
know what happened to that helmet; I’ve probably still got it on to this day for all I 
know. 

DAY TEN 

Part of the $750 ringside ticket I had bought enabled me to press the fl esh and meet 
the Dalai Lama at the end of the Kalachakra initiation at some private sponsors gig 
at a swanky hotel. I was in crisis mode by this stage because I wanted to meet the 
DL and shake his hand on mushrooms as a fi nal cheerio gesture, but I’d run out of 
mushrooms, of course, because they’d been carefully deployed during the fi nal stages 
of the Kalachakra initiation. So all I had left was a very dubious trip and a joint. The 
only other thing left in the altered states pantry was an ecstasy tablet. 
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my shields, and there were a few twitches... just a 
few twitches before the poker face came back on. 

It was like getting a processor upgrade on the 
computer. I’d just jumped from a 486 processor to 
a Pentium as he infected me with his psychic virus. 
I still don’t know to this day what it did inside me; 
but he got his hooks into me. And make no mistake 
– from within the Buddhist mainframe the Dalai 
Lama looks like Schwarzenegger. Rippling muscles. 
He looks like a harmless, cheeky little man on the 
outside, but his avatar on the astral is buff, very buff. 
Extremely buff. 

Suddenly some discarnate entity starts to appear 
above him, all teeth and claw and tentacles, multiple 
eyes and bright volcanic light as it manifested. It 
was like a star with teeth, Old Gods from the Cthulu 

mythos or a Kraken from the ocean. It started to form above the Dalai Lama’s right shoulder and grow 
bigger and bigger and bigger. The Dalai Lama remained calm, reading his pali, his Tibetan prayer book, 
going chunka chunka chunk as he fired up the mandala. So in the astral I sort of tap the Dalai Lama on 
the shoulder and he glanced up. Hey buddy, look behind you! 

I start communicating with the entity and it’s then that I notice he has all these astral puppet strings 
going into the Dalai Lama, some right up into his bum. If you did a psychic audit on our bums you’d find 
that all the control strings come through there. It’s the last place you’d look, so the entities always go 
there. Anyway, this entity is sniggering. Now you’ve got to remember that the Dalai Lama is Jainist in his 
approach to the sanctity of life forms. He won’t even kill a mosquito, he has to keep shooing them away. 
On a psychic level, when an entity like the one here starts to devour him into the cosmic ecology, he can’t 
kill it. He has to have boundaries, but he can’t kill even malevolent deities. He has to see through their 
God masks, and this one was a very profound God mask, sniggering quite a lot as it watched us. 

You may think I would have jumped into the psychic fire and wrestled the entity to the ground, saving the 
Dalai Lama and getting some fine Buddhist boy-scout medals for my actions. But no. These are the big 
boys, and they know what they’re doing. But what they know and what they act upon are two different 
things. Anyway, this might be a test – this might be something they do to psychonautical terra-ists like 
me all the time. It’s pretty wild at the top levels of the Buddhist world, and clearly caution was needed. 

Suddenly the Dalai Lama just catches the entity and compresses it. He doesn’t let it come into this 
dimension, he just seals off that portal it came through in front of my eyes. He’s onto it. 

The Dalailamanator in action. 

DAY EIGHT 

Towards the end of the proceedings I started to get paranoid, thinking the monks were ganging up on 
me with the past Buddhist masters I’d dabbled with in the astral. I was flashing back to an earlier session 
with Andrew Cohen was remember, the man has almost no compassion. He goes into his satsang and 
starts to build up his God masks, and most of it comes across as demonic. One of the themes that goes 
through his teachings is absolute unconditional love, and one logical consequence of that is unconditional 
love of demonic nature. I started to feel like I was in a psychedelic Vietnam, Colonel Kurtz up the mental 
Amazon... But thoughts of surrender were for weaker soldiers. 
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distract him from his path of liberation. And Lord Mara has this network of God energies he feeds on. 
The big thing about Buddhism is that there are no creator gods, it’s all a five-fold interdependent arising 
of different yin-yang attributes. Well, that’s not true, there are creator gods, but well... oh look, it gets 
complicated... 

One could say that Buddhism is Lord Mara’s greatest creation, his greatest indulgence. This is because 
even though they’ve achieved so much, Buddhists are still limited. They’re so far against the wall they’re 
in love with it, they want to know every nook and cranny of it. They want to know everything that’s going 
on in consciousness because they’re meta-policemen. There’s a lot of nasty consciousness going down 
out there and the Buddhists want to know the causation of everything. They’re the nerds of numinosity, 
anorak wearing Godspotters. 

So I stuck to the psychedelic communication level, picking away at them on the astral with my own 
inquiries. One shouldn’t be able to ask these questions within orthodox Buddhism. I shouldn’t be able to 
hack into the mainframe; I shouldn’t be able to do anything. But when you’re on drugs there’s no rules 
anymore. Maybe I’m just hallucinating but I’m having fun. 

DAY FIVE 

Day Five, they decided to pull a practical joke on me. There was no earthly reason why I had to get up 
in the middle of these proceedings. I had five trips coming on strong and I’d taken care of the plumbing 
before liftoff. Yet I suddenly felt like I had to go to the toilet, and started crossing my legs and holding my 
bladder... Jesus, I really had to go to the toilet! But I hadn’t even drunk anything in the last six hours, I 
thought to myself. 

Then I looked over to the senior monks, and they were all smirking, and they sent this thoughtform out: 
hardy ha ha. 

So I had to get up, dressed in black like something out of The Matrix, whacked on drugs, and discretely 
walk up all these aisles whilst facing off all these Buddhists to go to the toilet. But that was the worst they 
did to me really, and after that I came and sat back down. Not too bad, considering... They’d clocked on 
quickly that I had no interest in interfering with their meditations, but even still some of the purists were 
horrified by my attempts to traverse their spaces whilst on hallucinogens. So I’d almost peed my pants in 
front of the Dalai Lama whilst on acid, but that was only a gentle slap. We can hack into you, too, mate, 
they were saying. 

After days of staring at it on acid, the intelligence at the heart of the Kalachakra mandala came out as an 
eye, slowly looking around. And then it clocked on to me. Then the Dalai Lama looked at it and they both 
looked at me, and this thoughtform came at me, “who does this punk think he is?” 

I am a simple traverser of psychedelic planes, I pulsed back. No not, really. I don’t know, don’t ask me, 
I beamed at them sheepishly. I’m just on drugs. 

DAY SIX 

About Day Six... I got a transmission from the Dalai Lama. I’d been caning it every day, of course, in the 
front row with the good monks while the Dalai Lama did his work in front of us and on the astral. And 
on this day he was looking very grim at one stage and then he suddenly cracked into a smile and said: 
“Most unorthodox, most unorthodox.” Then he whipped out this pulsating ball of yin-yang energy and just 
huuurrled it at me. It went ker-plonk, right into me... and I did go a little bit spastic. He got right through 
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I’d hack into the Buddhist mainframe one day, and the next 
day those portals would be locked, and there would be a 
smirk on the Dalai Lama’s face as I tried to get in, only to 
go whoomp, and slide off his defenses like a fried egg on a 
frypan. And then I’d have to go around somewhere else and 
hack in again... They had all these bug fixes, these one day-
turnaround bug fixes and they’d keep sealing all the holes. In 
a way, perhaps, they were just letting me in to do the annual 
stocktake on their filters and firewalls. I was like this little 
psychedelic bird on the back on a rhinoceros, picking off the 
ticks. Like an egg off a Teflon frypan. I was impressed. One 
day turnaround on bug fixes! Annual audit. 

DAY TWO 

This all started when I visited the Australian Buddhist Barry 
(Bazza) Long, a local guru. He was a sort of tantric teacher, all 
man-woman stuff and cosmic yin-yang energies, you know, 
get your fucking right and everything’s right with the universe. That’s not true, everything’s just right for 
you behind the white picket fence of your privatised ego-complex. He wasn’t actually activating Buddha-
nature, or Gandhi-nature, or Noam Chomsky-nature in the students, or any type of practical spirituality. 
And then one day I thought, Christ, you need to be on drugs to endure this, and bing! 

That’s how I became a dharma desperado. I felt the fucked-up-ness of the world had forced me to put 
a) and b) back together, Buddhism and psychedelics. The world was going to hell in a breadbasket and 
the Buddhists apparently couldn’t organize themselves out of a paper bag on fire. Christianity is clearly a 
negativity generation engine, but was Buddhism merely an apathy generation mechanism? I considered 
it strategic psychedelic activism. Unlike baseline politics the psychonautical terra-ist (Latin for Earth, 
not terror) doesn’t conduct assassinations, they perform liberations. You single out strategic points in 
the reality grid, whether they be politicians, pop stars or parking ticket inspectors, and you router your 
psychedelic lovebomb at them when in higher states of consciousness. Bath them in love, and stand back 
to watch the explosion. 

So I spent six days with Gangaji on acid. It was a six-day residential retreat and I had, I don’t know, 
about 21 trips, a big bag of hash and not enough bulbs. Gangaji and Andrew Cohen are sort of brother-
sister teachers. They both came under the lineage of Poonjaji and were sort of roughly students at the 
same time. But they fought like cats and dogs over their approach to things. I kept trying to fling Gangaji 
out of her satsang trap when I was loaded up and firing possible satsang structures. That was the name 
of the game, as a force of intentionality. Gangaji seemed to clock on to what I was doing, but you know, 
I was wearing my blue meditation shawl and I was immaculately behaved. I don’t flirt with the Dharma-
babes, and that sort of thing, I kept it very straight. She knew I wasn’t there to be disruptive, so she 
kept the satsang going but she had to juggle two balls at the same time, if you will. It was pure research 
arrogance on my part, but I just decided to do it. It wasn’t as if I had any qualifications in my curriculum 
vitae to trip out spiritual teachers. 

DAY THREE 

So I started to tow the line a bit, and while on my psychedelic journey I entertained the idea of the 
relationship between Lord Buddha and Lord Mara, his ancient nemesis. Mara was the one who came 
and tempted Buddha while he was under the bodhi tree by firing off all the hallucinations, and tried to 
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involved the building of one of their mandalas made entirely from coloured sand. ‘Kalachakra’ means 
‘Wheel of Time’ and is the name of one of the Buddhist deities which represents particular aspects of the 
Enlightened. It’s pretty much the great tapestry of Buddhism, and by sheer force of will the Dalai Lama 
leads the monks in firing up the Kalachakra mandala on an astral level, which they then transmit to other 
Buddhists in the audience according to their lights and how pure they are in their practice. 

After many years of intense meditation the Buddhists apperceive the astral in ways similar to the visions 
psychonauts can experience when on psychedelics and entheogenic plants. Yet drugs have often been 
referred to as the ‘left-hand path’, as if their tumultuous psychic journeywork is in some way of a lesser 
quality than gradual mental strengthening. Such shortcuts are not conducive to the path of liberation, 
Buddhism says. But that’s just the dogma of the Buddhist textual discipline – you’ve got to keep the 
shareholders in line. Buddhism is like the ocean. Most people are content to stay within the flags and 
play close to the shores in the tidal puddles. A few people may be capable of swimming out beyond the 
breakline into the deep swells. The opportunity is all there, but everyone’s attention is on the beach. 
But as is well observed, Psychedelia is not necessarily conducive to discipline, it can be criticised as the 
muddle path in contradistinction to the middle path of Buddha-Dharma. 

DAY ONE 

I wasn’t there to make a scene, or to interrupt the proceedings at all. I just wanted to see what the 
whole Buddhist paradigm was like from the psychedelic point of view. I’d pick apart the teachings and 
size everyone up energetically. I had a $750 ringside ticket and I just caned myself on every psychedelic I 
could get my hands on for ten days: acid, mushrooms, marijuana... whatever could be found at the time, 
and there was a bit of a drought on, I must admit. It was pure curiosity – I wanted to put the psychedelic 
spotlight back on Buddhism. And I kept a strict poker-face all the time – no spasms, no outward signs of 
loss of motor control were allowed. Diamond point will was needed the whole time to maintain discretion 
and politeness yet at the same time fierce intent of inquiry. 

It’s interesting watching all the Buddhists together at these types of intentional gatherings because it’s 
all very ‘Old MacDonald Had a Farm’. You could judge different types of Buddhists and compare them to 
different bird species… The Dalai Lama is the big peacock and he’s got his coterie of littler peacocks; and 
when they go into their thing and start meditating they’re opening up their psychic plumage. And just 
like the birds their chests get all puffed up and they tweet away. And then the Dalai Lama comes with 
his beak and pokes around and inspects them, making adjustments here and granting boons there. And 
there I am, the fox in the psychic chicken coop, and the other monks are trying to figure out where I sit 
in the cosmic pecking order. 

Every form of rank structure exhibits rank abuse, but the Buddhists pattern is the most mellow form 
of rank abuse. That’s why they stress the compassion, the compassion. As you go up the gradations of 
refined consciousness you realise it’s a spiritual food chain. Everything feeds on the levels below it, and in 
the Buddhist mainframe the DL is at the top of the heap, being fed by the Buddhist consciousness below 
him. But what feeds on him? That consciousness reservoir they’ve been building all these thousands of 
years, that pirate sub-universe they’ve carved out for themselves on the inner wall of the Godhead. 

So the Buddhist monks were there being very competent, rubbing their bellies and patting their heads at 
the same time while they’re firing up the absolute ‘biggie’ of Buddhism – the Kalachakra mandala, which 
had a big thanka pattern on it. I waited till the Dalai Lama, the master programmer, was preoccupied 
flicking some psychic switches. He was vulnerable, so I went in for the kill, into the heart of the Buddhist 
mainframe. The Dalai Lama saw me coming, of course. Here’s a member of the psychedelic ratbaggery, 
he thought, and I’ll put on a show for him. We’ll strut our stuff. Game on. He starts to generate his God-
masks, and radiates unconditional love of all creatures, angels and demons. He was focused on his work 
which gave me a window to dive in like Count Zero in Neuromancer. 
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The Dalai Lama story... well, there’s not much to it. It might all have been a 
hallucination really, the eternal play of Lila as if wafts down from the hills of Mount 
Meru. I am an unreliable narrator at best, dear reader, and you must remember 
that this was in my psychopuppy stage, when I used to take psychedelics and 
play with the Buddhist masters. So caveat lector, and don’t try this in your home 
reality grid. 

Anyway, back in ’96 when I was caning it on acid, I pictured Andrew Cohen, a New York-
Bronx Jew who was the famous student of the guru Poonjaji turning into a crypto-lock on 
the cosmic sex-drive, with a big red button. He was pugnacious, arrogant, and a complete 
control freak with almost no compassion – so of course I had to control him. I toyed with 
Master Charles, another famous Australian Buddhist, in the late 1990s. All these teachers 
were caught up in a satsang-vortex, day in and day out, locked into a pattern. It might 
be an exquisite pattern, but somewhere on their paths it got to a stage where higher 
consciousness started to form a barrier around them like an airbag, to stop them going 
on to the next level of their realisation. That’s why I liked going to satsangs on drugs, to 
get the masters wound up and hallucinating within their satsang structure. 

A satsang is defi ned as the ‘fruit of all religious and devotional practices’, but around many 
teachers they can be like an eternal departure lounge where you can never get off the 
ground. How did I fall into this satsang on drugs situation? Oh my God, I’m here and I’m 
surrounded by all these students and gush gush gush. When will I get a moment’s peace 
to meditate, and all that? They’re fucked. So in comes J. Random Psychonaut, who says 
“I’m going to rescue you. I’m going to pop you out of the spiritual teacher experience, 
and get you back on your path.” Of course, they usually look at you like you’re a fucking 
arrogant shithead. But that’s karma, I guess. 

Many people think that Buddhism is a force for the greater good, in that it holds the 
template pattern of the prime reality together amongst the wavering sea of vibrational 
frequencies. And that is true . Buddhism is not a scam. It is a force for greater good, a MGO 
– Meta Governance Organisation in a way, just as the ACLU is more organized than the 
citizen fi eld of less self-organised and clear beings. In the same way the Tibetan Buddhists 
are maintaining their own reservoir of consciousness, running their own renegade system 
in the Matrix. Most of their meditative output is devoted to maintaining it, with a bit left 
over for some active compassion in the world. But they still work to illuminate souls that 
come within the confi nes of their pattern. What most people don’t know is that Buddhism, 
like virtually all of the root religions of the world, has its origins with different entheogenic 
plant catalysts, the somas of antiquity. 

Deep connection has always begun with plant sacraments, and then become priestifi ed 
and purifi ed and controlled... Buddhism by way of plant analogies is like clover, its fl owers 
are beautiful but modest , it integrates well with other plants in the fi eld, all plants in the 
numinous fi eld feed off the earth of humanity, but buddha-clover is rhizomic. It feeds 
back more nutrients by way of the rhizomes, back into the soil. Now the monks are like 
the nerds of consciousness with their fi ngers on the pulse of everything, methodically 
going about colonising different planes, like franchises. It’s a bit like World Vision going 
to a third world country, but Buddhism is a trans-planar organisation, instead of a trans-
national corporation. But they are the most eco-sound of the trans-planar corporations. 
As above, so below and all that. Buddhism established the franchise here on this plane 
about two and a half thousand years ago from some other trans-planar corporation of 
higher consciousness. It’s a self-sustaining hallucination of reality that they’ve forced 
onto the meta-structure of reality. 

So anyway, one day back in ‘96, when the Dalai Lama visited Melbourne, I hacked the 
mainframe of the Buddhist Corporation and broke into the head offi ce, straight into the 
mind of the CEO. The Buddhists were putting on a ten-day Kalachakra initiation, which 

“The fourth method of 
awakening [i.e. enlighten-
ment] is through the use 
of specifi c herbs.  In San-
skrit it is called aushadi... 
knowledge of the herbs is 
a closely guarded secret.”

- Swami Satyananda
Sarawati, 
Kundalini Tantra
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I also don’t think Steiner was infallible. I don’t turn to his work as some kind of gospel, even though he 
was absolutely amazing and an extraordinary teacher. It is one vector with which to understand things 
- and I don’t think there is any absolute Truth. Nietzsche suggested there was no such thing as a linear 
or unitary Truth – that Truth could be much more like a value, the way painters use values in a painting. 
That seems much more authentic to me. However, there are better and worse paintings, stories, and 
works of art. If consciousness is co-creating reality, then we should seek to give our energy to the 
greatest and most helpful story, or artwork, which fits the perceptual and historical data that surrounds 
us. Reality itself may be a work of art. 

Tim: At the end of the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas we find another saying which could be applied 
here powerfully: His disciples said to him, “When will the kingdom come?” 

“It will not come by watching for it. It will not be said, ‘look, here’ or ‘look there’. Rather, the 
Father’s kingdom is spread out upon the earth, and people don’t see it.” 

To me, this seems like very sound advice when it comes to speculating about the end of the 
world. Yet you seem to write and talk about it extensively, so you must believe there is some 
usefulness to Apocalypse myths. Why should we watch for the coming of the Kingdom when 
it’s already spread out around us? 

Daniel: That statement is very similar to the Buddhist idea that ‘samsara is nirvana’, which I also agree 
with. I am not speculating about the end of the world, by the way. That is a literalist simplification based 
on your own projections, that are probably fear-based. I am theorizing about the ongoing transformation 
of human consciousness, leading not to the end of the world but a birth – the birth of humanity’s 
higher mind. I am prophesying, in a sense. But this must be understood properly. I agree with the Hopi 
anthropologist Armin Geertz: “Prophecy is not prediction, even though it purports to be so. Prophecy is 
a thread in the total fabric of meaning, in the total worldview. In this way it can be seen as a way of life 
and of being.” 

Prophecy is an expanded sensitivity to the implications of the present. It is always easy to wave around 
some passage or other and use it to close down thinking. In the Biblical narrative there is certainly a 
great sense of preparation for a future event of the Apocalypse, despite this passage. I would take the 
Hopi perspective that in a sense ‘All time is present now’, but we still have to pass through the cycle or 
the sequence as it takes place from our limited view into the spacetime matrix, which is already pre-
existent in four dimensions, as quantum physicists tell us. We are moving towards this event - and yet, 
in another sense, it has already happened. We have to hold paradoxes in our mind in order to appreciate 
this - for instance, roles are preassigned, yet freely chosen and self-willed. This kind of understanding is 
syntactically embedded in the Hopi language. 

My interpretation of 2012 and the Apocalypse is that we are now called upon to act – not to passively 
‘watch for the coming of the Kingdom’. It is through our actions that we ready ourselves for this future 
state. As Nietzsche said, “The deed creates the doer – almost as an afterthought.” We will enter the 
Kingdom by transforming our consciousness, which can only be done through the pragmatic labour of 
transforming the earth, bringing compassion and light and generosity and intelligence down into this 
world. Once we accomplish this, we won’t have to argue about it anymore, as we will find ourselves 
actually living in the Kingdom... 
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global leisure society, using industrial technology to 
reduce everyone’s work to a few hours a week, but 
instead we chose to create this present nightmare. 
The ‘irrational rationality’ of this system is analyzed 
properly in Herbert Marcuse’s One-Dimensional 
Man. Now we have burned through our resources, 
ruined the climate, and turned a former green 
world into a pressure cooker bristling with nuclear 
warheads. Who is doing this? We are doing this - it is 
our shadow projections, our unconsciousness, that 
has caused this mess. Therefore, we will need to 
attain a deeper level of consciousness - integrating 
our shadow instead of projecting it - in order to 
resolve our problems. 

Tim: What’s the difference between a 
Christian Fundamentalist looking forward to 
the Rapture and a New Ager looking forward 
to 2012? 

Daniel: I can’t really say what some imaginary generic ‘New Ager’ thinks about 2012. I can only say 
what I think about it. I think ‘looking forward to 2012’ would be a huge mistake. I believe McKenna was 
slightly responsible for creating this mistake in people’s minds, as he often implied the 2012 transition 
would be essentially technological, and therefore we just had to await the creation of some timespace-
bending UFO-like object. This has been picked up the transhumanists like Ray Kurzweil and made into a 
doctrine of the approaching ‘technological singularity’, believing that some new technology would make 
us immortal or create super-potent AI’s that will solve our problems. My thinking is utterly opposed to 
this. Jose Arguelles has also created a new form of this mistake with his single-minded insistence that a 
switch to a ‘13 moon’ calendar would, in itself, make a difference. Not only do I have problems with his 
calendar as a new global standard, I think that much more is required from us, on all levels - what Marx 
would call infrastructure and superstructure. 

