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      Some genuine review quotes from potential publishers here CONTENTS PROLOGUE: Who or What Killed Einstein? - In which the fierce and ultimately fatal face of Nature is outlined. It appears that each of us, temporarily orchestrated out of physics, chemistry and biology, be enmeshed within a relentlessly sophisticated evolutionary process, a process which, for some reason, the Universe was always poised to sustain. Along with Mr Einstein (before Nature consumed him), we bravely ask why the Universe should be endowed with such a remarkable capacity? Why on Earth should Nature have facilitated the eventual emergence of consciousness? What kind of a phenomenal tease is this? We rightly demand that Nature provide us with some answers! The seed of a new idea is here planted - namely that altered states of consciousness derived from wholly natural environmental resources can allow us to interface more intimately with such a user-friendly reality process. In this way, we might really get some answers as to the point of it all...... CHAPTER ONE: Consuming God's Flesh - When you go down to the woods today be sure you know your shamanic history. Introducing our main man Robert Gordon Wasson and his extensive ethnobotanical research into the historical use of entheogenic fungi and how he eventually came to unearth the extraordinary vision-inducing Mexican psilocybin mushroom in the 1950's. This adventurous man thus warms us up for the main features to come. Nature, by jove, turns out to be wilder than we could possibly imagine, and, more importantly, inherently transcendental. The natural alchemical substance psilocybin, an alkaloid still new to Western science, reveals itself as a potential key to unlocking the mysteries of consciousness. CHAPTER TWO: An Ancient Form of Communion - Details concerning the use of psilocybin mushrooms by the once mighty Aztec and Mayan civilisations. The alluring conjecture that the spiritual impulse originated from our ancestors' ingestion of vision-inducing plants is also introduced. CHAPTER THREE: Psilocybin flows in and out of the Western Mind - The true story of how the 60's got rolling on the back of an entheogenic mushroom. CHAPTER FOUR: Investigating the Earth's Alchemical Skin - We learn more about the shamanic use of entheogenic plants as well as previewing the second wave of human-based psychedelic science. CHAPTER FIVE: The Mushroom and the Synapse - In which we delve into the neuronal architecture of the brain so as to comprehend more fully the nature and potential dynamics of consciousness. Meet the neuron, the synapse, the neurotransmitter, and the cunning route through which psilocybin operates. CHAPTER SIX: The Stuff of Consciousness - The mystery of the mutable human mind is cracked open and served up on a plate of profound implications. We see how the symbolic visionary dialogue induced by entheogenic agents represents the coalescence and integration of vast amounts of information. The felt presence of the transcendental Other is then delineated in informational terms. CHAPTER SEVEN: A Universe of Information - The mind/body dualism of Descartes is laid to rest, as information reveals itself as the fundamental stuff of Nature with consciousness itself representing a particular pattern of information embodied within the neuronal substrate of the brain. An attempt is then made to conquer an understanding of the essential nature of information. CHAPTER EIGHT: Does the Universe Compute? - If the entire reality process can be understood as a dynamic flow of information (consciousness included), then what on Earth governs the on- going evolution of such an informational system or computation as it must surely be? We boldly investigate. CHAPTER NINE: Wrestling with Reality - The mystery of our smart and obligingly intelligible Universe is openly debated. Evolution by natural selection is re-interpreted as being the manifestation of Natural Intelligence, a property of Nature which ensures that information is continually integrated and organised. It thus emerges that a smart algorithmic code be inherent in the very contextual fabric of Nature. Upon reflection, it would appear that we have never had it so good, especially once we begin to apprehend our true situation at the hands of Natural Intelligence. CHAPTER TEN: A Neo-Shamanic Climax - A casual word on the Omega Point and the surprise lurking at the end of history. In particular, are we the means through which the transcendental Other awakens? EPILOGUE: Trick or Treat? - A practical guide to ascertaining the truth of my fantastic claims for, Goddess knows, I could have been wrong all along. The following are positive quotes from publishers who nonetheless turned down the book: "...I found myself pleasantly carried along by a pretty fluent script...very readable....I have to admit I enjoyed it." Fourth Estate "This book has the potential of being a groundbreaking work for this time and the author has many attractive qualities... Although not original in many of its specific elements, [the book] nevertheless pulls it all together in a way that I have to admit is a remarkable unity of focus and ...is quite original in itself, and very much cutting edge." Inner Traditions International "...fizzing with ideas and original thought..." HarperCollins "I thought the author was intriguing - and the book fizzing with fascinating ideas." Rider (Random House) "...a fascinating manuscript...clearly argued..." Thorsons "...I found myself fascinated..." By Simon G. Powell Note: links to successive chapters are found at the bottom of each page. Alternatively, you may rewind to the Contents section and proceeed form there. PROLOGUE WHO OR WHAT KILLED