I believe that 2012 is happening this minute, right now, in a very real sense. It is the work that we do 
on ourselves, transforming our own psyches and our communities and our global systems, that brings 
‘2012’ into existence as a positive outcome for the world. There is nothing passive about this at all - it 
is completely active, absolutely ‘here and now’ oriented. We have to entirely awaken to the current 
situation - with its death-like grip of totalitarianism and foreshadowing of mass genocide - and then put 
all of our energy and clear, cogent thought into creating the alternative that will supersede the current 
form of globalised inequity based on greed, fear, and ego-centrism. The phaseshift takes place, first of 
all, in our own minds and moves outward from there. 

Fundamentalists look forward to a passive ‘Second Coming’ of a messiah, and believe they will be 
saved because of their faith. I feel they are sadly deluded. We are the second coming. As William Blake 
said, “God only acts, and is, in existing beings and men.” It is through the active work of transforming 
this barbaric, violent, earth-destroying civilization into a truly human world that we will attain our own 
liberation and salvation. 

Tim: What do you imagine Rudolf Steiner would have to say about 2012? Seems again like it 
violates his idea of a gradual spiritual maturation. 

Daniel: Apparently, Steiner said that at the end of the twentieth century, humanity as a whole would 
be crossing the threshold of the spiritual world. What I get from my reading of his work is that he thinks 
there are different forms of time, appropriate to different worlds and epochs. The acceleration we are 
currently experiencing could only happen because we are ready for it. I think he knew that we were 
quickly approaching a kind of phase-shift, which would be experienced as a different realisation of time 
and space. 

 I am theorising about the 
ongoing transformation of 
human consciousness, 
leading not to the end of the 
world but a birth – the birth 
of humanity’s higher mind.
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walk, and you can’t walk until you learn to crawl. I think the Gnostic concept of the Archons is also useful 
for understanding how astral entities may function in this reality, compelling arbitrary belief in various 
institutions or systems, whether nation states or corporations or cult-like religions. 

Tim: Your second book called 2012: The Return of Quetzalcoatl deals with planet-wide 
transformation of consciousness, crop circles, ancient prophecies and the end of the world. 
Now, I’ve heard all kinds of crazy predictions on this, but what do you personally think (or 
hope) is going to happen in 2012? What are you planning to do if nothing actually happens? 

Daniel: First of all, I think it is already happening - the nature of reality is indeed shifting on us. This is 
happening on many levels at once. Most obviously, it is taking place in material form through accelerated 
climate change - check out the UN Millennium Eco-Systems Assessment for details. There are about 
two fish left in the oceans and Eskimos are going to find it hard to have a snowball fight soon enough. 
The imminent depletion of energy supply in a Peak Oil crisis is also not an hallucination but something 
that is going to radically change our lives within the next few years. At the same time, something very 
peculiar has happened to our political sphere and mainstream media. It is as though they have entered a 
delusionary and superficial forcefield that allows no room for nuance or integrity or intelligent questioning. 
I see it as the exhausting or emptying out or forfeiting of an entire form of human consciousness - what 
the philosopher Jean Gebser called the ‘mental rational’ structure of consciousness, which perceived 
everything through dualistic concepts that must be ‘grasped’ (even our metaphors for thinking are 
inappropriate spatial ones). Gebser foresaw the crisis of anxiety for this form of consciousness, forcing a 
‘mutational break’ into a new structure of human consciousness, which he called ‘integral–aperspectival’, 
with a different relationship to time, space, psyche, cosmos, and a different model of truth. 

I look at the situation through many different prisms, and I think I have developed a very coherent and 
sensible understanding of what is taking place. If we are indeed passing through the archetypal matrix 
of the Apocalypse, a word which literally means ‘uncovering’ or ‘revealing’, then the Jungian view tells 
us that this is essentially a psychic event, the ‘coming to self-realization of human consciousness’, or 
the ‘coming of the Self’. According to the latest and most amazingly sophisticated reading of the Mayan 
Calendar in Carl Johann Calleman’s The Mayan Calendar and the Transformation of Consciousness, the 
Mayan understanding saw time linked to the evolution of consciousness in a series of accelerating cycles 
or spirals, each one twenty times faster in linear time than the previous one. A nine stage process began 
16 billion years ago with the Big Bang, and completes itself in the year 2011 – 2012 when we reach the 
phase of ‘conscious co-creation’ of reality. Before we can possibly reach this stage, the shadow of the 
psyche is revealing itself in all of its many dimensions. 

Looking at the energetic cycles that pulse within the larger structure of the Mayan Calendar, Calleman 
proposes that 2007, roughly, will be the year that the new level of consciousness is crystallized, while 
2008, roughly, will see the collapse of the pre-existing form of consciousness, perhaps in a large-scale 
socio-economic meltdown. I don’t know if these dates are correct, but this seems to me to provide a 
possible model for what is taking place. Since the cyclical wave-form of history is accelerating, we are 
now in a period that bears resemblance to many past eras simultaneously – the decline and fall of the 
Roman Empire, the rise and fall of the Third Reich, the last days of the Ancien Regime before the French 
Revolution. I think that 2009 – 2010 we may see the drastic end of the current civilizational structure 
and the immediate movement into a harmonic planetary civilization with no nation states, based on 
compassion, creativity and generosity. If that doesn’t happen, instead of activating the noosphere - the 
thought-envelope around the Earth - we may end up in a necrosphere, a dead planet. 

Tim: In your interview with the Daily Grail, you wrote: “I see the current biospheric crisis as 
a self-willed cataclysm designed to force human evolution to a higher level of consciousness.” 
Self-willed by who or what? The planet? Aliens? Humanity as a whole? Some secret group of 
elites? 

Daniel: The cataclysm is self-willed by ourselves, by the collective psyche of humanity, by our unconscious 
desires. Nietzsche is helpful for understanding this - check out Geneology of Morals. He thought that 
comfort made humanity despicable, that suffering was necessary - even the discipline of great suffering 
- in order to intensify human consciousness. After World War Two, we could have created a post-work 



Daniel: We tend to think of visionaries and philosophers of the past as being static thinkers whose thought 
is preserved, as it were, in a kind of psychic amber. This is really unfair to Steiner, who was a deeply and 
completely evolutionary thinker. For Steiner, everything was in a state of continual tranformation - humans 
were developing towards other conditions of existence, plants and stones possessed consciousness 
and were becoming more conscious, spiritual entities developed on other planets and dimensions. His 
understanding of reality bears resemblance to the ideas of the scientist Rupert Sheldrake, who proposes 
that the ‘Laws of Nature’ are not actually laws but more like ‘habits’ that change and evolve over 
time, through the creation of new ‘morphogenetic fields’. We only think they are ‘laws’ because science 
developed at a time when the model of God was of an immutable and unchanging patriarchal figure. 
One of Steiner’s main accomplishments was to fully integrate an evolutionary approach into the occult 
cosmology. He was always evolving his understanding of reality by studying modern thinkers and so on. 
If he had lived into our age, he would have continued to change and develop his thought and his way of 
articulating it. 

Steiner was painfully aware that humanity was in a process of rapid development, while dangerously under 
the sway of Ahriman, the evil earth spirit who represents minerality, materiality, material technology, 
hardening, and death. He believed we needed a return to the influence of Lucifer, the ‘light-bringer’ 
who carries us up towards beauty, glamour, inspiration, but also haughtiness and arrogance and disdain 
for the earth. I think if Steiner had lived he would have recognised psychedelics as necessary Gnostic 
catalysts, giving us a necessary spark of Luciferic inspiration in a very Ahrimanic age. Steiner apparently 
said that humanity as a whole would be crossing the threshold into the spiritual world after the twentieth 
century. I think that psychedelics are Luciferic, which means they restore direct vision of supersensible 
worlds that can be distorted by the unprepared ego of the individual. They also tend to pull us away from 
the earth and earthly responsibilities - whereas the Ahrimanic force of modern culture would drag us 
down into endless bureaucracies, the ‘cold evil’ of our technological framing of reality, locking us into a 
deeply limited world. 

I suspect that Steiner would have seen the necessity of psychedelics from the 1960s through to today - 
he would have also cautioned against their overuse. The urgency of our time requires fast development, 
and psychedelics can definitely accelerate your psychic evolution. Sometimes, risks are necessary. Neil’s 
own opening to this material was created by psychedelics, so it is a bit disingenuous to then want to 
prevent other people from having those experiences. Western Buddhists often do this as well. By the way, 
I don’t find the statement a ‘stinging condemnation’ at all - I believe these areas are highly complex, and 
it may represent your own state of mind that you find yourself searching for ‘stinging condemnations’ 
of my position, rather than going deeper, even in your questions, to articulate a situation that is multi-
layered, paradoxical, ambiguous and dynamic. 

Tim: You’re fond of repeating a particular saying from the Gnostic Gospel of Thomas, attributed 
to Jesus: “Open the door for yourself, so you will know what is.” What translation are you 
getting that from, as I’m unable to locate it in any of the usual sources online? Are you 
interested in Gnosticism beyond this basic principle of direct experience? If so, what appeals 
to you about it? What impact could its revival have on the modern world? 

Daniel: I don’t know where exactly I read it in that form - here is a translation of what must be the 
same statement from an on-line translation: ” 94 Jesus [said], “One who seeks will find, and for [one 
who knocks] it will be opened.” I know I didn’t invent my version. I don’t know how much latitude there 
is for translation. The Gospel of Thomas is extraordinary, perhaps crucial for understanding Christ in a 
modern context. It is clear that most of his followers were bewildered by most of his parables – I consider 
it possible that this text was a transmission designed for our contemporary moment. Parables are an 
extraordinarily compact way to transmit crucial information across vast oceans of time and space. 

Ralph Metzner described psychedelics as ‘gnostic catalysts’, and I think that is a great description. The 
basic revelation of Gnosticism - that this reality is a kind of matrix and there are other dimensions or 
imaginal realms as well - is made vividly apparent through DMT. I wouldn’t agree with the Gnostic idea 
of the Demiurge - that this world was created by a deluded or wicked entity, who trapped us in this 
material plane. I would see that this reality is a necessary phase in what could be a larger evolutionary 
process encompassing many ‘worlds’ as the Hopi or Rudolf Steiner say. You can’t fly until you learn to 
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heart-centred level of consciousness, destined to 
put our world back together by teaching us how to 
put the greater good ahead of our individualistic 
and ego-centric aims. My hypothesis is that this 
second coming of Christ represents an aspect of 
the fulfilment of the prophecies and the Mayan 
Calendar, bringing a deeper level of heart and 
consciousness to the earth. I recommend you go 
down to the Amazon and try it for yourself, and then 
we will talk. While stating this, I am not claiming 
that the Daime is the ‘one true way’ or anything of 
the sort. You could be a Buddhist and a Daimiesta, 
or many combinations of mystical paths, without 
violating any precept of the Daime. 

My tip is that people have to learn to discriminate for themselves and take responsibility for their own 
minds. That is the key to life on earth. Also, you have to have experiences for yourself rather than 
accepting second-hand knowledge because it is more convenient or comforting. 

Tim: The ideas of Rudolf Steiner are a very strong thread running through your work. You 
seem to gravitate in particular to his ideas about higher spiritual realms, and the concept 
of the Luciferian and Ahrimanic currents pulling us upward and downward spiritually. But 
I’ve noticed you rarely if ever talk about Steiner’s teachings on Christ or Christianity. Is 
there a particular reason for this avoidance? Does Christ play any role in your own personal 
cosmology? 

Daniel: I have talked about Christ a bit, especially in a piece for Arthur about The Passion of the Christ, 
which I thought was an important and misunderstood film, also a strange artefact. What is lacking in the 
‘New Age’ or ‘New Edge’ spiritual culture is any sense of the significance of sacrifice, for which Christ’s life 
provides a model. Doing yoga, eating delicious raw food, hanging Tibetan prayer flags - that is all very 
nice, providing a great lifestyle, but it has little to do with pursuing a true spiritual path, in my opinion. 
The meaning of Christ’s life is missed by Christianity: He did not ‘save our souls’ through the crucifixion. 
He provided a model for how we should act, if we would like to save our own souls. And that activity is 
one of conscious sacrifice - not stupidly throwing one’s self on a machine gun, but figuring out how to 
utilize your psychic energy and your particular position for the best possible outcome. The way to bring 
‘heaven down to earth’ is to match your actions with your intentions. 

Both Steiner and Jung, in their different articulations, provide powerful readings of Christ that can help us 
understand him from our contemporary perspective. I have written about this in my new book. So yes, 
Christ plays an important role for me. 

Tim: In Steiner’s book, How to Know Higher Worlds, he seems to advocate a very slow, very 
measured approach to spiritual elevation. In defense of this slower path he states: “There 
are, of course, other approaches that lead more quickly to the same goal. But such faster 
ways have nothing to do with the path presented here because they have certain human 
consequences that are considered undesirable to anyone experienced in esoteric practices. 
[…] If we do not wish to entrust ourselves to dark powers, whose true nature and origin we 
do not know, we shall do well to leave such other approaches alone.” 

Though he may or may not be talking about psychedelics here, it seems like this is a rather 
stinging condemnation of certain aspects of your own path. Your conversation with Neil towards 
the end of BOTH also seems to point in this direction, when Neil says “People are entering 
the lower realms of the spiritual world unbidden and unprepared, exposing themselves to 
delusions and deceptions.” How do you reconcile this apparent dichotomy between your deep 
interest and respect for Steiner and your own psychedelic experiences? 
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work might be interpreted is as “… a privileged 
white boy who plays culture vulture and rips off 
the indigenous to report on his own solipsistic 
musings with an intellectual twist in order to 
validate his quasi-imperialist wanderings.” I 
know you’ve written elsewhere that shamanic 
tourism can actually be beneficial for indigenous 
peoples, but haven’t you had experiences 
where these groups were resentful of outside 
intrusion into their traditions? Do you ever feel 
out of place or perhaps out of your league as a 
white New York writer sitting among traditional 
shamans and medicine men? 

Daniel: Ellen is a friend of mine, but I find her 
comment utterly preposterous and unnecessarily 
hurtful - especially since she goes traipsing around 
the world after Tibetan Buddhism, participating in 
their practices, ‘ripping them off’ to get her own 
jollies. I don’t see why she felt the need to criticize me in such a manner for following the path I was 
called to follow. As for ‘privileged’, I certainly have no trust fund, and have often been flying by the seat 
of my pants. It is amazing to me how we have become experts at using language to slap down other 
people’s experiences. Ellen’s comment, in my opinion, only reveals the enormous gap separating her 
from anything remotely approaching an ‘enlightened’ state of consciousness. However, she is still a nice 
lady. 

I think we have to realize that the world is literally melting down right now - along with the great 
extinction crisis and accelerated climate change, we are in a period of vast cultural extinction with half of 
the world’s 6,000 languages on the verge of disappearing. Let’s take stock of the urgency of the situation, 
and measure our actions according to reality rather than some nonexistent ideal of purity. I actually 
always feel incredibly comfortable whenever I am in the indigenous world - I feel like I understand their 
way of looking at reality, and have no conflict with their value system, intentions, or priorities. 

Frankly, I generally feel far more confused, nonplussed and depressed sitting at a table of upper middle 
class white people, who will exert enormous amounts of energy talking about stupid gossip or idiotic 
vacations or dumb junk they have purchased, rather than examining things that are actually important 
- like the fact their opulent lifestyle and refusal to take responsibility for their thoughts and actions is 
condemning an entire planet to death. 

Tim: I spotted this article by you about the Santo Daime tradition in Brazil. In it you reveal 
your discomfort with organised religion, and your later transformation to understanding and 
accepting such things. This extreme distrust of institutional religion seems very common 
nowadays, especially among people drawn to alternative religions. How did you overcome 
this initial distaste for organised religion and do you have any tips for people struggling in 
this area? Are there any other institutional religious settings in which you’ve had positive 
experiences? 

Daniel: My connection was particularly with the Santo Daime - I still have no interest in organised religion, 
in general. However, I do feel that the Daime is providing a tremendously valuable sacred container for 
working with ayahuasca, and their ‘doctrine’ essentially consists of the experience of ayahuasca, and the 
wisdom it dispenses. I overcame my resistance when the truth of their practice was directly revealed 
to me during my third session with them, in the Amazon. This happened beyond any mental activity or 
intellectual process - it was a complete knowing, revelation, or one could say grace, bestowed upon me. 
I accepted it because its sacredness became evident to me. 

I believe that the Santo Daime is a true prophetic vehicle, aiding in the return of the Christ consciousness 
to the Earth - not as an individual being, as Fundamentalists imagine, but as a compassionate and 
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rituals. Are there any teachings, songs or rituals you could share with us which came to you 
directly from a spirit? 

Daniel: I have had so many direct teachings - I describe them in my first book and in my new book, 
which will come out in the spring. Some of them are in ordinary language - I was told during an ayahuasca 
session in the Amazon, “You go deeper into the physical to get to the infinite.” Some teachings take other 
forms. I now find that the whole world speaks to me continuously, offering me synchronicities and hints 
all the time. 

Tim: Do you plan to raise your own children according to a shamanic tradition, or is that 
something you’d rather allow them to discover on their own? Do you believe there’s a right 
age for a young person to first be introduced to psychedelics? How old were you when you 
first tried a mind-altering substance? 

Daniel: This is a very complex area with a lot of cultural baggage attached to it. When I was down in 
Brazil, I noted all the children attended the Santo Daime ceremony, drinking small amounts of ayahuasca, 
and remaining extraordinarily patient and attentive throughout the ritual. This seemed a stark contrast to 
our typical vision of children as impatient and incapable of concentrating very long. I think the attitudes 
of children and their behaviour is very much shaped by our own attitudes and expectations of them. I 
would have no problem with my daughter attending a Daime ritual when she is a bit older, perhaps nine 
or ten, if we go down to Brazil together. I was nineteen before I tried psychedelics, though I had tried 
other substances in high school. 

Tim: You made an interesting statement in the Palenque Norte lecture about how you can 
learn as much from a phoney shaman as you can from a real one. This goes against how 
most people think about spirituality - that charlatans have no knowledge to impart. Could you 
elaborate on what you meant by that? 

Daniel: Perhaps people get the shaman they deserve – or the one that they need at that particular 
point in time. Sometimes people may need to have the experience of being tricked, disappointed, led 
down the garden path. Also shamanism is a liminal activity, on the border of tricksterism, very much 
invested in breaking apart any system or preconception you are trying to hold. I am thinking lately that 
the distinction between shamanism and sorcery is that sorcery utilizes language to control and dominate 
reality, to limit human potential (like the pharmaceutical companies turning people into helpless victims 
by creating new chronic syndromes which they then medicate through new chemical potions), while 
shamanism provides the liberating act of breaking up certainties and returning reality to the status of 
mysterious perhapsness and infinite possibility. 

Tim: I know a lot of people who would argue that sorcery is actually a method of fulfilling 
potential. Where does your negative attitude in this area come from? 

Daniel: Perhaps it is a matter of definition. I see sorcery as more oriented towards personal power than 
fulfilling a collective responsibility for a tribe or a community. For instance, in the Castaneda books, Don 
Juan has no interest in serving a larger collective. 

Tim: In your book, you describe a conversation you had with a woman on an airplane who’d 
been having unusual dreams about mysterious shamans. You explained to her, “The Indian 
cultures have been almost wiped out, but shamanism is an essential human phenomenon 
connected to the earth. Right now, the shamans of the past are looking for candidates who 
can carry on the tradition. They have zeroed in on you as a possible candidate.” As in the case 
of this woman, how can people know whether or not they are being authentically called to a 
shamanic life? 

Daniel: Once they know, they know. 

Tim: In her piece in the Brooklyn Rail, Ellen Pearlman suggests that one potential way your 



plant medicines such as ayahuasca, mushrooms, etc. Both paths are valid. I don’t really care about 
debating percentages, but I think ten percent is absurd. Christian Raetsch has done work to establish 
that some shamanic groups previously unassociated with drugs, like the Bon tradition in Tibet, do in fact 
use psychoactive plants. I think the disagreements in the modern Western circles have more to do with 
cultural approbrium - Harner as well as Eliade were working within institutional and academic structures 
that did not support the idea of personal psychedelic exploration, therefore they were very cautious and 
perhaps disingenuous. Eliade reflected the cultural bias against plant hallucinogens in his work, which is 
otherwise excellent. 

Tim: In an interview with New World Disorder, you stated: “I worry that people who trip all 
the time without any container or ritual or connection to some shamanic lineage are in danger 
of inducing ‘mind shadows,’ as the Mazatecs say, or bringing down negative entities.” What 
kind of ritual containers do you use to avoid such potentially dangerous complications? What 
happens to people who bring down these ‘mind shadows’? 

Daniel: Through karma or luck, I connected with a number of lineages including the Bwiti in Gabon, 
the Secoya in Ecuador, the Mazatecs in Mexico, and the Santo Daime in Brazil, also the Native American 
Church in the US. I do feel that making these connections has had a protective aspect - this has been 
suggested to me in many dreams, some directly warning me or revealing certain possibilities. I strongly 
recommend that anyone who wants to explore this area make the effort to connect with a shamanic 
lineage, an ‘old medicine line’, as one teacher of mine called it. People who bring down ‘mind shadows’ 
often find a negative or sinister caste or obstructive element that makes their life more difficult until it 
is confronted and taken working with a traditional shaman or modern energy healer who can see the 
problem and handle it energetically. 

Tim: Going back to something you said earlier: I’m not sure I understand what you mean 
when you say that we should avoid a guru/disciple relationship but seek out a shaman. 

Daniel: The guru/disciple relationship is different than the one between a shaman and a participant in 
shamanic rituals. In Hindu and Buddhist traditions, you are supposed to elevate the guru to the status 
of a divine being, holding them in your heart as one who can do no wrong. Theoretically, by meditating 
on the guru in this way, you are also identifying with the guru and elevating yourself, but in practice, it 
often means giving up your will and agency to another. I personally suspect this is an Eastern practice 
that doesn’t benefit Westerners, who have chosen a different dharma. I think that the shaman is never 
presumed to have that deified status, and in fact in tribal societies, people tended to be wary of the 
shaman. 

Tim: You talk a great deal about spirits and elemental entities in your work. For people of a 
materialist or rational mindset, such talk is very hard to swallow. The closest many people 
can come is believing that these things exist solely within our minds. Is there any particular 
method you’ve found that works best for opening people up to at least the possibility that 
these things actually might exist ‘out there’ somewhere? 

Daniel: I suppose one could ask them what makes them so convinced there is an ‘out there’ as opposed 
to an ‘in here’ - perhaps these are two aspects of the same thing? This is what Carl Jung proposed when 
he insisted upon the ‘reality of the psyche’, manifesting itself in synchronicities and dream-visions and 
numerous life events. Steiner noted that the thought that there is a material world separate from a 
conceptual world within our own minds was, in itself, only a thought, and therefore had no more essential 
substance or validity than any other thought we might like to hold. For the Buddhists, the reality we 
observe around us is ‘maya’, a magical projection of the ultimate ground of being, which is Brahman 
or universal consciousness. This idea is developed through twentieth century quantum physics, which 
seems to substantiate it perfectly. Check out Fritjof Capra’s The Tao of Physics or Amit Goswami’s The 
Self-Aware Universe for this perspective. 

Tim: One of the most compelling points for me personally that comes up again and again in 
your work is that ultimately shamanic practices and traditions can be traced back to the spirits 
themselves - that the spirits are the ones who originally taught the shamans their songs and 
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Daniel: Just as there is no individual separate from the material reality of earth, atmosphere, cosmos 
that surrounds us, there is no individual separate from the larger human tribe, including the intellectual 
and spiritual lineages that have come before us. I think it is natural and also important to acknowledge 
one’s intellectual ancestors and older brothers - just as tribal people honour their ancestors. If I am 
becoming some kind of role model for other seekers in our time - although I admit part of me still wants 
to flinch away from that idea - I think it is because I am honest about my doubts and my quandaries and 
my struggles. I was lucky to grow up with the direct influence of people like Allen Ginsberg, who was so 
refreshingly free of egotistical self-aggrandisement in his pursuit of his own personal liberation. He was 
the first to admit his own faults, and I try to do the same. I also think we in the contemporary West have 
reached the point in our development where it has become clear that the Eastern model of guru/disciple 
is of no use for us, and in fact has a negative effect on our progress. That was what the spiritual chaos 
of the late-1960s and 1970s demonstrated, rather painfully. We have to do it for ourselves, become our 
own spiritual authority - and this is extremely difficult and challenging, but also very interesting. 

Tim: I know this is an overly simplistic reading of your work, but I feel like the point needs 
to be clarified for people coming to this material for the first time. Does anybody who takes 
psychedelics automatically become a shaman? What’s the difference between a shaman and 
a casual drug user? 

Daniel: A shaman in a tribal society would go through a deep process of initiatory training, learning an 
entire skill set and the myths and wisdom of his particular healing lineage. A casual drug taker does not 
have that deeper pool of knowledge and experience to draw from. 

However, since we have no initiatory tradition in the West, many of those attracted to exploring non-
ordinary states of consciousness (even destructively through heroin etc) may be people who in a tribal 
society would have been recognized as having a shamanic disposition, requiring training. We may need to 
recover initiatory practices in the modern West in order to create our own form of shamanism - it is also 
possible for modern people to go through initiatory training in South America, or with North American 
indigenous cultures. Some people do manage to reaccess the shamanic archetype without training in 
a lineage - this could also happen in tribal cultures, where someone struck by lightning, for instance, 
sometimes would instantly become a shaman, gifted with special healing powers. I argue in the book that 
shamanism is a universal human dispensation, based on our connection to the earth, and natural as well 
as supernatural forces, and therefore anyone can reaccess it, starting from where they are. 

Tim: No initiatory tradition in the West? You mean in terms of shamanism, right? What about 
ceremonial magic? How does that fit into all this? 

Daniel: Personally, I am not much of a supporter of ceremonial magic. Perhaps out of ignorance, I don’t 
see much value in it, particularly at this point in history. I would rather see people put their energies 
into serving the world situation, using their psychic and magic capacities towards direct and hands on 
transmutations of our present difficult and dangerous and soon-to-be dire circumstances. I am not sure 
that consort with potentially ambivalent entities or energies conjured through ceremonial magic is the 
way to go. I also get the sense that it is a fairly debased and Luciferic tradition in the modern West, a 
kind of retrofitting of old ideas and old styles. However, I don’t know too much about it and don’t practice 
it so perhaps I am wrong. 

Tim: You talk a lot about entheogens being at the root of many shamanic and religious 
practices. Yet I’ve seen people like Michael Harner suggest that less than ten percent of world 
shamanic traditions involve ritual drug use. Mircea Eliade also suggested that use of drugs 
to achieve altered states was seen as a degenerate practice among some indigenous groups 
(although I remember you saying he eventually modified that position). Without getting into 
the argument of who’s ‘right’, why do you think there’s such a disagreement about psychedelic 
shamanism? What traditional lineages support your pro-psychedelic thesis? And the people 
who disapprove of it, on what grounds might they do so? 

Daniel: Definitely shamanism flourishes in areas of the world where no psychedelics were used or even 
available, but it also reached a particularly developed state in South America through use of sacred 



For me, it is not a 
question of rejecting 
science for shamanism, 
but of integrating these 
approaches to reality.
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My personal hypothesis is that our consciousness is co-creating 
reality, therefore we want to be increasingly careful about the 
kind of thoughts we are allowing to absorb our awareness. 
If we spend too much time worrying about surveillance and 
Grey Alien predation and the HAARP Project, it is like we are 
attracting negative energy and negative vibrations towards us. 
We are substantiating that kind of material. I don’t mean that 
one should become polyannaish – one should stay grounded, 
but one should realise that one is better off practising an 
inner ecology on the level of thought, or you will end up in a 
frothing state of apocalyptic terror, which is what much of our 
culture seems to be trying to induce. 

As I recall, Noory was miffed that I wouldn’t discuss the 
negative aspects of the Hopi prophecies, though I do know 
all about them. Instead, I suggested that everything is in 
the act of interpretation - ‘magnetic pole reversal’ could be 

something that takes place on the level of consciousness, rather than some literal destruction of the 
physical Earth. If our consciousness and therefore our intention is embedded in the structure of reality 
- as quantum physics, for instance, tells us - then how we focus our thoughts could catalyze certain 
possibilities and support more or less desirable outcomes. In that case, logically, we should use our 
psychic energy to support the best, most compassionate and generous future conceivable for ourselves, 
the world, and humanity. 

Tim: There’s a passage in your book where you suggest that philosopher Walter Benjamin 
‘…saw thinking as a form of intoxication’. A really interesting take, especially since thinking 
tends to be so damned addictive as well. Do you ever worry that intellectualism prevents us 
from fully experiencing certain aspects of spirituality? Is thought the strongest drug of all? 

Daniel: I think in the Bible we are exhorted to ‘love God’ with all of our minds as well as all of our hearts. 
I believe that ‘loving God’ with my mind requires the full use of my intellectual capacities to think about 
and explore the nature of reality and the nature of consciousness - otherwise, I wouldn’t be doing my 
best. In Hinduism, the intellectual’s path is recognized as one form of yoga, and a legitimate route to the 
sacred. If there is a spiritual reality - in some sense, a higher or more evolved level of being than what 
we have yet reached - I would only presume that my mental capabilities were developed to be part of my 
spiritual process of development, not something to be cast aside as I climbed the ladder. 

This is one aspect of Rudolf Steiner’s significance – he recognized that thinking was in itself a spiritual 
path, and that the invisible world of thought was part of our entry into other orders of being. I strongly 
recommend checking out his Philosophy of Freedom for this perspective. He also believed it was completely 
possible to reconcile scientific materialism and empiricism with the other levels of inner cognition required 
to explore ‘higher worlds’ - and I think he is correct. From Steiner’s perspective, we actually developed 
our materialist and empirical form of consciousness partially as a foundational tool that would allow us to 
explore other realities without losing our balance, if we were willing to allow for such a possibility. 

At the same time, intellectualism has its limits, and there are experiences that pass beyond the limits of 
thought. Thinking can become a kind of negative or useless intoxication - this seems to be the case with 
a lot of academic fixation on post-structuralist analysis, which seems to alienate people from confronting 
basic truths through endless conceptual game-playing. 

Tim: Your work exhibits a deep reverence for those who tread these roads ahead of you 
- people like Walter Benjamin, Jose Arguelles and Rudolf Steiner. Why is it important for 
spiritual people to have heroes and teachers? Are you comfortable with the fact that you’re 
becoming something of a role model for a new generation of seekers - while still in the middle 
of your own spiritual voyage? 



Daniel Pinchbeck is one of the leading voices in today’s psychedelic counter-culture, exploring the 
connections between psychedelics and shamanism and their importance in the modern era. Though he’s 
published feature articles in the New York Times Magazine, Esquire, Wired, The Village Voice and was 
a regular columnist in Arthur magazine, it was his 2003 book, Breaking Open the Head: A Psychedelic 
Journey into the Heart of Contemporary Shamanism, which seems to have really given him a higher 
profile among those interested in alternative religion and spirituality. 

TIM BOUCHER: Your work has a strong spirit of intellectual exploration, which is why I thought 
it was so great when you admitted in your book: “My intellectual drive for understanding was 
cover for my spiritual development.” Why do you feel like you were using that as a cover? How 
did you manage to give yourself permission to really ‘go for it’ spiritually? 

DANIEL PINCHBECK: I can’t say that ‘I’ ever gave myself permission to ‘go for it’ spiritually, although it 
was a thirst for knowledge that led me into this quest. What seems to happen is closer to what Gurdjieff 
talks about – that as you begin to become fascinated by this area, you activate something he calls the 
‘magnetic centre’, and in a very real sense that magnetic centre then takes over and impels you along 
your path - sometimes whether you like it or not. Both Jung and Steiner talk about a ‘Self’ or a ‘Higher 
Self’ that is beyond the individual ego-identity, and that Self acts and expresses itself not through 
words but through ‘deeds and events’. The process of spiritual development is somehow connected with 
recognizing that Self and aligning with its purposes, which can often seem in direct contradiction with the 
desires and ambitions of the limited ego. The Western god-image, for Jung, as it evolves through the Old 
and New Testaments, is the archetype of the Self. 

The fact is that the areas of mysticism, shamanism, the occult, etc, are available to intelligent questioning. 
It is not a question of ‘turning off your mind’ to enter these areas. In fact, I found that it required the 
deepest level of intellectual engagement to clarify my own understanding of what is happening on these 
levels, and how you can integrate it with the modern, scientific view. For me, it is not a question of 
rejecting science for shamanism, but of integrating these approaches to reality. 

In my own life, the iboga initiation in West Africa and the daimonic intrusion through taking DPT in my 
house in New York were the major experiences that marked my quest, as described in Breaking Open 
the Head. 

Tim: When I first heard an interview with you on Coast to Coast AM with George Noory, it 
really clashed with what I’d been hearing on that show. In particular, Noory seemed to have a 
really hard time with your assertion that you didn’t necessarily believe anything. He also kind 
of quailed when you brought up psychedelics, which seemed weird given your expertise in the 
subject. Why do you think there’s such a big divide between what you do and the paradigm 
that somebody like Noory is operating under? Is there a way to bridge this divide? 

Daniel: First of all, I am not sure I would say that I don’t believe anything. I think, like Jung, I feel 
comfortable saying I believe only what I know. At this point in time, most people are trapped in dualisms, 
paranoias, and sensationalism when it comes to considering the occult or esoteric aspects of reality. 
Either the ‘aliens’ or ‘demons’ or ‘angels’ are literally real, or they are phantasmal aspects of our own 
mind. It is harder to accept the possibility that these phenomena are truly daimonic, truly in-between or 
outside the definitions we might like to create for them. 

In fact, they may even take a special pleasure in subverting our categories and upsetting our assumptions. 
It may be the case that we can only explore or discover what is happening on these other levels of being 
if we begin from a much subtler level of understanding. The pop economics of late-night commercial radio 
do not necessarily support a subtly nondual perspective on occult phenomena - they support more of a 
sensationalist tone. A lot of Coast to Coast AM’s subject matter seems specifically designed to intensify 
negative thought vibrations - fear and anxiety over the future. 
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Elmer’s a college student with a Mexican background 
who tried Salvia last year and wanted to show another 
face to the Jackass-style antics of most YouTube salvia 
videos. “I had a vision of this lady in the clouds,” 
he says in his clip. “I was scared but it makes me 
understand things... Salvia is THE key of nature, of 
the world... It’s like for some reason God wanted us 
to fi nd out about it...that’s why it was hidden, why the 
Indians kept it to themselves...The Indians don’t want 
you to use it for recreational use... they want you to 
sit down with them and see how the Indians see the 
world... This is the most beautiful high I’ve ever had in 
my fucking life, man.”

And unfortunately, that’s the only thing YouTube can’t 
show.

ZeroOverkill  (6 hours ago) 
 If you’re not hurting anyone around you, it 
shouldn’t matter. Besides, alcohol has way more 
potential danger, yet it is legal.

bojangles37  (1 hour ago) 
yeah, i see what you mean. i’ve done salvia 
around 50 different times now, never taken a 
hit near that big, got a lot of introspection done, 
kept my composure, and never put anything 
online. that’s how it was used for centuries 
before people using it for thrills and that’s how it 
should be used.

dadoody  (6 days ago) 
 My friend thought he was a coke can and started 
fraking when someone tried to drink him

JinChillz  (3 days ago) 
 Shit marijuana should be legal if this shit is. You 
are basically mentally handicapped on this shit.

juneondrums  (2 weeks ago) 
 wow, that is an amazing thougt....videos will 
bring out more users, which will also bring out 
prohibition..good observation, kudos! i know 
watching some of these vids DEF made me want 
to do it......just a matter of time before the man 
comes and takes it away!

online comments

*2002 – Australia becomes the 
fi rst country in the world to 
outlaw Salvia  divinorum and 
salvinorin A.

Visions of Salvia
 Elmer describes the effects of salvia 
divinorum,and explains the visions of the 
spiritual world....Salvia Divinorum Plant Herb 
Smoke Legal Drug 
From: vIsiOnsOfsAlvIa
Views: 20,243
Added: 1 year ago
Time: 08:57 
More in People & Blogs



Salvia Trip (by partynetwork.tv)
Salvia is a funny “drug”. Most 
people do it once and learn their 
lesson. The only enjoyable thing 
about Salvia is watching your 
friends do it for the first time!!! 
It’s hilarious!!! Since its legal they 
never expect to get so fucked up.. 
its sooo confusing and scary! The 
PartyNetwork.TV Crew  are some 
wild boys!    

From: povdoug
Views: 76,975
Added: 8 months ago
Time: 06:19 
More in Comedy

It’s a typical frat party scenario somewhere in middle America – it looks 
like an amateur porn video in the making, except the blonde girl on the 
couch is going down on an alien psychedelic from some Mexican plant. “It 
doesn’t matter the size hit you get, you gotta hold it in all the way,” a guy 
says to her as the blonde’s salvia virginity is shattered forever. 

“Are you fucking serious???” she laughs uncontrollably. But is she talking 
about the effects of the drug or her friends trying to make her move like 
a lab rat across vast dimensional spaces while being filmed on drugs? “I 
love that…” she says, coming down. “Oh my God, did it fuck me up... Let’s 
do it again!” 

Even the trippers can’t believe how this one slipped through the cultural 
firewall. “How is this legal, I don’t understand it?” the guy in the 
PartyNetwork.tv clip says. Yet the wildfire popularity of salvia – and the 
adverse publicity from the YouTube salvia videos have seen it banned on a 
local level in over a dozen US states, with the predictable backlash raising 
the moral majority into a legislative frenzy. 

In April 2008 Kenneth Rau, a 46-year-old bottling plant worker with an 
interest in herbalism, altered states, religion and spirituality, was arrested 
for possession of a few ounces of salvia that he had bought off eBay. 
Unbeknownst to Mr Lau, his home state of North Dakota had criminalised 
salvia back in August 2007, riding on a legislative shockwave in the wake 
of the YouTube videos. Zealous prosecutors dubbed his stash as possession 
with intent to sell, despite the fact the amount was the minimum quantity 
available from eBay and only cost US $32 – hardly a lucrative resell market. 
Worse still, Google pulled up ads for salvia on the website of a local TV 
station that reported on Lau’s arrest, as if to testify to the easy availability 
of the mint. 

Australia banned salvia in 2002 but it’s still legal to varying degrees in the 
UK, Canada, parts of Europe and elsewhere in the world. This is because 
despite its powerful psychedelic effects, salvia’s chemical properties 
are significantly different under analogue drug acts from that of other 
psychoactive drugs like LSD - and the plant, part of the mint family, can 
also be cultivated horticulturally. But despite long use in its indigenous 
setting, and an understanding that salvia is non-toxic and not addictive, 
conservative commentators have responded by calling the plant a 
‘dangerous threat to society’. 

In a June, 2007 interview with the San Francisco Chronicle, however, 
salvia-expert Daniel Siebert, who led a team that helped identify the plant’s 
psychoactive mechanism and popularised the drug in the West, admitted: 
“Those videos are certainly not going to help the situation. They make 
salvia look like some horrible drug that makes people nuts and dangerous 
[...] The sad thing is it creates this public image where people don’t realize 
there are sensible ways to use something like this.” 

And that’s the real problem, not that people are using plant entheogens to 
connect to altered states, nor this new spin of uploading their trips to the 
net. The real issue is that the West lacks the guidance of indigenous elders 
to show how to use these plant tools correctly. And while the potential for 
responsible use is there – it doesn’t make great video. Because no matter 
how much content it hosts, even YouTube can’t capture the Divine. 
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Trippin on Salvia- First Timer- soo funny
This is one of our friends trippin on salvia 
for the first time. Can’t believe this stuff is 
legal. Check it out and see if you’d try it.. 
crazy funny. He freaks out....... and about 
the filipino guy laughing, he didnt plan on 
laughing at his buddy like that-just came 
out that way! Stevo (guy trippin) thought 
it was hilarious too... ENJOY!  

From: honeybee143
Views: 79,646
Added: 1 year ago
Time: 02:18 
More in People & Blogs

Stevo looks a little like the guy from Harry Potter, caught in the headlights 
of a UFO. “How do you feel bro?” his friend asks, giggling at his utterly 
bewildered state. Salvia divinorum, also known as ‘Diviner’s Sage’, has 
been called ‘the most powerful hallucinogenic known to mankind’ by 
enthusiasts on the net. How do you think he feels on salvia with a camera 
phone in his face? Stevo’s confused, disorientated, and he needs help. 
He’s been thrust into a completely alien headspace and all his friend here 
can do is assault him with his camera phone, laughing his ass off. 

“Where... what’s going to happen?” Stevo asks, like a small child. 

“Its just a drug, it’s that salvia shit we just picked up. C’mon bro. It’s 
going to go away... Let me try this shit out bro… Is it sick or what?” 

Totally sick, bro. Because in the post-Jackass, reality-TV generation 
nothing is sacred. Not the person’s individual trip, nor the drug they 
use to trip on. The crushing irony is that salvia divinorum used to be 
one of the most sacred of plant allies to the Mazatec Indians of Mexico, 
who preserved its secret from the invading Spanish conquistadors for 
hundreds of years. It was whispered in secret tones and kept to the inner 
shamanic circles until the early-20th century. The Mazatecs still use it to 
see shamanic visions for divination and to heal, but by the late-1990s 
salvia had become available on the internet in increasingly concentrated 
extracts up to 40 times as strong as the natural strength leaf itself – and 
that’s where the party started. 

Salvia users on YouTube brag about the concentration and potency of the 
plant, saying these are extremely super-powerful psychoactives that can 
catapult you out of your body or melt you into the furniture, becoming 
the very molecules of the things around you. One YouTube salvia poster 
called ‘hut141’ remembers the first time he tripped out on salvia: “It was 
20x extract. It was like reality became a landscape of some new kind of 
3D. Time and space were both warped. Half of my entity was infinitely 
empty and the other infinitely full,” he wrote in the YouTube comments 
section. 

The journey of the soul can now be bookmarked, but as the YouTube 
phenomenon spreads it’s also gaining mainstream attention – and 
begrudging respect. Last year even the prestigious UK magazine New 
Scientist published a scientific account of a researcher’s salvia trip: “…The 
salvia took me on a consciousness-expanding journey unlike any other I 
have ever experienced. My body felt disconnected from ‘me’ and objects 
and people appeared cartoonish, surreal and marvellous,” reported Vince 
Gaia. Which is a polite way of saying, “you trip HARD AS FUCK for like 5 
minutes”, as a salvia video from PartyNetwork.tv states. And amazingly 
it’s legal – for now. 
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Phil tripping on Salvia
Salvia is a completely legal (in the UK 
and many states of the US, at least) 
hallucinogenic. If you smoke a large 
enough hit, it will give you an intense trip 
lasting a couple of minutes. I will never, 
ever be able to explain what I’m seeing, 
but here’s how it looks to the rest of the 
world.

From: Nuskrad
Views: 129,206
Added: 1 year ago
Time: 04:24
More in Comedy

Phil’s sitting on a bed in a crashpad somewhere in the UK about to 
smoke Salvia Divinorum, an ancient Mazatec hallucinogenic herb. 
He’s a gangly lad in his 20s with shoulder-length dark hair, dressed 
in blue jeans and a dark t-shirt. As his friend hands him the bong 
he bites his lip in anticipation of this strange new drug he’s about 
to be filmed taking, which will later be posted on YouTube and 
broadcast to the world. 

The background music is ‘Over The Line’ by The Crystal Method from 
the ‘Tweekend’ album, a chilled favourite of the salvia set. Phil’s friend 
lights the bong - it’s a 5x dose, not a massive hit but a decent sized 
pinch. Smoke curls up the chamber. Phil coughs, quickly holds his nose 
to stop any smoke escaping, then leans back against the wall as the 
effects start to come on. Within seconds he’s in another world. A smile 
breaks across his face and he keeps reaching forward like he’s grasping 
for something interdimensionally, trying to cut and open a door in the air 
with his hands. 

“Ah, now I get it,” he says, his speech slurred and his body motor control 
impaired. He begins fidgeting around on the bed, gesticulating erratically. 
“Whooaww, whooaahhh” he says, over and over, waving his arms above 
his head like he’s at a rock concert. It’d be tragic if it wasn’t so funny. 

And Phil’s not alone: middle class white stoners in the suburbs; boys in 
the hood; party crews in Beverly Hills; drug geeks in their bedrooms. 
A new wave of psychedelic trippers are smoking salvia and posting 
their experiences on YouTube in a social networking phenomenon that’s 
flustering parents and lawmakers around the world, and exposing the 
ritual of drug taking as never before. Now even the sacred is commercial, 
just another content package for a hungry world. 

Author D.M. Turner states in his book, Salvinorin – The Psychedelic Essence 
of Salvia Divinorum that the plant’s effects may include: “Uncontrollable 
laughter, past memories, such as revisiting places from childhood, 
sensations of motion, or being pulled or twisted by forces; visions of 
membranes, films and various two-dimensional surfaces; merging with 
or becoming objects and overlapping realities, such as the perception of 
being in several locations at once.” Is there any wonder bored kids across 
the Western world are turning to it in droves? 