EINSTEIN? It might be a strange question to ask, but ask it nonetheless. Who or what killed Einstein? What entity or force ended the life of perhaps the greatest mind of our era, that scientist whose name is synonymous with intelligence? Well, it was clearly not a butler who did it, nor, as far as we know, was it an assassin belonging to some sinister governmental agency. To put it bluntly, it was the reality process which killed the great Einstein. Now, although this deceptively simple answer may seem reminiscent of a Woody Allen joke, what I mean to convey is that all of us, regardless of age, sex, race or creed, are born out of, and are destined to die, within a massive on-going process consisting not only of the evolution of life on Earth but the evolution of the Universe also. It is this relentless, all-encompassing, and outrageously complex process within which we are all so intimately embedded which we term 'reality'. We might also call such a process Nature. Thus, another obvious way of answering my unusual question is to say that 'natural causes' killed Einstein. Which means that Nature killed him. Well, to be sure about it, Nature gave birth to him, gave him 76 years of existence and then summarily dispatched him. Call it Nature or call it reality, either way they are but small words for one vast process which flows inexorably onward. Whatever one's preferred term, it most certainly is a process, a word whose Latin roots mean 'to advance' or 'move forwards', and there can be little doubt that reality is, at heart, a single universal process which has been running non-stop for some 15 or so billion years. Not bad. Pretty impressive in fact. file:///G|/Book%20-%20The%20Psilocybin%20Solu...%20Solution%20by%20Simon%20G%20Powell/pro.htm (1 of 8) [11/08/2001 19:22:48] The Psilocybin Solution: Prologue So what? you might ask. Well, what this book is concerned with is the ultimate point of this creative but fatal reality we find ourselves in. To put it bluntly once more, are we biologically woven into an accident or is reality somehow directed? This is quite some question, perhaps the most profound we can ask in our short earthly sojourn, and one we know to have crossed Einstein's mind while he lived. Consider, for example, a famous remark of his which went something like: "The most incomprehensible thing about the Universe is its comprehensibility". What Einstein meant by this sublime statement (of which there are many paraphrased versions) is that it is astonishing not only that Nature is intelligible, and not only that Nature works so well, but that Nature has somehow conspired, through a process of organic evolution, to build biological brains endowed with minds capable of understanding these things. Why? Why exactly should Nature be that way? Why should the Universe have been endowed with such a staggeringly creative capacity to construct and organise itself, even to the point of eliciting conscious human beings? Could it have been otherwise? Whatever the case, should we believe the reality process to be essentially a mindless accident or even a series of mindless incidents, then we might conceive ourselves to be hapless mortal prisoners entrapped in the process. Or, if we instead believe reality to be purposeful and meaningful in some way then we might consider ourselves fortunate functional components of the process. Whatever you may have read let me assure you that this issue has most definitely not been settled. It is neither completely obvious that reality is a purely accidental affair, nor is it at all clear that reality is purposeful. Neither science nor religion - arguably the two dominant strands of thinking which tend to confront the fundamental nature of reality - have absolutely conclusive evidence at hand. But if we look to science for clues - since science has enjoyed more evident practical success than religion - then clearly over the last 300 or so years since the time of Newton and the development of classical physics, science has made great headway in elucidating how reality works; not why it works but how. Because the process of reality is so obligingly intelligible and comprehensible, then we see that science has enjoyed a kind of dialogue with Nature in which information is accessed through scientific experiment. In this way, scientists like physicists, chemists, biologists, and cosmologists have acquired a wealth of information concerning the sub-atomic, chemical, biological, and astronomical aspects of reality and have subsequently built elaborate models detailing them. However, how one interprets the informational language of Nature, how one translates the objective data collated by science into a theory about the ultimate nature of reality is a subjective affair very much up for debate. Thus, our 'big question' awaits a satisfactory answer and Einstein's killer remains very much on the loose. At heart, if we wish to know what, if anything, the reality process is really up to, we can do no more than assess all the relevant information revealed by collective science and the information or intuitive wisdom accrued via personal experience, and then attempt to form some viable theoretical overview. Absolute truths, it would seem, are all but inaccessible, and thus the true nature of Einstein's creator and killer might forever remain a mystery. But, whatever we believe about the reality process, we are, willy-nilly, most definitely all 'in it together' whether we like it or not, and it is for this terrifying or wonderful reason that I have taken it upon myself to explore by any means necessary just what it is that is driving reality, whether the driver is blind or has vision. Before I reveal to you my particular mode of investigation, lets briefly