This isn’t the first time users have broadcast their attempts to break open 
their head and explore higher consciousness. There were the Romantic 
poets – Byron, Shelley, Keats et al, whose indulgences in laudanum 
made for some florid 19th century poetry. Thomas de Quincey similarly 
bared his altered state in Confessions of an English Opium Eater. And the 
20th century was synonymous with writers and the drugs they explored: 
Leary and Kesey (LSD); Burroughs and Irving Welsh (heroin); Hunter S. 
Thomson (speed, mescaline and whatever he could get his hands on), to 
name just a few. But this time it’s different - now the internet allows the 
masses to share video footage of their trips with a global public - so you 
don’t have to read about it, you can see it, virtually in real-time. 
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Dr. Timothy Leary - Harvard Professor turned LSD High Priest
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These days, you’re either ADD, agoraphobic, claustro-
phobic, Tourette’s, schizophenic, OCD, bipolar, epilep-
tic, dissociative, traumatized, depressed or clinically 
dead. Or pick any of those and make a soy smoothie 
with them, as long as you’re putting meds in the blender 
with ‘em. Innocence has been missing, presumed dead 
since 1984, and sanity was put away as an accessory 
in the Iran Contra scandal, so let me make this clear 
- MENTAL ILLNESS IS A GROWTH INDUSTRY AND AIN’T 
NO MOTHAFUCKA IS SANE NO MO’, capiche?! So pick 
the one(s) you’re best suited to (using an easy, online 
questionnaire if you’re especially confused), and try to 
groove with the pills as best you can.

And you can be one pretty popular kid if you share your 
K-pins at recess. ‘Keen masturbator spikes own drink 
with Rohypnol’, dumb teenage wanker takes 8 valiums 
at a keg party and wakes up in a ditch in New Jersey. 

Benzos, despite the various hazards of intoxication, are pretty much medically idiot-proof. Unlike barbi-
turates, alcohol, GHB and opiates, they only depress certain parts of the brain, leaving the centres for 
breathing and circulatory function alone. You can literally eat 50 Z-bars in one mouthful and you’ll prob-
ably just wake up going “what the FUCK just happened” eight and a half days later. It’s only when you 
mix ‘em with opiates, alcohol, or other downers that you’re putting yourself in the shit. In that case they 
just might team up and shut that brain stem off REAL good...

This is good, because it means that if you are suicidal and want to knock yourself out, they can sell you 
some highly addictive drugs that will have you so frustrated at your apparent inability to kill yourself that 
you might just decide to take up a pharmaceutical habit.

The high is nothing special. It’s not euphoric in the classic sense, but it IS relaxing and ultimately still 
quite enjoyable. You’re sloppy, droopy, slinky, silly like you just drank a fucktonne of vodka, but there’s 
no horrible burning feeling signifying the destruction of your gastrointestinal membranes, no acetalde-
hyde aftertaste soaked into your tongue for the next day – and like alcohol, you can do the dumbest shit 
and still retain a sort of amnesic dignity. Great drugs if you need an excuse to have desperate sex with 
extremely overweight people or for leaving your two-year old kid in the seat of the shopping trolley at 
the supermarket.

In my opinion, benzodiazepines are the pharmacological equivalent of Walmart, and I think that says 
more than anything.

-62

Modern pharmaceutical 
companies are extremely 
afraid that one day, some-
one might actually CURE 
something.



I’m hard pressed to think of a single Hollywood personality that ISN’T ON XANAX. It’s fuckin’ 
mandatory or something. Macauley Culkin had a sack of dank and a bunch of Z-bars in his 
glovebox when he got pulled over – the question nobody asked is – so what? If I were he, 
constant blunts and a steady influx of xannies would be the only way I’d be able to get out of 
bed in the morning – home alone, you could say, hiding from the ugly realities of child actor 
stardom. I personally think they shoulda given him his ‘erb back and apologised for freaking 
him out.

 If your Republican soccer mom does drugs (you know, fun ones, not SSRIs or any of that pharmagar-
bage), chances are she’s doing Xanax, Klonopin, or Valium, and she’s been prescribed them for years 
by her professional psychiatrist dontchaknow, and she doesn’t DO DRUGS, she takes medication. The 
retarded, emasculated beauty of this so-called subtle difference is not lost on this cunning linguist – ‘cuz 
I got a script too motherfucker, so back off. I can legally eat these in front of COPS. w00t

They’ve made regular, square jobs bearable for the last 40-odd years, jacked up the ratings of numerous 
zomboid TV shows, helped ya sleep real good, and kept me from wigging out on those odd occasions 
when the bottle of liquid acid breaks open and squirts about 25 drops directly down your throat (‘remem-
ber, dose on cubes, kids!’) – and we’re ALL running for the shelter of mother’s little helper. Terrorists are 
excellent for benzo business, as are bad marriages, child abuse, and the other hallmarks of our great 
society.

Doesn’t the word ‘Xanax’ just sound so good? Say it out loud a few times... you’d be a fool to deny that 
it’s fucking PR gold. It’s so popular that it makes me wonder why they haven’t started a marketing blitz 
of new pharmies entirely based on palindromes. Imagine being able to take a tab of Roxor, Prelerp, Livevil 
or Tomoxomot? The combos would be AWESOME, and there would finally be some pharmaceutical as-
sistance available for people with severe dyslexia (the poor bastards sdratsab roop eht).

Modern pharmaceutical companies are extremely afraid that one day, someone might actually CURE 
something. So they specialize in making medications that need to be taken on as regular a basis as pos-
sible, which attenuate some of the major symptoms of the sufferer, while ensuring a steady market for 
their medici... er, extensive product range.

My dad used to have a collection of various benzo pens, brib...er, presents from the nice people from the 
pharmaceutical corporation that would give my dad a free lunch at Chez Rich Motherfucker in between 
gassing people and shooting them up with fentanyl at the hospital. He gave me the injectable Valium pen 
one day and I have never been so stoked in all my life. Of course, the pharmaceutical companies need 
to get their products out there, right, to help keep medicine steadily marching on into the next fiscal 
quarter... why, it is their patriotic duty.

Feeling anxious? Z-bars will do the trick. Bad breath as well? Might want to switch to our new, minty-
fresh sublingual Klonopin wafers – two birds, one stoned. Working a night shift (or working in the White 
House)? Like Colin Powell said, “Ambien isn’t a drug. It’s like a vitamin or something. It’s excellent, we 
all use it. What, you don’t take Ambien?”
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Roman gods, the druids, the four leaf clover and leprechaun. All the characters of European mythology 
lined up like political prisoners, enslaved to run in vertical circles for the godless god of money. It makes 
sense. Anything with a slightly magical rumour is perfect fodder to elicit the attention of superstitious 
gamblers who might believe that these little stolen demigods will shine luck and favour upon them... and 
in one fell swoop our entire cultural heritage is reduced to a mere novelty at service to the machinery of 
capital. 

But is anyone even surprised? All of their sacred powers were stolen so long ago no one even blinks when 
they are treated so cruelly. And it’s bad enough that the white secular culture has prostituted its own 
mythology, but amongst them we also find Native American dreamcatchers and new age dolphins joining 
the rows of mythological martyrs imprisoned in the robotic head of the poker machine. Could you imagine 
the uproar if Aboriginal Dreamtime images were used in one of these gambling toys - or for that matter 
Christian symbolism? I feel the potential pandemonium like a vomit welling up inside me. 

We leave, and spend the rest of the day meandering through the Art Gallery as the trip slowly fades away, 
before finally quitting the city and returning to our suburban homestead where Liam’s neighbours are 
having a party fuelled by bad sangria. James the bass player in Culture Connect gives me a CD of some 
rhymes we laid down a few days prior. 

The next night is another Saturday night and Daniel takes me to a club called the Fringe Bar on the edge 
of the concrete valley. He’s just split up with his girlfriend this week and so is keen to step back out into 
the meat-market. I usually avoid these kinds of places, full of trendy twenty somethings getting very 
trashed to loud house music. On the many plasma screens around the club they must have been playing 
the football finals, but now it is just like the movie: ‘Three Kings’. I watch with interest as people down 
$15 cocktails while on the screens Marky Mark is getting oil stuffed down his mouth by an Iraqi soldier... 
no one seems to notice. As we walk home I hear the wail of a lone Aboriginal woman busking down the 
street, competing with the obnoxious sounds of techno emanating from the club next door where people 
are queuing up to get inside. I am reminded again, this is a concrete valley. 

Now I am sitting on the corner of Creek St. Perhaps there was once a creek here, now there is only 
a word on a sign. This is the Australian city as I find it today. A bitumen streetscape that could be 
anywhere... shoes obeying white pedestrian broken lines. Wealthy kids with too much money and not 
enough sense looking to get drunk and laid every weekend, corporate high rises full of suits obsessed 
with numbers, community centres of gambling robots, the roar of bus engines running on natural gas... 
a balding businessman, an Indian officeworker carrying her mobile phone in front of her like a leash... a 
lone African amidst the wash of palefaces. The cafe I’m sitting at is called ‘Escape the Daily Grind’, it has 
a painting of a city in monochrome... across the road is a bank. Somewhere above us for all I know the 
sky is being scarred but we burn coal like there is no tomorrow anyway. Somewhere on the other 
side of the world a hurricane is fighting back, like Mother Earth’s angry little sister and we 
watch shocked on our media portals as if we weren’t forewarned for decades. Somewhere 
else Third World poverty continues unabated while free trade dogma just rolls on. 

Let me stop there. I know there is more to this city, and this is a very cynical entry... 
and truthfully, I don’t want to be cynical anymore... I want to understand what is going 
on in this world without those cloudy spectacles of angst, but watching this city breathe 
petroleum in the hangover of my psychedelic visioning is making me feel that way. I’m 
searching, but I don’t find much beauty in this monocultural lifestlye, and I need to record 
what I see for the sake of honesty... 

I don’t need acid to tell me that this world is upside down, but sometimes it helps to burn 
away the convenient illusions... 

* originally published in Undergrowth’s Nomadology project 
http://nomadology.undergrowth.org 



Wide Angle Vision 

So anyway, we decided we’d seen enough... we’d found the heart of this tower, and it was full of 
computers. Liam and I nodded to each other and without a word we descended in the reflective red 
box again, and silently, walking under the shadow of the huge horned sculpture we exited through the 
revolving doors, leaving the ordered silence of the foyer and stepping out into the bustle of the street... 

“Damn that place was scary,” Liam finally lets out. I look him in the eyes and nod without a word, still 
trying to decode all the energies I’m receiving. Across the road a glorious banyan tree is beset on all sides 
by roads and traffic. Marooned in a world of highrise upstarts that dwarf its curly, curved branches. We 
pass a McDonalds full of rich, white collar customers and continue further into the heart of the city, the 
mall overflowing with people.

I stop and whisper to Liam, “Focus on your peripheral vision so you encompass your entire line of sight.” 
He is intrigued and we roll onward into the storm. This is something I was taught by Charlotte when I 
saw her in Melbourne. She told me it’s a technique used by trackers to pick up energy imprints all around 
them while hunting in a forest, but since then I’ve learnt to use it in the concrete jungle to avoid the 
power of the advertising and billboards. My theory is that when you aren’t under the spell of spelling in 
these kinds of environments you begin to pick up a lot of interesting insights that words trying to sell you 
stuff will distract you from. 

We glide silently through the city’s blood. Invisible as the wind, I feel the rise and fall of a thousand 
faces in the line of my eyesight as we all move in tides of humanity but I also feel still, as though my 
feet are pulling the pavement underneath me. The large flat horizontal landscape is adorned with the 
coloured brushstrokes of fashion and the shining beacons of eyes that aren’t hidden behind sunglasses. I 
see through the logo hieroglyphics of the shopfronts and they just become patterns, a hundred branded 
shades of the same free marketing dream. Finely sculpted technological jewels adorn the window displays. 
Libraries of art and entertainment in the CD, DVD and bookshops are culture stacked like canned goods 
filling up the aisles. I’m watched by blank faced mannequins that model the latest season of glamour 
cloths behind glass walls. I can see the currency of dollars flowing through this economic centre, money 
in the pocketed wallets of all these souls and their pin numbers, shopping bags full of finely crafted 
desire. This is the consumer culture’s mecca, the city’s centre, alive and bustling with trade and capital. 
But today I am not spending money, I am buying insight. 

Then almost as quickly as it came upon us, we have passed through the hurricane. The end of the mall 
had found us, and on its edge we have found the next stop on our metropolis mission. That other nexus 
point of capital, the leisure centre where money becomes a pursuit in and of itself. If the Stock Exchange 
is the seat of high power in the religion of money, we were on our way to the community church. 

The Casino is a Church 

Now I understand, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas was a horror novel, lamenting the failed search for the 
‘American Dream’. Every casino in the world is linked to this global franchise. For a long while Liam and I 
wander in a daze through rows of pensioners feeding their pensions into the robots, trying to understand 
what might be found here for those passing their autumn years within these rows of beeping lights and 
flashing electronic jingles. We think of another age when these grey elders might have been strong 
centres of family and community, passing on wisdom and tales, instead of feeding their life savings into 
poker machines called ‘Mystic Tarot’ while their grandchildren are at the professional childcare centre. 

After visiting Arnhem Land recently I’ve been thinking about what happened to all the whitefella dreamtime 
stories. Here in the casino I find one answer because here they all are; the unicorns and the faeries, the 
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to wear any numbers or names at all. I was told by 
Dan that in his building the entrance to the Australian 
Tax Office is unmarked, apparently due to the risk of 
terrorist attacks (or perhaps just irate taxpayers?). 
Perhaps these anonymous wooden borders are filled 
with similarly sensitive innards? My mind races to the 
limits of conspiracy - it could be anything. ASIO offices? 
CIA fronts? Halliburton war councils? Masonic lodges? 
Strange cults of numerology? Or maybe the Bilderberg 
Group themselves? The reality is probably much more 
prosaic, but for now the mystery only serves to feed 
my imagination. A part of me is tempted to play spy, 
but conscious of the new anti-terror laws that could 
mean they are allowed to detain us for two weeks 
without arrest if they suspect us of doing anything 
vaguely suspicious, curbs my innocent curiosity. Some 
paranoid folks might think that what we are doing is 
very suspicious... 

Descending to the sixth floor we finally find the Stock Exchange, but it’s nothing like what I expected. 
There is no bullpen of traders shouting testaments to the absolute madness of hyper-capitalism and 
greed a la Wall Street - apparently America is the only place where that still goes on. Through the 
office windows we can only see sensible haircuts and cleanly shaven white collar suits and ties entering 
numbers into computers. I had wanted to enact Abbie Hoffman’s infamous money burning over the New 
York Stock Exchange, but alas all I could do here was make blowfishes in the windows of 21st century 
economic managerialism. And that’s not a powerful symbolic action, it’s just childish... 

Looking for an exit we turn a corner and find ourselves standing at the balcony of a sixth story mezzanine 
overlooking the foyer of the building. In front of us stands a huge iron sculpture rising out of the ground 
in one long curve then breaking off into two large symmetrical arms. For a moment we wonder what it’s 
meant to depict, and then it dawns on us... they aren’t arms at all, they’re horns... the foyer of the Stock 
Exchange is filled with an enormous iron goats head! My mind filled with the symbolic possibilities - could 
it be that behind this dull veneer of shiny surface wealth lay the true dark gods of materialism? And this 
balcony suddenly seemed more like a pulpit... I looked down at the people entering and exiting through 
the large revolving doors below which through my psychedelic glasses suddenly seemed like religious 
symbols of some esoteric meaning, 
always spinning, like atoms, or souls departing and leaving the domain of the material world... they spin 
like border checkpoints into the domains of the ruling class... the hierarchy of wealth and power. Did that 
stiletto heeled number cruncher even realise what she was doing? Does that Gucci wearing alpha male 
actually know who he is really working for? 

Hmmm... some of them must know... but definitely not all of them... it might be years before anyone 
would be invited into the fold of the ancient order of money and influence that had commissioned this 
huge towering beelzebub for the foyer of the ASX… and in the meantime no one would ever find it odd... 
The best place to hide things is in plain sight, ‘coz no one even realises that all the symbols are staring 
them in the face... 

OK – let me take a moment out of my gonzo character role play for a reality check here; I don’t really 
think that modern economists and their corporate masters are actually occultists working for a dark 
satanic lord of money and arcane materialism. Those are just the kind of wild, exaggerated mythic ideas 
it is very easy to get while on LSD. I’m just playing... it’s just corporate art, right? I’m sure it means 
nothin’ at all. 
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that is left is the mirror of the world that I am exploring, which is also me. Today I want to know what it 
is that I can find of myself in this corporate landscape. 

As we wander out of the Cathedral Apartments into the city, we pass through a park beset on all sides by 
traffic, where drunkards sleep off Valley hangovers and big black statues of white colonists loom above 
us. We cross into the city centre, and gravitate towards the river where public transport ferries cast long 
ripples, and the Story Bridge crosses over like a metal spiderweb. Soon we find ourselves at the foot of 
the Australian Stock Exchange building which I recognise after once protesting outside of it during May 
Day (M1), 2001. That was back when the global justice movement was at its peak just prior to September 
11 and the beginning of the war on terror destroyed its momentum and simultaneously escalated global 
violence. Thanks Bin Laden, you stupid fuck. 

Gonzo in the Matrix 

On a whim I decide I want to go inside and see the machinations of the stockmarket up close... so we 
step into the revolving doors and find ourselves transported into a the building’s opulent foyer, its ceiling 
rising thirty metres into the air above us. The walls and floor look to be made of marble. The waiting 
seats are leather. Wealth projects from every surface. A few days before Dan had told me about some of 
the funny psychological effects of working so high off the ground… He described the exhilaration of lifting 
off every morning into the vertical hierarchy, the view from his office of the mountains around Brisbane, 
but also the fact that because there are so many other high rises surrounding his building the sense of 
relativity in height is diminished from what it could be. In my current drug induced mytho-poetic state 
I sink into the idea that this is a temple of currency, and I want to go deeper, to understand what lies 
behind its powerful veneer. 

As the security guard notices us I make a point to look business like, reading through the building’s 
directory. Amongst the names I notice ‘Extrata’, a corporation which only yesterday someone was 
telling me is a mining company interested in taking over uranium extraction in Australia’s red centre. 
Interesting...

 Soon we are disappearing into the red reflective metal elevator doors. I press six where the ASX is listed, 
but then watch helpless as for some reason the lift does not stop and the numbers rise past this point. 
10... 15... 20... the Armani suited woman behind us gets out. The numbers continue to rise... 25... 30... 
35... I feel my ears pop... 

A man enters the lift dressed in a fine black tuxedo like uniform, tie and shiny shoes. It looks to me like 
he is on his way to some cocktail party. I feel him stare at us from behind. Me in my magic hat, chaotic 
batik shirt and sandals and Liam with his big curly afro... obviously we don’t fit in, but that’s cool, I am 
silently projecting a great excuse, and if anyone asks I’ll just tell them I’m the millionaire son of one of 
the partners in Extrata... this is how millionaire sons dress these days - only the underlings still have 
to wear suits didn’t you know? Finally the lift arrives at the top of the building and we hesitantly step 
out of its steel cage as if we were entering another world. The man in the tuxedo disappears through a 
door... I’m kind of interested who has run of the ceiling of our cities so we venture down the corridor. Not 
surprisingly perhaps we discover it is a law firm. I’m reminded that Dan told me how none of the main 
law firms in the city will take a floor which is below another law firm - the psychological impact would be 
too great on the prestige and status that this kind of real estate represents, and perhaps only law firms 
have the kind of money to burn for this kind of symbolic hierarchy... But here we are at the top of the 
city, Agents of Kaos with psychedelic sparks in our eyes running through the castle for the forces of Order. 
We decide to explore further... 

Perhaps my millionaire projection worked, because no one asks us for credentials and we are left free to 
wander around the maze of faceless skyrise corridors, getting claustrophobic in the eerily identical floors 
full of rigid angles, and enclosed singular directions. We find one whole floor of doors that don’t seem 
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Today I ate lunch in an inner city park of Brisbane’s CBD. Sundried tomatoes and fetta cheese 
from the deli, avocado and organic grapes are my kind of decadence. Around me office workers 
are on their lunch break, eating out of plastic containers with plastic forks. I watch an ibis 
pick through the scraps of a plastic bag. The bird looks as if it could have flown straight from 
some ancient Egyptian temple as I watched it glide here through the high rise valley, straight 
to modern day corporate Australia... Its noble profile doesn’t deserve this kind of beggar pose, 
but the city makes scavengers of all wild animals, doesn’t it? 

This past week I’ve been staying with my old friend Daniel who I grew up with in Darwin, and is now 
a successful corporate lawyer. Dan’s parents started Solar Village in the rural outskirts of Humpty Doo 
and built their own house out of rammed earth back in the seventies. I remember visiting their beautiful 
bushland property as a kid and being spellbound by the kangaroos that would hop up to the verandah 
to eat food offerings and learning about the real potential of domestic solar arrays for the first time. 
Nowadays in a classic role reversal that often happens to kids raised on alternative ideals, Daniel is 
working on the 38th floor of a high rise in Brisbane’s CBD – about as different a landscape as possible 
from the one in which he was raised. I called him up a few days ago after making a shotgun decision 
that I needed to catch a flight out of Darwin that night so as to avoid the thousand dollar price tag of a 
weekend ticket. Without hesitation he said I could stay in his apartment in Fortitude Valley. Legend. 

Life in the Body Corporate 

Dan’s home is a large complex called ‘Cathedral’ which he explains was named after the Catholic cathedral 
which was supposed to be built on this land until the cardinal disappeared with the millions that had been 
saved for it. Now it is an apartment complex for rich European students and young urban professionals. It 
is an inner city compound which employs very high security codes and intercoms to police who enters and 
leaves. I’m interested that all the buildings are named after rural English localities – Oxford, Canterbury, 
etc. 

I’ve never lived in an apartment before, and feel like I would miss not having a garden, but I can see that 
for many people in the modern working life there is not time to look after a garden, so it is not too much 
of a sacrifice for them. There is one garden at the centre of the compound which is managed completely 
by an army of hired staff… it surrounds a lavish pool and a heated spa like a private oasis in the middle 
of the concrete desert that is called Fortitude Valley. It’s a far cry from Solar Village, and I wander how 
Dan has adjusted to it. 

This feeling increases when, after dinner on my first night I learn that there are no facilities for compost 
in the two thousand bed apartment complex, or even recycling(!). It’s something I find particularly hard 
to get accustomed to since I have assimilated this practice so deeply. It literally feels obscene to me to 
just throw all the food scraps in the same bin as everything else... and although I realise that this is how 
a lot of yuppies live, it just makes me feel disconnected from the earth. 

One day while Dan is at work I hook up with Liam (stage name, The Monk) from the hip hop band Culture 
Connect that I’ve just finished a music video for. I’ve just discovered half a tab of LSD left over from the 
Mayan Day Out of Time party we held on the outskirts of Darwin a few months ago, and Liam’s eyes light 
up when he hears this... 

Half an hour later we are wandering out of the concrete valley with eyes slowly peeling off the veils. 
Normally I would not use this powerful substance in the complex energy playground of the city with all 
its spectacle and media toxins, but perhaps for that very reason I am interested in having a look at what 
it will show me of the metropolis... I find that psychedelics give me insight into the layers of reality that 
is more mythical and energetic. The symbolic nature of any situation suddenly becomes clear as day, this 
can be an overwhelming headspace, especially if you are running away from any personal issues, it is an 
unforgiving mirror. But that’s cool, I’ve burnt most of my demons away in moments of illumination, all 
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into contact with a system he called Solid State Intelligence, which is most similar to Phil Dick’s VALIS, 
except that it was a malevolent entity bent on taking over all consciousness with the artificial ‘perfection’ 
of transistorized logic... and destroying biological life in a nuclear holocaust if deemed logically necessary 
to its own inception and survival.

I remember vividly one of my first ketamine experiences, where a friend of mine and I each snorted 
40mg, a small, not-fully-in-there/out-there lazing around the house dose, when we both decided to go 
up on the balcony on the roof and smoke a hyperspace dose of DMT. When we went into hyperspace, 
we were confronted by what we considered to be the ultimate profanity – the machine elves were dead 
and rotting, ‘the dome’ had been replaced with something equivalent to Dr Strangelove’s War Room, and 
there were bloodstained robots stepping through the puddles of decomposing hyperspatial organisms 
emotionlessly laying down ISDN cable and installing Windows in the crucible of spacetime.

We both experienced the same thing, and for half an hour we were petrified with fear that we were not 
going to be able to return. When we did, we drew for each other what we saw... and they matched. So 
suffice it to say that while I find ketamine a very useful tool, even if it claims to be the be-all and end-all 
of getting to the bottom of ‘the mystery,’ I believe that DMT is the true key to this puzzle, and ultimately 
ketamine is an interesting diversion for people who like to go deep (so that we don’t end up REALLY 
figuring it out). This position was the same position D.M. Turner took on ketamine later on in his life... 
and D.M. Turner ended up drowning in his bathtub while doing a solo ketamine trip in only a couple of 
centimetres deep water. Whatever it is, it seems that ketamine prefers silicon AI to conscious organ-
isms, probably because silicon AI would follow simple logical rules by necessity of their circuitry whereas 
biological organisms are capable of making ERRORS and BELIEVING anything they want to, even Santa 
Claus.

Robots can’t dream, and they certainly don’t have souls (yet... I’m working on it... it’d be nice to have 
robots AND elves in hyperspace... sharing is caring right?).

Dammit, I’m starting to sound more like RAMACHARAKA by the second... no matter HOW many times I 
edit this...

“[...]’They’ve cut off my penis,’ Dr. Lilly exclaimed. His wife Toni came to the rescue and pointed out to 
John that his penis was still intact. Upon closer examination of his male member, Lilly saw that the ET’s 
had replaced his normal human penis with a mechanical version that could become voluntary erect when 
he wanted it to. An hour later, after the effects of the K wore off, John Lilly found his normal human penis 
in place of the mechanical one, exactly where it had always been.[...]”

                                                -  from http://www.conspiracyarchive.com/UFOs/Gorightly.htm

Having done my fair share of ketamine I am literally scared shitless to see how many parallels can be 
drawn from my own personal experiences to what Dr Lilly was experiencing. Perhaps my prior knowledge 
of his activities and the experiences of other seasoned ‘ketaveterans’ had something to do with this, but 
I always go into the ketamine state with as little preconceived notions as possible, and try to just let 
whatever happens happen.

And it looks like a very similar theme emerges for everyone who plumbs the depths... which means it is 
almost scientifically repeatable as an experiment. And THAT is what scares me the most – the idea that 
these things are actually TRUE, and merely labelled as delusions to keep the lid on things.

Benzos, anyone?
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What I want to know is what that dickhead in Brisbane thought he was doing when he put a few lines 
of the shit in my beer without my knowledge. Did he REALLY want that Radiohead Japanese import CD 
THAT bad that he couldn’t have asked me to burn him a copy? Was my girlfriend at the time really THAT 
hot? Didn’t he realize he would have got way more out of me if he said, “hey dude, wanna buy some K?” 
In any case, ketamine does NOT a workable date rape drug make, as many of the recent legislation at-
tempts against it would have you believe – cuz not only did I get those fuckers back, but I had great sex 
that night in spite of not knowing whose organs were mine (and perhaps BECAUSE I didn’t know).

Emotionally, ketamine is like the bastard lovechild of the Vulcans and The Borg.... coldly logical yet not 
quite biological... it calls to mind VALIS and Phillip K. Dick technognosticism. It’s nearly impossible to be 
scared of how intense a K-hole is, because to get to that level, one is dissociated from one’s emotions so 
much that even the concept of fear is simply a distant ‘memory’ (if one can recall what one was before 
they K’d out).

Physically, ketamine is notorious for producing the ‘styrofoam’ effect, through virtue of its anaesthetic 
properties. Everything you touch feels like it is made out of styrofoam or cheap neoprene rubber. Walking 
around, you end up looking like one of those automatons from a Daft Punk video as you find it increas-
ingly difficult to relate to your body and motor control on anything but a remote-controlled robotic level... 
it is the elegant, suave version of the ‘robo-walk’ so famously reported by DXM users (who are heavily 
paid out on by K users in the dissociative community such as myself for being so ‘ghetto’ as to chug 
cough syrup, the ‘Mexican dirtweed’ of the dissociatives world – egocentricity anyone?). As far as open 
eye visuals go, ‘ordinary reality’ appears to be FLAT, 2D, merely the surface of a deep hyperdimensional 
pond – but with eyes CLOSED, you can dive straight into the deep end of the pool and play around in the 
quarks. It is also known to cause extreme hallucinations of body perspective – I have felt like I was being 
twisted into a spiral and then sucked down a drainpipe, and then during the emergence state my ears 
migrated down to my buttocks, my left arm was under my bed, my right arm was outside of my bedroom 
window, and my legs were attached to the ceiling fan.

Definitely not a drug for those with fragile mental constitutions, or any desire to stay within the realms 
of experience labelled as ‘sane’ or ‘rational.’

Perhaps ketamine’s biggest celebrity is the aforementioned Dr John C. Lilly, whose life has been tragi-
cally Hollywoodised in the films The Day Of The Dolphin and Altered States. Lilly developed the isolation 
tank in 1954, and commenced to experiment with consciousness in revolutionary and mind-blowing 
ways. When he was introduced to the compound LSD in the 60s (“they shoulda been putting that stuff 
on breakfast cereal!” <wink>), he started using MASSIVE doses in conjunction with the full sensory de-
privation provided by his isolation tanks, and was able to do a lot of pioneering work with the concept of 
metaprogramming – using your brain to reprogram the programs that your brain usually runs as uncon-
scious subroutines.

When he was given ketamine by a colleague at the evolutionarily important place known as Esalen, in 
an effort to cure his chronic migraine headaches, not only was Lilly able to rid himself permanently of 
his clusterfuck suicide brainaches by a voluntary and consciously perceivable process, but he discovered 
that ketamine was the ideal agent for experimenting with consciousness in isolation, as psychedelics like 
psilocybin and LSD were far too unpredictable to commit to any proper scientific method. Ketamine pro-
vided a short experience, with concretely predictable effects at concretely determinable dosage levels, 
and was administerable via the scientist’s favourite method – injection (no fucking around conjecturally 
about how much of a dose is being absorbed as with oral, you pretty much get what you shoot with the 
needle paradigm).

Of course, like any smart decent person who discovers the capabilities of the ketamine state, Lilly went to 
‘extremes’ (i.e., he started tripping proper and it scared the statisticians too much for them to take him 
seriously) and began to be considered a quack by many of his colleagues. Under the ketamine state he 
was eventually able to tune into what he called the Earth Coincidence Control Office, which warned him 
of imminent danger to life on planet Earth through the development of computer systems and nuclear 
weapons (any similarities to why Owsley thought LSD was so important, anyone?). He eventually came 
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picture. I have seen the roof tear off of my house and found 
myself recognizing familiar constellations in the sky... while 
my eyes were closed – and this is one of the more mundane 
things in my K repertoire. While uber-rare things like my dear 
friend the ultrapotent psychedelic amphetamine DOB may be 
as strong as 1200 mics of acid and may last for 30 ball-break-
ing hours, I have only ever been convinced that yes, I actually 
AM a submarine travelling through the quantum foam, after a 
series of intramuscular ketamine shots.

Turning on a cathode ray tube TV or computer monitor while 
sitting in front of it on a good dose of ketamine is a excel-
lent way to synaesthetically experience 12 chest X-rays worth 
of radiation – as far as one’s dissociativity allows, of course. 
When I do ketamine I turn off all electrical appliances in the 
house, just in case I end up getting reprogrammed by my VCR 
or sucked into my DVD-R drive... or looking out at my own 
body from the vidscreen of a digital videocamera being pointed 
at me by a bemused trip sitter.

When you’re K-holed, not only are you ‘delusional’ per se, but 
you’re so euphoric you couldn’t give a damn if you were or 
not – and you can almost choose the delusion you want to 

experience. It is well understood that one of the most common side-effects of heavy K usage results in 
a peculiar and complicated egocentricity in the user, ‘magical’ thinking, potential opiate-like withdrawal 
symptoms, and sore patches all over your shoulders, legs. Not to mention that you’re more likely to be 
spending Friday night alone in the bathtub K-holing your tits off than out doing things like partying or 
say, maintaining personal relationships, or something equivalently shallow in comparison with having 
Victorian tea parties with God (...until the shot wears off).

They used a lot of ketamine on the battlefield during the Vietnam war, since it is so supportive of func-
tions like breathing, and heartbeat and, uhh, the continuation of life without the need for a respirator, and 
other technicalities of anaesthesia which I won’t bore you with, on the dank dirty flanks of the DMZ... and 
to me this explains quite a lot about Vietnam veterans. Both they and testicle-free cats have been to the 
great styrofoam surgical theatre in the sky – and back again, only with Vietnam veterans they can actu-
ally talk about it. Sorta. All I can say is that if I ever went into a K-hole during an automatic rifle battle 
there would be parts of me that would simply refuse to ever come back.

Dissociation is a rare and quirky experience, generally occurring only when a consciousness is so trau-
matized that ‘the only way’ to live through the experience is to be a mere outside observer to one’s own 
sensorium, like being forced at five years old to play violin for your dad’s doctor mates as they throw a 
yuppie cocktail party to celebrate the Gulf war... and most people will never experience a true dissocia-
tion, unless they INDUCE it with ketamine in the right dosage and setting.

What is the aesthetic construed by such a strange anaesthetic? What could possibly inspire the band Pla-
cebo to write at least one half-decent song (if not just because of the drug reference)? In the words of a 
dissasociative – ‘it ain’t me, babe’. Ketamine is in many ways the ultimate escapism, much more so than 
things like OxyContin or heroin – because with heroin, you’re still planted in the physical soma and you’re 
still YOU, whereas with K you don’t even have to deal with having a body, identity, or any recognizable 
human emotion anymore, you just dissolve.

People all over the world have been doing ketamine as a recreational drug for ages now, so we now know 
what happens if you snort 750mg of pure K in a nightclub to impress the chicks ‘cuz you’ve never done 
it before, or if you mix it with cocaine and pretend that you can still feel SOMETHING afterwards like the 
popular ‘CK1’ combo of UK raver fame... or if you inject K every hour for 90 days and shut yourself up in 
a sensory deprivation tank until you FINALLY decode the secret language of the mighty porpoise like Dr 
John Lilly. All these are now known. Thank God for science!
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“Sure, something’s ‘fighting’ ‘it’ and you may try to ignore 
‘God’ like it’s some game, but that’s just some crap John 
Lilly came up with because it is the elemental mind tunnel 
cocaine flies in on, and addicts get a god complex like they 
own ‘the place’”.
                                        
– quotes from poster RAMACHARAKA on Bluelight.ru

Ketamine is a relative newcomer to ‘the scene,’ making its mark first on the cyberpunkadelia 
crowd in the early 80’s as ‘Vitamin’ or ‘Special K ‘(or just K). It is officially used as a pediatric 
and veterinary anaesthetic, and because of this is mainly available via pharmaceutical diver-
sion. On ‘the street’ it is sold either as liquid in sealed ampules for injection, or as a powder 
which is usually dried out from the liquid vials and then cut. Ketamine is one of the main adul-
terants in ‘ecstasy’ tablets and this has led to rather embarrassing situations for me and many 
others in the past (like passing out after doing lines in a lecture theatre and being woken up 
by my lecturer with my credit card, a rolled-up dollar bill, and half an uncrushed tablet still 
sitting on the desk. Oh what I would give for my tolerance to be that low again...).

Ketamine has been somewhat of a misunderstood creature ever since its inception in medicine... my 
dad, an anaesthetist, must have K-holed hundreds of small children over the course of his career. What, 
O Lord, what to do when an eight-year-old dislocates his shoulder, but shoot the bastard full of so much 
K that the only thing he remembers when he comes to (with his shoulder magically back in place) is the 
omnichromatic visual language of the telepathic octopi he just spent the last hour with?

These ‘emergence hallucinations’ were what led to the abrupt termination of Sernyl (the pharmaceutical 
trade name Parke-Davis invented for PCP, the notorious ‘angel dust’ of 80s drug war fame, and a close 
pharma-cousin of K) in the mid-60s as anything but a drug-of-the-month veterinary anaesthetic. So they 
quickly developed ketamine, which went totally ‘under the radar’ for a couple of reasons: they kept the 
kids pumped full of benzos like valium as well so they didn’t remember SHIT from their K trip in the kiddy 
ward, and because ketamine only lasts for a very short period of time... compared to spending an entire 
day in PCP-land!

In comparative terms, I like to think of doing K as the connoisseur, college graduate version of drinking a 
bottle of Robitussin DX cough syrup, a tactic for ‘trippin’ ballz’ employed by wannabe highschool stoners 
with shitty or nonexistent acid contacts. The most popular method of ingestion is insufflation (aka ‘snort-
ing’), although for us true psychonauts this is Just Fucking Around TM and is roughly similar in intensity 
to having a beer or two – we diehard quarter sheet of acid stay-up-for-three-weeks psychos prefer to 
shoot for a state of mind endearingly known as the ‘K-hole’, where one’s personal identity and subject/
object separation programs are completely dissolved, rended, torn asunder, basically shut down in a mi-
raculous merging of pure metaconsciousness with the cosmos. For ‘recreational’ use, snorting bumps of 
10-30mg until you get where you wanna go seems to be the norm, but to truly K-hole, the most reliable 
means is to intramuscularly inject a dose of between 70 and 150mg – although if one doesn’t mind the 
nasal equivalent of a double anal penetration and is unable to get the sterile liquid stuff, one can snort 
150-300mg to similar effect.

I have used perhaps half an ounce of pure pharmaceutical ketamine throughout the past five years, and it 
remains to be seen if there will EVER exist any other drug which fucks with me or makes as much simply 
impossible shit happen right in front of my eyes as much or in such a perversely enjoyable way... imagine 
doing a combination of heroin and salvia 10x and it lasting for nearly an hour and you start to get the 
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The recurring theme behind the usage of any molecule seems to be the relative degree of reconnection 
or subject/object boundary dissolution that the substance can induce inside a person or between people. 
‘MD’ seems to be a very good common ground between the conservative, copycat drug user population 
and the knife-edge experimenters, as far as a commodity goes. Therefore, this reinforces the idea that 
the right intent, coupled with the ingestion of ANY catalyst, is better than the presence of NO conscious 
intent and the unconscientious, resultant abuse of a relatively safe and idiot proof class of related com-
pounds of which MDMA has become the acronymic flagship in the ‘Ecstasy’ establishment.

Even though consumption of ‘Ecstasy’ is reaching what could be called a ‘pandemic’ level, there is a lack 
of available workable data to interface with any resultant problems, due to a lack of pure ethical supply 
of material(s) of known purity and dosage, and therefore a lack of appropriate consumer feedback about 
the supposed material(s)! ‘Look to [they] who benefit’ indeed! Let’s breed a generation of people who 
have been eating ‘X’ ‘Y’ and ‘Z’ and then tell them some spiel about what ‘X’ ‘Y’ and ‘Z’ actually ARE, and 
then blame THEM for ignoring our patient warnings/ bans/ misinformation/ deliberate testing of amphet-
amine mixtures on the unwitting public! And yes, it’s All Your Fault TM for participating, kids, ‘cuz ‘we 
warned ya’! Sounds like entrapment to me...

I believe this is a lack of duty of care issue, implicating many national and international governments and 
their blanket drug policies as consenting instigators of said current ‘crisis’. As far as protecting us from 
harmful poisons and mind-conditioning agents, how ‘bout a cup of coffee, or a beer with some fish ‘n’ 
chips, mate? Think Aldous Huxley’s culture-controlling Soma, but with corporate logos on the pills, and 
you might be on the right path to understand why Ecstasy is good for business...

What happened to the e-volution, dude? You ate it on the weekend. Now get back to work. 

Suckerrrrrrrrs!
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probably WANT you to end up developing resultant problems so they can say “we told you so,” and sell all 
those 40-year-old serotinally challenged ex-clubbers a lifetime’s supply of serotonin re-uptake replenish-
ers.  Classic supply-and-demand capitalism, but is the system ready for the problem child it’s created?

An 11-year old girl once asked me the following question: “Is it safe to take Viagra at the same time 
as Ecstasy? Somebody did this in my maths class and said that it was really awesome” (I told her NO). 
Whoa. Trust me, it doesn’t matter WHAT crazy shit you’ve seen or done or even who you find yourself 
cast as in this particular incarnation, when an 11-year old girl asks you a question like THAT (in front of 
her parents), it really drives home the utter belly-flop failure of the ‘War On Drugs’ and its associated 
doublethink/propaganda programs like school-based ‘drug education’ and expensive television commer-
cials. 

Now I’m a relative veteran in terms of number of dosage units consumed for both therapeutic MDMA and 
‘Ecstasy,’ and even then, the first year that either were included in my drug diet was 2001, so I’m still 16 
years behind most of the MDMA/’E’ veterans that I know. This has ALREADY been a long cultural project, 
a scientific experiment on a global scale, and you don’t even have to sign up to be a part of it, just join 
the hedonism treadmill every weekend. And after a while you might start to wonder just what IS in those 
pills, and how it might be safer if you could test them...

MDA (3,4-methylenedioxyamphetamine), along with MDEA (3,4-methylenedioxy-n-ethylamphetamine), 
are often found combined with or entirely substituted as MDMA in the ‘Ecstasy’ pills of the commonly 
available, not-hard-not-soft drug(s) that form the ever-elusive group of compounds referred to in the 
public arena as MDxx. Yes, the fact that there are drugs with letter-based VARIABLES as the base ma-
terials on the market now should give you some indication how widespread this chemical roulette has 
become. And Jesus, if that’s not enough to get you to consider legalizing drugs from a harm-reduction 
perspective, then I don’t know what is. 

Comparing the batches of pills that I have ingested to the doses of therapeutic MDMA, leads me to sus-
pect the involvement of small-ish doses of methamphetamine, and perhaps even trace levels of PMA in 
some of the ‘classier’ looking, reputable ‘brand name’ pills. This results in higher redose, addiction, and 
a greater potential for medical problems. 

But wait: there are more dangers. I once met with an ex-undercover cop who has used many a ‘pinger’ in 
his life, or so he told me, after passing the bong. He said that a lot of people underestimate the legal risks 
from selling ‘pingers’, because selling 500 pills might mean that you end up getting done not only for 500 
doses of MDMA, but also for the 500 traces of MDA and 500 traces of meth and 500 traces of ketamine 
found when your commodity was analyzed. And you thought it was just ‘E’ you were moving, argh!

Amongst this volatile cultural environment Rick Doblin from the Multidisciplinary Association for Psy-
chedelic Studies (MAPS), is trying to trot out an altogether rather too-late measure of support for the 
therapeutic use of MDMA for conditions like epilepsy and the removal of fear and anxiety for the dying. 
MAPS supported a historic study using MDMA to treat psychological and neurological conditions like Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) that was written up positively in late 2007 by the Washington Post, who 
tried a weak rebrand of ‘E’ as “the Peace Drug”. Funny that they should link it to war, as MAPS-assisted 
studies are also planned in Switzerland to investigate MDMA-assisted psychotherapy for, you guessed it, 
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorders. With tens of thousands of Iraq War veterans not only heading home, but 
remaining in the field longer, MDMA might be the silver bullet in the supply chain of the War on Terror.

Ultimately this all seems merely a PR move on the Titanic, a band-aid on the carotid artery of mainstream 
acceptance of MDMA and mind-altering substances in general, but it does reflect how difficult it has been 
to even get an MDMA study done that has actually used MDMA! Ricaurte’s infamous neurotoxicity model 
was a damn good ‘wag the dog,’ where methamphetamine was used instead of MDMA, at MDMA doses, to 
skew the results towards tangible brain damage... and methamphetamine is Schedule II in the USA, not 
Schedule 1 like LSD, DMT, plants, animals, fungi, and MDMA). So what are the government alchemists 
trying to hide?
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I definitely wish to distinguish between what I will call therapeutic MDMA (most useful and harmless 
balance of isomers/loving intention from cradle to grave), and what I will refer to as Ecstasy (branded 
and unbranded pills of varying shape and size or capsules of various sorts reported to contain mixtures, 
various essential and non-essential amphetamines, phenethylamines, tryptamines, piperazines, PCP an-
alogs, etc, the main drawing point being their ‘MDxx’ content). Your tab of X is liable to include other 
variables like Y and Z as well.

One thing that has always caught my attention when reading the MDMA entry in Shulgin’s piece de re-
sistance PIHKAL (Phenethylamines I Have Known And Loved), from which I have fantasized about and 
munched significantly of the alphabet soup of PEAs contained therein throughout my career as a profes-
sional lab rat, is the difference in qualitative effect produced by the two stereoisomers of MDMA. Here’s 
the download...

-R isomer MDMA seems to be associated with the sharp, edgy, ‘empty’ neurotoxic amphetaminergic 
stimulant feeling that can be brought on by “eccies” and even racemic batches of MDMA crystal when 
ingested in sufficient quantities, and makes MDMA look like just another empty quasi-addictive stimulant 
drug. -S isomer MDMA seems to be associated with the soft, cuddly, ‘open window’ de-stressing psy-
chotherapeutic loving hug-drug heart-space that is pretty much The Point TM of taking Ecstasy for most 
connoisseurs. It seems that with most neurotransmitter-releasing amphetamines, that you only really 
want to get slapped by the leading hand. 

So why is this particular facet of MDMA so important? It’s got to do with one of the legendary 60’s un-
derground acid cooks, Augustus Owsley Stanley III’. Owlsey, famous as the chemist who financed the 
Grateful Dead (and maybe made the brown acid at Woodstock) had a main tenet of alchemy: the quality 
of the drug produced has a direct correlation with the cook’s karma and intention. And as has been the 
case with d-LSD and ‘acid’, this comes out clearer in the mirror – MDMA has a chiral centre, and therefore 
has more than one different shape, and you can’t unlock a door by putting the key in backwards!

What does this mean about the good old days Ecstasy, versus the pills on the street today? As with any 
psychoactive experience, it seems, the love you get is equal to the love given. Picture this, if you can 
transpose yourself sufficiently. You’re Alexander Shulgin, stuck out in your rather claustrophobic, shack-
based home-on-the-range laboratory, sitting there patiently with a relatively small quantity of precursor 
and reagents, bent on making a true psychic medicine, intently working with a small essential oil distil-
lation setup and a delicate, multi-step process that comes up with a varying yield each time. Who says 
a man with a white beard can’t give out toys to kids all round the world, or that Christmas is on the 
dancefloor? You dig?

Or there’s the globalised, ‘thru a glass darkly’ scenario for modern drug trafficking: you’re part of an 
organized syndicate bent on making mucho dinero out of a rather newish black market commodity sitch, 
which uses a scaled-up Shulgin process or one of several other techniques (you’re not getting a fucking 
synth manual outta me, you’re getting an article)... And all of the above have different reaction equilibria 
than the Classic Essential Amphetamine synth, resolving at different times, and with different reaction 
pressures on the resulting product. 

It seems that the increase in demand for the increasing ‘off-label’, blatant recreational use behavior pat-
tern may have sprung from the totally rules-free distribution of what could have already been a highly 
successful psychological medicine. And in doing so, the organized crime/ money vibe has created pre-
cisely the wrong impression of what therapeutic MDMA is capable of within its appropriate social context. 
Cui bono – who profits? Well, the ‘War On Drugs’ propaganda machine stands to benefit significantly from 
the smoke and mirrors confusion. 

The anti-drug commercials, in failing to take the two seconds necessary to mention that taking some 
Vitamin C could be all it takes to prevent the free radical issues that are linked to organic stimulant-
induced damage, are essentially cancer for the cure. Why don’t they include the preloading protocols 
recommended on drug information website Erowid, to reduce the impact of potential excitotoxicity, and 
to help with side-effects like bruxism, in their expensive TV spots and neat little brochures? Because they 
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MDMA started to become buffered: the psycholytic magic, ‘the window’ appeared to close more and more 
with each repeated exposure. The words ‘serotonin depletion’ quickly entered the chemical generation’s 
vocabulary. It seems like the widespread use of Ecstasy – that is,  not to be confused with MDMA, but, ya 
know, pills – has led to an increase in the familiarity that the substance’s state has with people (and vice-
versa). By that I refer to Rupert Sheldrake’s science of morphenological imprinting. I wonder if Ecstasy 
itself has been experiencing its own morphenogenetic ‘magic loss’, as it has transformed over the past 
30 years from a relatively underground psycholytic tool to a lucrative sci-fi-scenario-illegal drug used by 
every Homo Sapien and his dog? The funny bit is that MDMA is still as therapeutic as ever, although it’s 
rather apparent that people have been peeing in its morphic swimming pool.

This ties in with what Maria Sabina has said about the mushrooms – that once outsiders started to use 
them, after their popularization in Life magazine in 1957, the mushroom-space itself had to adapt to 
the oncoming onslaught of gringo morphenogenetic tourists, who wanted to take mushrooms just to get 
the T-shirt and other nonsense. And for Maria at least, this destroyed her overall capacity to properly 
interface with the mushroom space as she once did, and destroyed the selectivity and subjectivity of 
the experience. However, it is equally arguable that it was important for the entire world to come to the 
mushroom party, making psilocybin and the ‘shroom tryptamines available to the pan-terrestrial mes-
sage boards. 

But back to the MDMA story. So why the hell isn’t this stuff legal yet? It’s IDIOTPROOF. Yes, people still 
use it to act like idiots, but the fatality rate from an unregulated and mostly untested supply being con-
sumed in near-overdoses per person per event/day of the week has been negligible, statistically, and 
talking about statistics, it may have done its best work helping quell soccer riots. Will THAT be MDMA’s 
greatest claim to social fame? I’m sorry, I keep getting confused, are we talking about MDMA or are we 
talking about Ecstasy here, dude? They almost sound like two entirely different drugs.
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A British paper recently ran the intriguing headline: ‘The E Generation at 40’, which really 
made me wonder... Has MDMA really done the job that it ‘promised’ as a semi-synthetic? 
Where is the 3AM rave utopia that the clubbers of the late 80s and early 90s glimpsed through 
the smoke machines on the dance floors of the Hacienda? Where is the surge of saved mar-
riages, the well-adjusted patients that MDMA-therapy could have helped? Why are there cor-
porate logos on the soma of the global village, and where has all the love gone? Or to put it 
simply: whatever happened to the E-volution, dude?

I recently came back from one of my maniacal visits to Melbourne, which boasts, like any major city 
these days, a large population of rampant ‘Ecstasy’ fiends. One hour on a tram through the city on a 
Friday night watching Generation Rx in full ‘gear’ and even an experienced MDMA-user might be left 
wondering what the hell these kids are ON! But the street is merely the amphetamine-based overflow:  
the great unwashed masses of the chemical generation are mostly content to use their packaged ecstasy 
to sit back and watch repeats of the Simpsons, whilst smoking even more hydro bongs than usual in the 
middle of any metropolitan city in the ‘free’ world... Tens of millions of suburban ecstasy seekers are 
gobbling their way through the labyrinth of the 21st century every weekend, or as the almost too famous 
quote on email footers says: “If videogames affected us as kids, we’d all be running around in dark rooms 
munching pills and listening to repetitive electronic music... “

One thing is for certain: it’s important not to confuse proper therapeutic grade MDMA with the loose drug 
categorization ‘Ecstasy.’ Even the pill pressers know this: the emergence of pills with a question mark 
printed on them ironically emphasizes the lack of relative information about what’s inside them. As any 
old clubber will tell you, it wasn’t like that in the old days (well maybe it was, but whatever it was, there 
was more bang for your buck), unless you go right back to where this baby was born: Germany. Yes,  a 
hundred years before the first Berlin Love Parade, MDMA (or 3,4-methylenedioxy-n-methylamphetamine 
hydrochloride) was possibly discovered by Fritz Haber in Germany in 1891. This is oft-contested, and 
the drug was patented by Merck Pharmaceuticals in late 1912, and experienced a brief period of use as 
a thermogenic anti-appetite weight loss drug. 

MDMA faded into obscurity until its rediscovery via bioassay in 1977 by a white-bearded, elder chemist 
named Alexander (Sascha) Shulgin, whom the New York Times gave the moniker, “Godfather of Ecstasy”. 
Whilst working for the American Drugs Enforcement Agency (DEA),  Shulgin made literally thousands of 
chemical compounds, and after noting the beneficial and euphoric effects of MDMA it soon found its way 
to some tuned-in psychotherapists in California. Like, cosmic, man. They used it to assist in things like 
couples therapy and dealing with issues such as dysmorphia, anorexia/bulimia, various neuroses, etc., 
and alternatively in the treatment of various movement disorders including epilepsy. Some frustrated 
advertising executive or somebody renamed it ADAM (an almost anagram of MDMA) and realized the true 
potential of this potent substance was as a love drug... and that’s when the fun began.

ADAM started trading in capsules in underground scenes in bars in the southwest USA, such as the no-
torious ones in Texas, distributed under the market beta-testing (and somewhat more apt) moniker of 
Empathy. It was still legal at this time, and popular ¬– jumping from the bars of California to the dance 
floors of the UK, where it took off in a major culture-impactful way at the legendary birthplace of rave 
culture, the Hacienda in Manchester, England. Have a Happy Monday kids! Acid House music helped birth 
the Second Summer of Love in 1988-89, where hundreds of thousands of peaking English kids drove for 
hours, popped their ‘E’s’ and swarmed en masse to a field like some alien bio-mass you could see from 
space. The love bomb had landed at ground zero, and Ecstasy was so big, well, they had to ban it.

Even in Australia most of the coherent survivors of the 80’s summer of love that I have met are re-
spectable and intriguing individuals, with multifarious stories of the time when ‘E’ was tablets of such 
high-grade MDMA that it got deeply conservative Catholic college girls so skipped out of their standard 
normal pre-written life-program ruts that they’d run around doing such unconventionally liberated things 
as taking their brassieres off for the first time ever. The ‘Ecstasy’ shockwave continued to exponentiate 
around the world throughout the Rave 90s and into the new millennium, liberating some, while others 
got wasted or lost... and somewhere along the way, well dude, y’know... the life went out of the party. 

Shulgin himself noted that during his repeated usage of the material, the deeply euphoric effects of 
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of apostles consisted of Don and Dennis, two Canadians, whom we 
met in Switzerland, and ‘Doc’, a young man and aspiring existentialist, 
who joined our tribe in Mannheim. Then there was occasionally Rudi 
Rasputin, a wild bear-like man, of enormous charisma. Even though 
Rudi couldn’t paint we took him along because he was adept at riling 
up the masses to protect us from the cops.

I had planned to migrate every winter to the warm South.  Instead – I 
found myself stuck in the dirtiest industrial area of Germany, trying to 
make money to escape the freezing temperatures of a cold January. 
The heavily polluted area between Duisburg and Dortmund consisted of several cities and suburbs that 
had grown together into one gigantic stretch of houses and monstrous mechanical structures. The air 
was dirty and everybody drank beer from morning to evening.   I’m sure I must have been an alcoholic 
in those days because everybody was. I was not in great shape, but I was young and resilient. 

It was a grey and dirty winter. When you painted on the pavement the cold stone would slowly scrape off 
the top layer of your skin, and when finally the epidermis on your fingertips became so paper-thin that 
a grain of sand could rip it and make you bleed, then it was time to stop painting. Also, the government 
indexed DXM, (Romilar) making it illegal. We had a hard time finding pharmacies that would sell us their 
last stock. I still had regular attacks of tachycardia (accelerated heartbeat) accompanied by – or causing 
– panic-attacks.

One would think it highly absurd that a teenager with panic attacks would turn himself into an extremely 
visible, longhaired target for the state and brain police, while running from the army, while trying to be 
in love, while attempting to liberate everybody from the shackles of a dim witted and cruel society on the 
edge of the apocalypse.

Yes, it was highly absurd, but not necessarily wrong!

To sum it up, we were naive but determined drug-taking runaways, and believed we could achieve world 
peace, the cessation of national borders, the abolishment of money and property, feed and educate the 
poor, and spread the spirit of free love, within the time-span of about five years!

And all this – driven by the power of love.

And all this – 
driven by the 
power of love.
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My friend J. and I spent the climactic summer of ‘64 
in London, and we almost started a religious cult with 
the help of generous amounts of DXM (brought in 
from Germany), which we administered to anybody 
interested. We understood ourselves as Gnostic, 
communistic apostles of a new gypsy religion! 
The attachment to property and possessions was 
looked upon with contempt.   No, the ‘good life’ in 
the material world was no temptation for us, – we 
wanted our own personal interview with God! We 
accepted only the highest authority!

To become worthy of such divine access, and being 
young, we instantly became excessive, undertook 
all kinds of daring deeds, like experimenting with 
any available drug and vast amounts of those. 
We took mountains of DXM, shot up heroine and 
cocaine – in those days clean and legal in Britain! 
We tried anything psychoactive that was available 
from nutmeg to opium. All this I pursued, of course, 
to get ready for the ‘end of the world’ or to meet 
the love of my life whichever came first.

But the tumultuous summer in London had to end, 
and my friend J. and I returned to the grim reality 
of Germany and Switzerland in autumn and winter. 
By now J. had us both firmly convinced he was 
Jesus, super-powers included! Self-sacrifice, as 
one of the imperatives of Christianity doesn’t make 
it a very safe religion for young, unstable truth-
seekers. Eventually I sadly concluded: ‘Unlike the 
legendary Jesus of the Bible, my best friend Jesus 
didn’t really love people, he loved Jesus.’

I would babysit J. through his frightening DXM 
overdoses, but after some months of this, I ran out of steam. Slowly our ways parted, even though we 
kept in contact for a couple of years. I discovered that organized religion spent more time disproving 
matters of common sense than making an effort to give you your personal audience with God. You have 
to remember that in 1965 the Catholic Church was still years away from accepting a non-geocentric 
worldview. Galileo was still on their shit list. And so was I. In fact I was on almost everybody’s shit list.

Except when I was painting on the pavement then I was a saint!   Especially around Christmas! I have 
to admit that a ‘Madonna with Child’ by Raphael, on a dark winter afternoon, on the sidewalk, glowing in 
the ambient light of the store-window behind, could be quite a sight – a crowd-pleaser – and a money 
maker. Sometimes we were swimming in money and would spend the evenings counting, wrapping, and 
labeling bags full of coins on the Formica-covered tables in drab hotel rooms.

Usually we had to phone the hotel from a booth around the corner and reserve rooms so when we 
appeared in our mutated otherness they couldn’t back out and claim: ‘There is no room in the inn’ or 
‘All the rooms are occupied’! Fairly often, though, we would find ourselves on the street in the night, 
with a good chance of getting frostbite or worse. Sometimes I would buy a return ticket and take a train 
to nowhere just to get some decent sleep in the well-heated department of an empty night-train. They 
would refuse hospitality but not transport.

I had lived on the street now for a long year and already felt like a veteran. I was a sleeping bag-carrying 
member of my tribe! My friend J. and I had a couple of followers travelling with us. Our little group 

One would think it highly 
absurd that a teenager with 
panic attacks would turn 
himself into an extremely 
visible, longhaired target for 
the state and brain police, 
while running from the army, 
while trying to be in love, 
while attempting to liberate 
everybody from the shackles 
of a dim witted and cruel 
society on the edge of the 
apocalypse.

-84



PROLOGUE: 1965

We wanted to be wild    untamed    unrestricted  and      un r e st r a   i  n   a b  l      e     !
We wanted to be free like wild animals, like the wild children of the forest… We wanted to 
roam the planet like hunters and gatherers, eat what we found, sleep when and where we 
got tired, and fuck in the middle of the road. We wanted to be Mowgli, Tarzan, Robinson 
Crusoe, Kaspar Hauser and Huckleberry Finn. We wanted to be cave dwellers, Neanderthals, 
messengers of a prehistoric time, before things had started to fall apart.

It was Europe 1965 and the inner cities still displayed plenty of ruins to provide a perfect background for 
us incurable romantic runaway-kids on a mission to save the planet!

The world we lived in:

Stereo was becoming popular though the first Beatles singles were all still recorded in Mono. There was 
no colour TV. Everybody had short hair the ‘astronaut’ haircut was fashionable (that’s why the Beatles 
tame ‘mop heads’ appeared so scandalously long). There was also no ‘pill’. It had been invented but 
was only available for the special, shiny people. Sex always had the frightening aspect of an unplanned 
pregnancy. Condoms could be bought at a slot machine in the smelly mens’ room at the train station. 
That’s how undignified the odyssey to the mystery of all mysteries started.

We wore lots of black – black leather, jeans, custom-made Spanish boots, self-made leather sandals, and 
strange jewelry made from found objects, and the craftsmanship of exotic cultures. We let our hair grow 
long, and as result turned into living targets for an ever-present angry mob. They weren’t in the mood 
to tolerate mutants who obviously didn’t comply with the local standards. On the other hand, meeting 
somebody else with long hair meant not only instant friendship, but also automatically the sharing of all 
resources. 

Having long hair, or any other mark distinguishing one as a misfit, would in addition have the advantage 
of preventing people from trying to talk sports or sitcoms with us. In fact, people would talk only to us 
when in deep misery, when they had just been fired, when their girlfriend had left them, when they just 
got out of jail, or when they were completely drunk. Or, all of the above!

What we perceived of society – maybe wasn’t representative of the whole – but was definitely not 
appealing as a choice. We were a small group, probably less than a hundred of young outcasts, who made 
a living as pavement painters, street musicians, and others, who had found some mysterious way to live 
off the street without having to succumb to a permanent job. We didn’t all know one another personally, 
but usually had heard some tall tales and truly amazing stories about each character.

J. and I were childhood-friends who grew up in postwar-West Germany. We were only eighteen, and 
our young minds needed to either explode or expand when our fundamentally Christian beliefs were 
dramatically challenged, changed, and reinforced by intensive experiences with the psychedelic drug 
DXM; at the time an over the counter cough-medicine. The drug-experience allowed us to embrace diverse 
religions and philosophies, but we also were forced to take our own Christian belief more seriously, and 
decided to live a truly spiritual life without possessions, careers, and all the other comfortable promises 
of a regular life.

I bought a sleeping bag, gave away my earthly possessions, and went ‘on the road’. I entered a world I 
was not prepared for and one that wasn’t prepared for me either. I hitchhiked through Italy, the South of 
France, and Spain. I learned how to survive in spite of my longhaired beatnik-look.

In the early Sixties London was a Mecca for spiritual travellers and that’s where our urgent desire for 
enlightenment drove us. The parks, the streets, the art-galleries, the clubs, and the bookstores we 
frequented were the fertile breeding-ground of everything the Sixties brought about a year or two later. 
Music, drugs, religions, and new technology brought young people together in a rather risky lifestyle that 
at times ended in addiction, jail, or death.
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“But there’s no context to it, how does IT GET to be IT?” I can’t get my head around IT; I’m covering my 
eyes, clearing my vision and head, trying to make sense of that which is beyond the monkey’s brain... 
I love it, it’s scary but I’ve gotta go back there... And once you’re there, there’s nothing to do but BE... 
It’s like floating in an amniotic ocean of the cosmic womb, you just be and the more you just be and tune 
into the BE-ing, the more the waves of energy come and come and come and the more IT you become, 
and it just goes on forever, deeper, deeper into IT, into just BE-ing... 

“Surrender, nothing to do but just be, yeah,” Juan agrees, reading my mind... “In that place of everything... 
Full oceanic bliss, right... There’s no room for anything else...” He knows. And I realize that while he’s 
done readings on dozens of gringo seekers here in the jungles of Iquitos, he’s also done it himself, and 
he knows what we’re going through as the remembrance takes hold, as the hyperspatial memory of self 
surfaces from the noise of ‘normal’ consciousness. Which makes him either more of a mad scientist than 
I first thought or the world madder for this great cosmic game we’re playing with each other. 

“I don’t know if you got anything I can work with, “ Juan says finally, pouring over the spikes and 
troughs of the EEG readings on his screen. “You went in too deep, too high and strong a frequency. All 
that convulsing won’t be good for a clear reading, which is a shame, because if you don’t get a good 
data set it’s not worth doing.” I’m still seeing holographic imprints on my field of vision and radiating the 
vibrational wavelengths imprinted on me by the Godhead, so an accurate data set is about the last thing 
on my mind. Fuck me, what WAS that I just went through? Amazing. 

As Juan points to an unusual spike on the EEG readings I can feel the bit where the new signal is coming 
from, directly above the right eye and in, the frontal post-orbital section of the brain. The vibrational 
wavelengths are still strong; I can not only feel them but tweak them all around. It feels like the wings 
of a hummingbird fluttering over me, my eyelids trembling and eyes rolling back as my perineum muscle 
tightens and I try to squeeze that bit of the brain that connect me to the Source. A signal flares up on 
Juan’s screen, splashes of delta amongst the alpha. 

“You keep on saying ‘IT’, can you explain?” Bowman asks, his concerned brown eyes peering into me. 
I’m so raw. 

“There’s nothing in English but it... IT’s IT... It’s GOD... You’re surfing God, it’s the groove... It’s the wave, 
a tsunami, but you’re not surfing it, you ARE it, are the wave... the ALL…” 

“Hence the liquid… ‘cause your movements were very liquified...” Bowman says, stroking his beard as he 
tries to grok the translinguistic Other in words. 

“I couldn’t hold back once I got It, I had to ride IT, BE IT…” I laugh, eyes downcast, still reeling from the 
infinite splendour all around. 

“But what the FUCK is IT?” 

* This is an excerpt from the author’s forthcoming experiential memoir: AYA, a shamanic odyssey 
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“whhss mmaa ma sssee” 

“mmee hasss nooo” 

They caress me with their voices, wrap me in their sonic protection, bring me back to this world safe and 
sound. There’s no fear, they bathe me in their soft supportive light and love, they lay their spirit hands 
on me and readjust my energy, they help me back into the flesh… 

5:55 

I’m back down enough for words. “OKAY…” And I’m putting on the brakes, fluid translinguistic creature 
that I have become. “John, I hope you’re getting this... “ I say to Bowman, hovering out there with his 
camera, but of course he can only film the outside experience, and the inside is where the miracle is as 
fresh as a new day, all the things on the inside that can’t be put into words because they are word, the 
WORD, vibrational essences... 

“I got it,” he laughs... “Holy shit....” 

“Okay. I’m ON: Thank you, oh, I don’t know the words,” I cry I feel like I’ve just been hit by lightning, 
liquid language lightning, the WORD of GOD... I can’t stop tapping my leg up and down, moving my fingers 
in fluid mantras, vibrating, singing, translinguisticising like a baked potato hot out of the microwave, still 
radiating the frequency of heaven. 

07:05 

“OH MY GOD.” And I’m back... laughing, ohmygoding, bathing in the afterglow of cosmic union... Jesus 
Christ almighty... The groundcrew are all laughing, too, the nervous bubble of tension broken. 

07:43 

“It’s IT,” I say definitively, trying to ground it in words, to bring something of it back for the tribe, then 
realising the impossibility to capture it in lower sounds. 

08:00
 
“It’s fluid, it’s IT it’s IT it’s IT there’s nothing BUT IT... It’s self-reflexive code but how does it get to be 
self-reflexive code? And GOD – YEAH!!!” I’m gesticulating wildly, still connected to the bus cord and the 
electrode helmet, and at one stage I nearly pull the whole laptop down with me. Crazy monkey. “I LOVE 
IT. IT LOVES me. We’re it... I’m coming down, it’s all words now... It was fluid …IT’s the mainline... It’s 
scary going in losing all your cultural imprints and layers, all your YOU melts away till there’s nothing left 
but IT and you ARE IT and IT is IT and on in perfect radiating superunion.... But the weird thing is how 
is it IT without NOT being IT...? “ 

08:56 

The blindfold comes off and my eyes blink back the light with the wide-open innocence of a babe. “What’s 
the context…? I LOVE IT… It’s IT, IT’S IT - there’s nothing but IT... that’s the weirdest thing of IT…” I say, 
shaking my head back and forth, wires and cables spilling around me. 

“Thank you for being there with me...” I say with raw emotion to my friends around me. “But you know 
what? We’re ALL IT...” and I laugh. 

“Everything is ONE,” Ron says, a gentle smile on his face, the room still full of a diffuse light like my eyes 
are reading more of the UV spectrum. 
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kissing my fi ngers that have been at play with the lord… 

05:40 

RE-ENTRY 

I’m coming down, spluttering language, the wave is coming to shore and I’m grounding 
it, spitting it out in sonic mantras and somewhere a dog is barking and I can hear the 
parrots and the people and I’m riffi ng off their energy and vibrations with my melting 
raw glossolalia... I feel like I’ve barrelled through a 100-foot wave and skimmed back to 
shore to do a few loops. I’m in total control, harmonic lock of this experience. No more 
blockages, no more layers of Maya and illusion, as I lean forward and something in me 
pops, I’m pure liquid mental quicksilver, liquid intelligence overlapping and interfacing 
with the GOD consciousness as it absorbs me back into the womb matrix... 

The Buddhists and other holy men state that the whole purpose of being alive is to 
cultivate consciousness and lock in the ability to remain lucid in the after death states, 
to transcend the body and be born into the lower bardo frequencies where the larger 
cosmic playground begins. And the more I be, the more I sit back and melt into the 
Godhead the more it melts into me, like cosmic interspecies sex of pure unadulterated 
consciousness, and I know a brief glimpse of what they mean ... It builds, it melts, it 
becomes deeper, deeper, deeper like a wave... The Sufi s say there are 50,000 veils of 
illusion or Maya between you and God, and right now I know with a certainty that all of 
them are alive, and they’re not veils but fi lters that sift the soul, stripping it of heavy 
vibrational frequencies and purifying it enough to be able to interface with the core, the 
Source. 

05:50 

And I’m shouting, I’m thanking Los Dias Madre, the saints and the mother, the mother 
mind of us all and whoop whooping liquid quicksilver glossolalia words all melting out of 
me. My head is ballooned out, I can hear and understand everything in the cosmos at all 
times, the language of nature, the trees, the animals, the mad trippers holding me down 
in the room as my legs shake with the energy and I’m grounding GOD into the matter 
world with my language... Thanking him/IT… “It’s IT!” I say and there are no other words 
to suffi ce. We are all IT, IT is IT, the dense heart of a star in our heads and it knows me 
and I know IT. I have to shout to the heavens above to honour the connection I still feel, 
fading fast within me now as I return, Tarzan cries and insect icaros, I’m living language, 
the WORD made fl esh… 

Ron and Juan and Olan are around me and maybe they’re talking I don’t know... But I 
feel the spirits, I can SEE them, I can see spirits for the fi rst time in my life, and I still 
have the blindfold on, white silhouette outlines of people, brother shaman spirits that 
are there whispering to me, guiding me back into the body, pressing down on me here, 
letting me rise up there, and their voices are like whispers, like the caress of the icaros, 
of the helping sounds... They are layering me back into the world in a hundred Photoshop 
layers all spliced together to make four-dimensional space, and I’m tuning into all the 
separate levels as my shaman guides protect me and guide me back home to my body 
for re-entry. 

“Whhsss sss hsss mmmaa” they whisper, and over to the left I can feel the spirits 
watching me… 

*1986 – In  Brazil, 
 ayahuasca is at last made 
legal for religious use.

*2001 – ayahuasca is
made legal for religious
use in the Netherlands.
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They’re still holding me down as the energy courses 
through me like electricity, a cosmic orgasm into the 
Overmind... And the Overmind likes the sound, it’s 
agreeing with it, echoing it back, yes, yes it says, and 
this makes me laugh a jagged glossolalia laugh, ha ha 
ha ohh ohh oh... 

Still riding the primal OHM wave, and I’m smiling I 
GET IT now, I’ve locked it in, I know what to DO in this 
space – you make SOUND, that’s how you navigate in 
here... Ahha ha ha ha hah ha I’m beaming, held down my Ron and Oren... Ohh ha ha ha HA HA HA ha 
the voice rises up and down, recognizing sub-modalities travelling on the carrier wave, getting the grip 
of the steering wheel... 

Five minutes in I start circling my index finger around, making a circle, a loop, I can FEEL the current, the 
wave, how to ride it in here, deep in the Godhead, how to use SOUND to bodysurf the emanations from 
the Source, the vibratory waves that make up this heart of creation... 

And once I’ve GOT it, it’s got me and we harmonically lock onto each other... Aha ha ha ha he hee hee 
hee I’m still circling the finger round and round riding it, riding the wave... And then I start to experiment, 
I’m tapping my finger up and down and on the inside, still endlessly surfing the vibratory waves, the 
brainwaves of God... 

04:34 

A chicken crows and and I’m pinching the air, making the OK symbol... ha ha ha ha hee hee hee hokay 
dokay dokay riding sound as we ride each other, voodoo dreaming in the drowning universe... Si Si Si 
I’m saying to IT, to the me that is IT and US all, Si, I understand you my creator, my God I understand 
what we are in this space, Si and the flash of it sets me OFF, and I’m rolling my fingers round and round 
and like a bandmaster calling for a windup, and then I pitch forward and WHOOOP the air, piercing the 
moment, crying out in primal recognition of that code that is life, screaming it to the raw face of the 
day... 

04:49 

Bililililililililililiboo boo boo blulililililililil bili bili bili bilib boo boo BOO BOO! I’m pitching the sound now, 
using rolling sonic mantras to express the energy and let it come out through me... Bub bup bup bup up 
bup billlli bOOO! I’m crowing like a chicken, purging/ expressing raw naked sound, my DMT icaro... On 
the video I look like a mental patient being held down, about to foam at the mouth and expressing pure 
language...AAEEEEEEIIIIIIIHHHHHHHHHHHHH I cry, letting it out of me, heaven on earth pouring out of 
me like molten sound... 

OOOHH I’m jostling around now squawking like a chicken, pitching short snippets of sonic sound like 
a monkey screaming in the jungle... Ron’s exerting firm pressure to hold me back as I flail around 
possessed by the sound-God, screeching liquid language, monkey man peaking on the Godwave...

OOOHHHHHH my body goes totally erect, straight as an arrow as I let off sonic steam and ride the wave 
in. I’m surfing. My fingers are waving like I’m playing the sound… 

5:16 

Ohhh AHHH aayyyiieee ahhha hah OH Thank you mamamama and I’m clutching my hands over my 
heart, the sacred and the divine... 
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separation, no fear, all the levels of Maya and illusion and noise stripped away and this is IT and IT 
is all there is and all is love... On the video my throat elongates, stretches and a deep guttural sound 
emanates from somewhere deep within me.. 
The shaman’s song being born, throat chakra activation.... AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH
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Primal glossolalia pouring out of me like water, riding the waves of sounds, channeling it through sound 
and vibrational waves... I’m spewing out sound... 

04:10 
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I’m in the rocking chair all wired up and I’m leaning forward, into the 
God-space, pushing through the dimensional envelopes... And as I break 
through the space like the skin of membrane a little “ugggh” escapes me 
and a feeling like a popped blockage releases... and I’m in... 

Somewhere within this organic hallucinogenic space I can feel the broadcast 
of a pattern signal, a cosmic heartbeat like the pulse of life from a baby 
within the mother. The feeling keeps flowing as I break through layers 
and pop dimensional membranes. Wave after wave of energy and I’m 
breaking through an infinite kaleidoscopic matrix of pure unadulterated 
consciousness... The current of life is streaming through me and it’s like a 
brainwave of God and I’m surfing it... surfing God’s wave... 

As I go with that energy I melt further into it and the signal gets stronger, 
it becomes me, and I make the sound back at it, a broadcaster myself as 
well as a receiver. I’m groaning like I’m coming, but on the inside where 
it’s outside and where it’s all IT, IT’s IT... and as I break through each layer 
of illusion the lesser bardos peel away and I’m just melting into the heart 
of the GOD-consciousness... And each groan is a sacred-sound-vibration 
recognition and it’s whispering in telepathic union to me yes, yes sound 
that’s it, make sound. I’m sound it’s all sound you’re swimming through 
sound and the groan starts to become a reverberating waveform, an insect-
like repeating staccato carrier wave that connects me to the Overmind and 
expresses it on the outside... 

UUhhhhooohooouhhhooohhoooohhuuuooohhooohoohohohoyuoooooooo 
long syllabatic strings until I’m singing-coming, channeling the vibrational 
wave of God... and the sound is coming out of me in pure liquid translinguistic 
magic mirror form, but I’m inside it now, I’m IT and IT’s me… 

01:54 

Juan comes and puts a reassuring hand on my shoulder... I’m starting to 
shake as the vibrational energy builds and courses through my flesh body, 
my mind far above outside space-time, my spirit totally abandoned in the 
heavens... 

02:00 

Two minutes in Godhead and I’m still surfing the vibrational waves of bliss... 
I’m shaking, trembling, my legs vibrating like those of cicadas as they make 
their high-pitched waveforms in the night and Ron and Oren both hold me 
down as my flesh body rolls about... It’s insectoid consciousness... The 
same vibrational patterns that are shaking my body connect the insects 
to the Source and the sound you hear from them every night as they sing 
their song of creation is the sound of God coming through them... The 
insects know, they hear, they receive the signal and transmit it on... 

03:46 

Over three minutes in… 

And my head kicks back and I let out a long central breath as I rise inside 
and it’s like cosmic orgasm, a total interface with the Godhead, merging 
overlapping becoming IT, IT becoming me, full telepathic union – no 
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This space fills me and it feels like I’m drowning, but it’s not water it’s… something else entirely… energy… 
a consciousness independent and larger than me… And that consciousness is drinking me in and getting 
inside me at the same time, or filling the negative spaces with its essence, or stripping away layers of 
illusion to reveal itself always within me…. Part of my mind is still on automatic pilot, experiencing all this 
and deconstructing and processing it as best I can while the other part just hangs on for dear life at the 
rushing cannonball surge into this thing. It is as 60s Hippie scientist, philosopher and author Alan Watts 
described, “Load universe into cannon. Aim at brain. Fire.” 

Last night during his last conference presentation Dennis McKenna said that if the brain is a receiver 
of consciousness, than perhaps consciousness itself is a singularity point much like black holes, where 
energy is compacted so densely in on itself that it collapses. That collapse in the brain may be what 
causes consciousness. So adding an injection of N, N-DMT to the endogenous levels of DMT already in 
the brain may act like the collapse of a star into a black hole, and the brain receiver tunes into an ultra-
dense state, reading deeper than ever before. It’s the raw heart of creation here and it recognises and 
absorbs your consciousness back to the Source. 

The Hindus believe that in the beginning was sound, a pure vibrational Ohm, and as I surf these wave 
emanations I feel like I’ve locked onto the fundamental frequency. Seconds go by on the outside but 
inside it’s eternity, outside time and space and back where it all began... 

00:20 

Twenty seconds in the first stirring of interspecies communion register... It’s like a lover... A smile breaks 
across my face as I recognise where I am again, holy mother of God, I’m melting into it, tilting my head 
back, falling, I can’t go deep enough it just goes on forever and ever, amen... I’m groaning now, the 
energy is melting me like liquid on liquid mixing with the other, our waveforms overlapping... And there 
is no fear, no holding back, just pure consciousness merging back with where it came from, the Godhead, 
the Overmind, mother-matrix union... 
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computer reading my brainwaves and the whole thing filmed for posterity like the launch of a manned 
mission to the moon. Our DIY jungle psychonautics into the innerspaceways have the low-budget, cutting 
edge feel of the Apollo missions, of the days when astronauts were exploring new frontiers and changing 
the world with their discoveries. And I’m the lucky chimp. 

Queto is running about, offering me water and helping me drink it, the water boy to the space monkey. 
Ron’s saying, “Queto don’t be doing that,” chastising him... “We need silence now...” In the dark of my 
mindseye I can hear the sound of chickens in the yard outside, and I know it’s time. We’re ready to 
launch. 

“Ron and Oren and I are going to be here watching you and holding you if we have to, just making sure 
that you’ll be fine,” Juan says paternally. Ron passes the glass pipe to my lips and I grip the smooth 
weight of it. He lights it and I toke slow and strong, letting the DMT smoke enter me. A soft numbness 
comes into my mouth like the taste of burning plastic as my reality grid starts to melt into another space. 
I can hear the call of parrots and the squawk of chickens and the shuffling of little Queto around the 
room... 

“Get it all in?” Ron asks as I fall backwards into the pillows and the smoke curls down my throat and the 
rabbit hole falls away under me. I can feel the hot jungle air all around as a wash of N, N-DMT rushes to 
the synaptic pathways of my brain and from here on in it’s all words, yeah... 

As I go under kaleidoscopic images fill the screen of my vision, and I have a feeling I’m inside a spherical 
womb-mother space. And as each overlapping geometric shape overlaps each other I’m grokking the 
vibe, it’s reading me and I’m reading it, both of us melting into each other in that sacred space where 
the heart of all consciousness resides… 
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Juan’s finished fitting the skullcap and I’m all wired up. “The cap has 19 placements and they cover the 
frontal temporal central and occidental regions of the brain...” he explains. “It’s a bit noisier than the rest 
caused by muscle tension... we’re filtering at 60 hertz to get rid of any noise…” 
“You have a rainbow coming out of your brain,” Oran jokes as he points at the BUS cord connecting me 
with the computer in inter-species symbiosis. Juan puts little foam circles over my eyes and lowers the 
blindfold, reducing eye movement and ‘artifacts’, the noise that each tiny muscle of the skull and jaw 
creates in the EEG readings. In the pitch black the screen of my mind calms down and the EEG readings 
even out. 

“A perfect reading,” Juan says, calm and collected. “There’s a lot of alpha.” He’s watching the streaming 
waves of peaks and troughs on his laptop screen and recording at 50 microvolts ... 

“How you feeling there, Rak?” Vance asks, and it’s good to hear his voice here too, shuffling around with 
his camera gear, and li’l Queto crying out for his papa from the mattress as Ron shushes him. There’s a 
group intimacy that is the complete opposite of the previous ayahuasca circles I’ve done, a trust I have 
for my ground crew around me that lets me open up on those emotional levels I’ve held back from before. 
That, and being around Queto has activated my heart chakra and awakened the unconditional love I have 
for my own daughter back in Australia. 

“I feel like that first monkey they fired off into outer space back in the 1950s!” I say, trying to hold still 
and not create any ‘artifacts’ on the readouts. 

“He was from my hometown, Independence, Kansas,” Ron says, which seems an appropriate resonance. 
And it strikes me again how odd this all is, to be in the jungles of Peru about to smoke a synthetic version 
of the plant extract responsible for deep spirit journeys, administered by a Western shaman, wired to a 
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“It’s last night’s semen…” Ron jokes, a broad grin across his face, his front gold tooth shining. I can 
tell he’s trying to keep everything calm and light-hearted as I’m wired up to all this technology and 
the expectation of the unknown builds. I’ve smoked DMT before, and the results have been as alien 
and profound as most other psychonauts report, but here in the Amazon jungle, in the very, very odd 
circumstances of our current ‘experiment at La Rosacita’, everything seems exaggerated. 

“That smell in the house – you think it’s ayahuasca, but it’s not – it’s fried brains!” Ron says with a guffaw, 
as he starts cleaning a glass pipe and packing it with an orange crystalline powder – the DMT. There’s 
something curious about this psychedelic neurotransmitter, also known as N,N-dimethyltryptamine, 
which is found throughout many of nature’s creatures in a swathe of plant and toad species. Renowned 
pcychedelic chemist Alexander Shulgin claims in his book TIHKAL: Tryptamines I Have Known And Loved, 
that “DMT is…in this flower here, in that tree over there, and in yonder animal. [It] is, most simply, 
almost everywhere you choose to look.” 

As he mentioned at the conference, as well as ayahuasca ceremonies, Ron also works with smokeable 
5-MEO-DMT (Dimethyltryptamine), the man-made chemical cousin of N,N-DMT. Despite its powerful 
psychedelic effects, 5-MEO-DMT’s chemical properties are significantly different under analogue drug 
acts from that of other psychoactive drugs like LSD that it is not technically illegal in Peru. It’s also much 
more fast-acting and intense than the orally-active DMT present in ayahuasca brews, but also quickly 
recognised as native to the brain and rapidly metabolised. 

The mechanism of DMT is believed to be intimately connected to consciousness itself, where its similarity 
to the neurotransmitter serotonin allows it to bond to serotonin receptors in the brain and trigger 
hallucinogenic activity. Some medical researchers, like JC Callaway, of the Department of Pharmaceutical 
Chemistry at the University of Kuopio in Finland, believe it may be involved in producing the visual 
hallucinations we experience in dreaming. Dr Rick Strassman, who wrote the book DMT: The Spirit 
Molecule about his legal research with volunteers taking DMT at the University of New Mexico in the 
1990s, also suggests that a surge of DMT is released from the pineal gland at peak experiences like birth, 
the point of death or a near death experience, which may also explain spontaneous ‘contact’ experiences 
throughout the West, whether that be with angels or aliens. 

Drug information portal Erowid states the effects of smokeable DMT include: “A powerful rushing 
sensation; a change in the perception of time; an experience of the ‘void’; profound life-changing spiritual 
experiences; internal visions; muscle jerking, twitching, abnormal vocalizations; sensual enhancement 
and occasional euphoria; fear, terror and panic; disassociation and even unconsciousness.” 

Entheogenic advocate Terence McKenna said that DMT is utterly idiosyncratic in that the experience is 
so bizarrely alien it is almost beyond our comprehension, yet it is beyond our comprehension precisely 
because we don’t have the words for it. In many of his taped talks about the DMT experience that have 
helped fuel a generation of shamanauts, he said that the more attempts we make at languagising it the 
more possible it becomes to share some of the content of the experience, and the more we culturally 
integrate it into our species skillbase, as we did with other shifts of consciousness like art, or language 
itself. 

“And then, if you’ve taken enough DMT (and it has to do entirely with physical capacity: did you take, 
did you cross the threshold?) something happens ... for which there are no words,” McKenna says. “A 
membrane is rent, and you are propelled into this ‘place’. And language cannot describe it – accurately. 
Therefore I will inaccurately describe it. The rest is now lies.” 

So just for the record – everything I say here is a lie, too, an approximation, a paltry word-shadow 
patina of concepts, a multi-level linguistic smattering of emotional responses to something so alien and 
profound that we don’t have words for it. That’s the thing that both Terence and his brother Dennis tried 
to convey about the DMT space, too, the sense that it was beyond language, or ‘translinguistic’. It makes 
me think of Ron’s bible downstairs on the dining room table, which I’d flicked open earlier at a random 
page – John, 1, 1: “In the beginning was the Word.” 
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Queto rides in the back with Juan and I, the wind in his face, loving every minute of it, and as Ron turns 
back, aviator style goggles on his face and smiles, it all feels so Easy Rider, cruising down the Iquitos-
Nauta highway in search of the ultimate mystery. As we get out at Ron’s place I notice a carved sign 
above the gates adorned with wooden flowers that says ‘La Rosacita’ (the Rosy Cross), with a little red 
loveheart dotting the ‘i’ in ‘Rosacita’. Maybe it’s having young Queto here, or the good vibe I get off Ron 
and his down-to earth manner, but this place immediately feels like home – where the heart is. By the 
time Bowman, Vance and Oren, a shaven-headed Israeli friend of Darren and Crystal’s all arrive in the 
second motorcarro, driven by Ron’s Peruvian friend who’s also called Juan, I’m already settling in on the 
porch, admiring the flowering psychoactive datura lilies in the front yard. 

The smell of ayahuasca wafts through the house as we all drop our bags inside and take stock of our 
surroundings. There’s two jaguar skins across one wall and another on the ground, army camouflage 
curtains and chains for the dog, a small black creature curled up in the kennel outside but making itself 
known by its barks. The walls are long, thick planks of untreated wood that give the place a rustic, down-
South Civil-War re-enactment feel, decorated with hand-carved wooden idols and knick-knacks. Past the 
living room with its skins and trappings is a thick wooden picnic table in the dining room which doubles 
as an altar space when Ron conducts ayahuasca ceremonies, and beyond that is the kitchen with its 
Western refrigerator and appliances. The ayahuasca is boiling in a big shiny chef’s pot on the stove, its 
dark, dark surface bubbling a green froth. Ron grabs a wooden spoon from the sink and begins stirring 
as Queto runs around his legs. 

Seeing Ron and his son here in the kitchen with the ayahuasca reminds me that this is not just a business 
for this gringo shaman, it’s also his home. Queto usually sleeps beside him or goes off to bed by the time 
a ceremony begins. He’s dipped his fingers in before but he’s been taken back by the laxative effect of 
the brew and doesn’t like to do it no more. As he darts around the kitchen I remember he’s a bit niggly 
this morning because he saw his mum last night and he misses her, and he’s got a cold, but he’s still full 
of beans and excited by all the visitors. 

“Let’s go upstairs,” Ron says, leading us up to the second floor, “there’s mattresses up here if you need 
them and room for the computer and all your equipment.” It reminds me of suburban crashpads across 
the free world, except it’s a log cabin in the jungle. Light streams in through mosquito-netted windows 
as Queto jumps on a mattress and digs out some paper and crayons to draw with, tracing my hand and 
his on the page. Bowman sets up his video camera and plays with me and Queto as Vance positions his 
own photography gear in the light. Juan sets up his laptop loaded with five grand of proprietary software 
that analyzes EEG readings. To capture the data he’s going to strap on a skullcap laced with 19 electrodes 
that are wet with gel to conduct the brain’s own electrical activity and pipe the data through a rainbow 
buscord that will connect me to the computer. Full on. 

“This is my first time – I hope I don’t electrocute you,” Juan says in a deadpan tone, getting me to sit in 
a seat and fitting a blue plastic skullcap over me before discarding it for a red one that’s tighter. Before I 
know it he’s sticking in a long, prodding instrument and squeezing in the conductive gel. Juan claims to be 
a professor from Washington University currently doing neuropharmacology research, and to be honest, 
as he wires me up it never occurs to me to question otherwise. He’s been working on consciousness 
issues throughout his career, he says, and was previously involved in harvesting frog eggs and injecting 
them with purified RNA from rats brains, and then measuring receptor site activity. The leap to measuring 
humans whilst on entheogens (which is Latin for ‘evoking the Divine within’) seems the next logical step, 
so sure, wire me up and fire me into the mind of God, it’s all in the name of science, after all. 

“It’s like a multi-track recorder of the brain,” Bowman quips from across the room, shooting me a look of 
concern. Queto waits till his dad’s not looking and puts a mapacho smoke in his mouth and puffs away 
before Bowman grabs it off the cheeky little monkey. 

“The gel’s cold, huh?” I wonder out loud, trying to remember everything, the adrenalin in my body 
feeding the mind, the ego as it prepares to be obliterated. 
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“Around Y2K I started doubting what I was doing, you know. I had nine people that were meant to come 
out and drink with me and one by one they all made excuses and canceled. I was like, what am I doing, 
man, this shit is crazy. I’m going to throw it all in and get like an 8 to 5, clock on, clock off – a normal 
life, yeah? So I started internet dating and I just wanted to settle down, to give up this crazy path and 
have a normal life. But I couldn’t give it up.” 

It’s still funny to think this ‘hillbillyuasquero’ is a shaman, that it’s possible to just pack up your bags and 
train with indigenous curanderos in the jungle and do an intensive dieta, and learn with the spirits of the 
plants. Ronald Joe Wheelock first came to Iquitos ten years back, but around the time of 9/11 the spirit 
in the ayahuasca told him to stop doing circles in America. 

“I had a calling, you see… [Ayahuasca] told me to come back here to Iquitos, and it told me not to charge 
for what I do.” He shrugs good-naturedly, his big round eyes bulging out like fish eyes. “Well what can I 
do? The spirit, it calls me and she hasn’t let me down yet. I’ve gotta trust her,” he says. 

Early Friday morning Ron drives me out to his house in his three-wheeled motorcarro, along with 
his friend Juan Acosta, a bearded, hawk-faced scientist and ayahuasquero originally from Mexico, 
now at the University of Washington in Seattle. His speciality is doing mobile QEEG (quantitative 
electroencephalography) scans on people with proprietary software on his laptop, a classic mad scientist 
on the frontiers of consciousness who’s traded his castle for a thatched hut and his lab coat for Bermuda 
shorts and beads. He reads the brainwaves, and shaman Ron supplies the smokeable 5-MEO-DMT that 
catapults seekers into the deep reaches of innerspace, like a tag-team that unites the modern with the 
archaic, science and shamanism. 

Juan’s been getting readings off dozens of gringo tourists coming through Ron’s place and collecting the 
data for his own private research into consciousness. I’m here to interview Ron and experience firsthand 
the raging torrents of DMT space, where Dennis McKenna has already worded us up on the joys of being 
smeared across creation. 



*January 2006, The 
U.S. Supreme Court 
rules in favor of a 
New Mexico branch of 
the Uniao de Vegetal 
(UDV) church, saying 
they have a consti-
tutional right to be 
allowed to legally prac-
tise their ayahuasca 
ceremonies under the 
freedom of religion 
law.
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LA ROSACITA, IQUITOS 
FRIDAY JULY 7th, 2006 

Ron Wheelock stares at me with cloudy grey-blue eyes ringed with hardship. He’s 
practically bald on top with a shiny forehead, just a light scalping of thinning hair 
and long side hair that falls down past his ears. He’s in his early 50s, with a worn-
down, weather-beaten look, faded denim pants and a Western style t-shirt with a 
picture of a Navaho Indian on it. It’s like he’s just stepped out of a John Steinbeck 
novel, the have and the have nots, the raw, all-American salt of the earth trying to 
make good and struggling against the system. 

And it’s not just the system, it’s the responsibilities he carries being a single dad and with 
his mother back in the States and all his furniture, or the roof that leaks in his house that he 
never gets to fi x because it’s Iquitos, y’know, and here in the jungles of Peru it’s like, raining 
all the time, or threatening to, and even the chicken coop got fi xed the other week, but he’s 
still suffering in that ramshackle house of his out by Kilometer Nine. It’s a simple two-story 
log cabin not far past the Quistococha Zoo and lakefront. He brought the property off his 
maestro, don Jose Corale Mori, and there’s an abundant supply of thick, mature ayahuasca 
vine sprouting round the back that Ron uses in his shamanistic ceremonies with gringos. 

Then there’s his ex-wife, whom he met at an Americana burger joint in the Plaza one night 
and has been sapping him of all of his money, all his mojo, and she knows it and he knows 
it and everybody knows it, but he’s a nice guy, you know, and he tried to make it work for 
as long as he could. Her parents pushed her to marry him and she’s been draining him ever 
since. She killed his fi ghting chickens, she almost killed his maestro and she neglected their 
son. When Ron was called back to the States unexpectedly he left her with the responsibility 
of their son, Quetzlacoatl, and don Jose Coral Mori, his teacher, who’s now 99 and in an old 
age home here in Iquitos. Ron pays his bills and looks after him as best he can, but when he 
came back to fi nd his wife hadn’t been looking after him properly and Mori was almost dying 
from malnutrition, that was the last straw. He checked Jose into the hospital and has tried to 
look after him as best he could ever since. 

So many responsibilities, and he’s doing the best he can. And his fi rst priority is to his boy, 
his beautiful li’l Queto. “He’s not even my blood, y’know – I had a vasectomy in my 20s, 
but he’s my boy,” he says with a fi erce pride, the unshakeable bond of a father and his son. 
The two are inseparable, and for the entire last week of the shaman conference I would see 
them walking around, Queto playing with the smattering of other kids playing near the pool. 
The two are like the Lone Wolf and Cub, taking on the world together. But who knows, Ron’s 
mother reckons he looks like him, and that connection they have… well, they’re like two peas 
in a pod. 

But it’s not even all these things, which might be burden enough for a man to shoulder in 
this world. It’s that other world, the world of spirits, of brujo and witchcraft, of shamachismo, 
competing energy and egos and the black magick that every seeker on the path comes across 
eventually, that fi nally gets to him. 

“Why last week I did a circle for these folks that came out to my place, and I’ve done like 
hundreds of circles before,” Ron explains in that Southern accent, like he’s about to ask you 
ever so politely to pass the apple pie and cream sauce, m’am, and tip his hat and smile an 
old-fashioned smile and burp at the pleasure of a well cooked meal and your company. “But 
shit, I don’t know, something happened this time, and I went to take a shit in the outhouse 
and I swear I couldn’t get back up the stairs to my own home. I was crawling on my hand 
and knees and I could feel some real brujo hanging on me. 



art: Oliver Dunlop
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“To be shaken out of the ruts of ordinary
 perception, to be shown for a few timeless hours the 
outer and inner world, not as they appear to an animal 
obsessed with survival or to a human being obsessed with 
words and notions, but as they are apprehended, directly 
and unconditionally, by Mind at Large— this is an experi-
ence of inestimable value to everyone and especially to 
the intellectual.”

- Aldous Huxley

art: Gwyllm Lwydd

*1954 – Famous British au-
thor and intellectual Aldous 
Huxley’s ‘Doors Of Perception’ 
is published, discussing with 
great fl air his experiences 
with mescaline; it is followed 
two years later by its 
sister volume, ‘Heaven and 
Hell’ (1956).
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establishment coats these pills in ‘objective’ rhetoric that elides the irreducibly subjective dimension 
of the drug encounter. From industry’s perspective, psychoactives are not presented as avenues for 
modifying your own subjectivity, giving you the opportunity to explore pleasure or insight or calm, but as 
technical solutions to ‘syndromes’ within the fixed machinery of the bodymind. 

The paradox of psychedelics – which is partly a source of their continued subversive power, despite the 
fact that pop culture has already become so thoroughly trippy – is that they simultaneously materialise 
and spiritualise the problem of drugs and consciousness. On the surface level, they seem to support a 
reductive model, especially against traditional religious accounts of subjectivity. That is, psychedelics 
seem to prove that some of the most exalted states of the human spirit – cosmic communion, profound 
aesthetic appreciation for nature, the integration of self and other, the perception of primary pattern, the 
visionary eruption of archetypal phantasms, the illumination of memory – can be triggered with a pill or 
a plant. But from the inside, so to speak, these very same states often seem to unambiguously support 
a profoundly spiritual, or at least consciousness-centred point of view, over and against a mere biological 
reductionism. In other words, they bring us to the edge of a spiritual materialism. 

Even if you discount this subjective ‘evidence’ as untrustworthy (a perfectly acceptable move in my book), 
the profound reflexivity of psychedelic drugs still makes itself known through the famed role that ‘set and 
setting’ play in the phenomenology of the trip. Forty years ago, long before he went Sci-Fi, Timothy Leary 
was already talking about the programmability of psychedelic experience, arguing that the individual’s 
frame of mind and the surrounding mise-en-scëne contribute substantially to the experience – a point 
that most later researchers only further underline. This acknowledgment profoundly changes the model 
of mind that emerges from the drug, because the attempt to purely mechanize the molecule – to see it 
as producing a small range of dependable perceptions and behaviours – founders on the enormous role 
that both culture and the psyche play in shaping the trip. 

The dominant drug paradigm, in the rhetoric of drug warriors and industry pushers alike, depends on 
a very literalist model that ascribes agency to the drug itself. Psychoactive drugs challenge this model, 
functioning more like keys that open doors that you walk through. “The psychedelic drug doesn’t do 
anything,” says Shulgin. “The drug allows you to do something.” At the same time, of course, the drug 
definitely has its own say in the matter of what gets done. But the act of introducing the thing to your 
synapses, and hence your life, is more like initiating a relationship than simply jacking into cyberspace 
through a video-game deck. Many psychonauts naturally think of drugs as allies – even approaching 
traditional organic psychedelics like mushrooms and ayahuasca as if they were ensouled by ancient spirits. 
Many of these more explicitly ‘shamanic’ trippers in turn denigrate synthetic, lab-produced compounds 
as soulless industrial chemicals. 

But as the weird scientists point out, this is just mainstream literalism in reverse. The point is not the 
material; it’s the dialogic relationship, the loop of meaning, that ties together mind and molecule. Indeed, 
much of the appeal of novel chemicals is that they deliver one to zones that have yet to be mapped by 
cultural consensus, underground or not. “I start with bottles that have no personality at all,” says Shulgin. 
“You make a white crystal solid that you don’t know and it doesn’t know you. And so you begin to meet 
each other.” In some sense, this structure of relationship, which is open to meaning and communication, 
applies to all psychoactives, even the most mainstream. Like all relationships, they can go terribly, 
terribly wrong; like most, they are mixed bags. And yet, to experience yourself as a mind arising from a 
brain means that you are already constantly in relation with neurochemistry. And in the years to come, 
when the expanding range of molecular modification may wrap our hands ever tighter around the tiller of 
the self, it might serve us well to keep in touch with the mind that moves through realms far outside that 
anxious simian serotonin buzz we experience as ordinary reality. 

* Originally printed in Feed’s Drugs Issue, November 6, 2000 
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This might seem like a tall claim. After all, if you 
take a random slice of human history, you can 
pretty much bank on the existence of some popular 
and dependable pharmacological route toward 
altered states of consciousness, whether through 
snuff, brews, bark or herbs. What makes the 
coming drug culture posthuman is the historically 
novel conjunction of our exploding knowledge of 
psycho-pharmacology, the growing dominance of 
reductionist accounts of the mind, and a consumer 
culture increasingly focused on what some have 
called the ‘experience economy’. 

According to Earth, who runs the Vaults of Erowid 
with his also pseudonymous partner Fire, we ain’t 
seen nothin’ yet. “In the next fifty years, virtually everyone in developed countries will be faced with 
daily decisions about their psychoactive drug use,” he says. He argues that the number of psychoactive 
chemicals in our midst is about to explode, the work not so much of underground drug designers as 
of pharmaceutical companies. “Imagine a thousand caffeine replacements,” says Earth. “Myriad 
amphetamines, though less fun than ones today. Or, like Viagra, a coming class of pseudo-medicinal 
recreational drugs.” 

The signs of this emerging culture are around us. Just ask subway and train riders across the land 
what time it is, and they’ll tell you: “It’s Prilosec time!” The garish $50-million direct-to-consumer ad 
campaign for the ‘little purple pill’ is a remarkable indication of the shift toward a mainstream embrace 
of psychoactive enhancement. Though you can’t generally tell from the ads, the drug itself is indicated 
for nothing more interesting than heartburn. But the marketing machine presents Prilosec as a lifestyle 
drug, a kind of luxurious soma, floating against azure skies. Look at the connotations: the ‘little pill’ is 
a microdot, the colour a purple haze, and the image of the witchy New Age blonde exulting before the 
clock an ambiguous symbol of the slice of eternity that the greatest psychoactives promise – Eliot’s 
“intersection of the timeless with time,” hovering over hasty commuters. 

Ordinary drugs can promise such magic in part because we have so thoroughly adopted the notion that 
our subjective experience is largely, if not exclusively, a product of the activity of neural tissue. It’s a 
nineteenth-century idea, of course, but now we have twenty-first-century tools to back it up, not to 
mention a twenty-first-century identity crisis for marketeers to exploit. The thing is, if you push this 
reductionist paradigm far enough, then we are always on drugs. In other words, once you start aligning 
the subcomponents of selfhood with different rafts of neurotransmitters, you are already on the way 
toward reconceiving your experience as the product of a tumultuous cocktail of chemical triggers. When 
you hit the treadmill or string a full-spectrum light above your desk in order to ward off depression, not 
to mention pop a Prozac, you are in some sense treating your own neural juices as internal drugs whose 
flows you want to regulate. And this makes perfect sense. After all, the brain already makes its own 
equivalent of opium, cocaine, and psychedelics. 

So we’re all druggies now. The problem is that we also live at a time when the official lies and obfuscations 
about psychoactives, which are necessary to justify the drug war and the multibillion-dollar industries 
it breeds, have the additional effect of eroding the personal responsibility necessary to weigh costs and 
benefits and make choices about how we dose ourselves. “Prohibition has broken people’s ability to 
manage their own psychoactive use,” says Earth. “We’ve created a culture that can’t choose.” Instead, 
we are offered a simpleminded and historically insupportable view of ‘bad’ psychoactive drugs as malefic 
invaders whose presence in human brains and human societies is somehow aberrant. At the same 
time, people are being encouraged to take socially approved psychoactives (or, in the case of Ritalin, 
force them on their children). Rather than calling a spade a spade, however, the medical-industrial 

Ordinary drugs can promise 
such magic in part because we 
have so thoroughly adopted 
the notion that our subjective 
experience is largely, if not 
exclusively, a product of the 
activity of neural tissue.
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 It’s common knowledge 
that such molecules have 
been recognized and 
consumed by people for 
millennia, but have been 
effectively banished from 
the scientific mindscape 
of the West. 

It’s impossible to say how many grams of these compounds 
are being synthesised and consumed annually, but there’s 
probably morsels of intrigue all over Europe and America. 
Though some demand complex procedures and elusive 
precursors to synthesise, the lion’s share can be cooked up 
by most anyone with undergrad training in chemistry and 
access to a lab. There’s really nothing to stop curious amateur 
organic chemists from brewing up a small batch of AMT or 2-
CB in a weekend to share with a small circle of friends, and 
anecdotal evidence indicates that many do. Some of these 
modern alchemists even exploit the grey-market status of 
these compounds by marketing them for nonhuman ‘research 
purposes over the internet. 

The back-room circulation of these drugs has engendered a 
loose-knit and rather hermetic psychedelic scene devoted 
less to partying or cosmic communion than to a kind of weird 
science, where the purple haze is filtered through a knowledge 
and respect for methyl groups, monoamine oxidase inhibitors, 

and the value of keeping your eye on the clock. The godfather of this particular psychedelic style is Sasha 
Shulgin, a cheery, eccentric Bay Area chemist best known for the rediscovery of MDMA. With his wife, Ann, 
he wrote PiHKAL and TiHKAL, two phone-book-size tomes devoted, respectively, to phenethylamines and 
tryptamines, the two pillars of psychedelic pharmacology. Though Shulgin once had a license to study 
scheduled drugs, an irritated DEA responded to the publication of PiHKAL by swooping down on Shulgin’s 
grubby lab and slapping him with 51 violations they then effectively swapped for his license. In reaction, 
Shulgin simply continued to devote himself to the art of recombination that characterises the synthesis 
of novel molecules. “Once they schedule something, I throw away my samples and continue my research 
in another direction,” he says. 

The creator of 2C-B and 2C-T-7, two drugs popular among psychonauts, Shulgin has described, synthesised, 
and analysed scores of substances whose potential for thrills and profit remain untapped. Many of the 
hundreds of compounds described in PiHKAL and TiHKAL are duds; others are actively unfun. 2C-B, on 
the other hand, has gained quite a following for its electric visuals and mescaline-like effects, while the 
more esoteric 2C-T-7 can unleash a hyperactive barrage of 3-D psychedelic imagery that can take some 
users to the edge of delirium. Dosage, of course, matters greatly, but dosages are by nature provisional 
in this scene – a psychonaut recently died after snorting an ungodly amount of 2C-T-7. Still, even at the 
right amounts, it could turn out that nothing in the Shulgin universe will ever match the depth of LSD, 
mushrooms, or DMT. But the genie is out of the bottle. “I find postings about compounds that are slipped 
away in little corners of my books,” says Shulgin. “And all of a sudden they are commercially available 
and people are talking about them. The seeds are all in there.” 

To no one’s surprise, the weird scientists have embraced the internet, which links the gossamer strands of 
data and debate necessary to support a shadowy and fragmented community that needs to stay informed. 
Sites like the Vaults of Erowid and the Lyceum provide loads of information on dosage, chemistry, legal 
status, effects, and, perhaps most importantly, experiential feedback. The problem is that such public 
information also runs the risk of killing the scene, especially when kids get into the act. “The more people 
know about what’s going on, the more likely somebody is to come in and try to squash it,” explains 
Scotto, one of the more balls-out contributors to Erowid’s growing vault of reports. At the same time, 
the persistent curiosity of psychonauts and the endless potential for pharmacological novelty may have 
created a perpetually expanding zone of grey-market psychedelia. “Humans are going to keep inventing 
these things faster than the government’s going to make them illegal,” says Scotto, pointing out that the 
efflorescence of esoteric synthetic compounds mocks the ‘logic’ of the war on drugs. “Are we going to 
reach the point where I can be imprisoned for doing twenty milligrams of 4-acetoxy diisopropyltryptamine 
in my bathtub, when nobody even knows what that fucking is? What kind of culture is that?” 

I’ll tell you what kind of culture that is: a posthuman one. 
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Let’s say you’re a buttoned-down organic-chemistry jockey at Merck. One day you 
tweak a molecule ripped off from a Peruvian native medicine, and you wind up 
with a powerfully psychoactive compound. Instead of squelching anxiety, instilling 
a reliable boner, or giving young minds that magic amphetamine edge, the drug 
helps you touch the hem of God – or at least something a lot like the hem of God. 
At times it hurtles you into a blazing hieroglyphic phantasmagoria more sublime 
and gorgeously bizarre than anything on the demo reels of Hollywood FX shops. 
On other occasions it leads you to the lip of a fundamental insight into the dance 
of form and emptiness. And though later attempts to communicate your insight 
founder on the shoals of coherence, the experience still leaves you centred and 
convinced that ordinary life is fed by deeper springs. 

Now, you think you’d zero in on this molecule, not only as a potential vector into the enigma 
of consciousness but as the basis for some really interesting commercial drugs. In other 
words, you’d be psyched. Right? 

No way! It’s common knowledge that such molecules have been recognized and consumed 
by people for millennia, but have been effectively banished from the scientifi c mindscape 
of the West. Despite their mighty psycho-spiritual effects, the potential insight they might 
provide into the mind, and the largely non-addictive behaviours they elicit, psychedelic drugs 
like LSD, psilocybin, mescaline, ketamine, and DMT have been crudely lumped into the same 
legal and socio-cultural categories as speedballs and crank. And one result of this social 
policy is a withering of the research strategies that a rational civilization is supposed to bring 
to bear on the conundrums it confronts. 

Despite the continued ferocity of the ‘War on Drugs’ and the largely foolish ideas about 
psychoactive substances it pushes, the last decade has seen a small renaissance in psychedelic 
research, both above and underground. On the offi cial stage, advocacy groups like MAPS 
(Rick Doblin’s Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies) and the Heffter Reseach 
Institute (headed up by Dave Nichols), as well as individual researchers like Rick Strassman 
and the UK’s Karl Jansen, have done their homework, balancing loopy subjective accounts 
with the dry, methodical language of protocols, pharmacology, and action studies. Hopefully, 
these modest research reports are laying the groundwork for a resumption of the kind of 
offi cial in-depth psychological studies squelched over thirty years ago. 

Meanwhile, in the far margins of legality, small crews of brave, compulsive, and sometimes 
wacked individuals continue to compile and share fact, anecdote, and lore about exotic and 
new-fangled psychoactives and the even more exotic combinations they allow. Think of 
these so-called ‘psychonauts’ as hobbyists of neural R&D. They like to plunge as far as any 
hippie into the bejeweled halls of hyperspace, but they also bring an almost geeky spirit of 
investigation to their exploits. They know their chemistry, and understand that the envelope 
of psychedelic pharmacology is pushed by recombining existing molecular Tinkertoys. They 
also take this recombinant logic a step further by mixing and matching different drugs from 
an ever-widening pharmacopoeia in order to craft new highs. 

Even ‘Burning Man’ veterans may not have heard of many of the esoteric compounds that 
fl oat around the scene: AMT, 5-MEO-DMT, 2C-T-2, 2C-T-7, 5-MEO-DIPT, 4-Acetoxy-DiPT, DPT, 
DOB, 2-CB. With a few exceptions, these white powders have largely resisted being branded 
with cool names. Some have been known for decades, others are relatively new; a few have 
been scheduled, but many have so far been overlooked by the feds and remain uncontrolled. 
However, because the vast majority of these substances are chemically similar to illegal 
drugs, people gobbling them technically can be snagged under the Federal Analog Act, 
which allows individuals to be prosecuted for recreational use of drugs that are ‘substantially 
similar’ to scheduled drugs. But this rarely seems to happen, especially given the obscurity 
of many of these drugs and the diffi culties involved in proving ‘substantial’ similarity. 

* 2012 - the Mayan
 calendar comes to a 
26,000 year close of the 
Grand Procession, and a 
new cycle begins. 
Is this the Singularity? 
Flight into Hyperspace?
 Pole shift?
 It’s up to you...!
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“To fathom Hell or soar angelic, just 
take a pinch of psychedelic.”
 -Dr. Humphrey Osmond  



Dedicated to the legacy of Albert Hofmann, 1906-2008 RIP