review the status of science in relation to such a decidedly daunting issue. As it is, current scientific thought definitely veers towards a purposeless and mechanistic account of how the reality process works, an account which is, with all due respect, depressing and devoid of spirit. Although our scientific knowledge of the world reveals its microscopic and macroscopic complexity and highlights the universal mathematical precision of things like physical law, such knowledge has in effect reduced the Universe to a kind of reasonless mechanism devoid of high intelligence apart from our own. Everything from a cell to an orchid to the emergence of our species is generally reduced to a set of 'merelys'. Indeed, the more successful a scientist is in reducing whatever facet of Nature he or she is working on to 'merely this' or 'merely that', then the more warmly is their work received. To argue otherwise by, say, suggesting that Nature is purposeful in some way, is to ostracise oneself from mainstream science. Certainly it is the case that nobody will win a Nobel prize for planting purpose in Nature despite the uplifting appeal that such an intentional theory of reality would undoubtedly carry. But is it valid to build a new and overtly optimistic theory concerning the ultimate nature of the reality process solely because our current theories are not uplifting enough? Obviously not. Such a new theory would represent whim, an artifice whose lax roots lie in an imagination galvanised into action because the consensus 'truth' about reality is perceived to be too gloomy and unpalatable. Indeed, to enthusiastically infer that the human species has some kind of special purpose in the reality process, that we are somehow at the centre of an intentional Universe, smacks of the pre-scientific beliefs confined to the pages of history books, to a time when supernatural thinking governed the minds of men. Such anthropocentric religious ideology has now been all but crushed by rational scientific thought which firmly places our kind on a mere satellite circling a mere star amongst billions. We are no more than the product of evolution, one particular species out of countless millions whose only real claim to fame is our big brains with their ability to think and direct complex behaviour. Over a few centuries, in particular from the seminal publication of Darwin's The Origin of Species in 1859 (which can be cited as the definitive turning point in our concepts of man's place in Nature), the ideological pendulum has thus swung through 180 degrees, from a position in which humanity was the crowning glory of creation to a position in which we are but speckish organic bystanders in an essentially pointless Universal exercise of physics and DNA-orchestrated biochemistry. Life is accidental, mostly hard and then you die - a tough fact, best swallowed with a large brandy. To revert to the ancient view in which human life, and in particular human consciousness, is considered to be somehow significant therefore seems completely out of the question, a futile move serving only to stir up false hope in a Universe that basically 'just don't give a damn'. This is especially so if our only motivation is a dislike of current scientific reasoning. Only if such a new theory were driven primarily by direct conscious experience could it possibly hope to possess validity. And not just wishy-washy conscious experience either. The experience, if it were to bear upon notions of the ultimate nature of reality, would have to be remarkably compelling and potentially accessible to all. It would have to provide incontrovertible evidence that we have some significant role to play in the reality process. But could a direct conscious experience really afford us such an insight into the 'big question'? Well, if we keep in mind that science proceeds through verifiable experimentation in which information is gained via perceptual experience and that we depend upon our conscious experience however it should arise to build models of reality, then it would indeed appear to be a possibility. Which is to say that new forms of conscious experience might well offer us a glimpse into the biggest questions that face our mortal existence. Which brings me to the central fact permeating this book, namely that conscious experience is entirely mutable. And herein lies the hope of any new optimistic theory concerning the significance of human consciousness within the reality process. The mutability of consciousness. What does such a concept imply? Well, first of all we should consider the fact that consciousness, whatever it is exactly, is the 'stuff' which mediates all science and, for that matter, all types of reasoning and all of our theories about the world. Consciousness can therefore be understood as the very ground of our being, the 'factor x' which makes us what we are. In order to fully engage the reader in the important point I am here trying to convey, consider the following simple thought experiment. Imagine, if you will, that all scientists wore identical spectacles and that these spectacles determined the perceptual view of the things being scrutinised by the scientists. All the data amassed by these scientists would be related in some intimate way to the effects of their spectacles since all their perceptions will have passed through the self-same lenses. Now, it isn't pushing credulity too far to suggest that the scientists would do well at some point - possibly over their morning coffee break, or perhaps at a stage when their theories are proving to be inadequate - to reflect upon the characteristics of their shared state of 'bespectacledness'. In other words, it would be quite a breakthrough for these scientists to suddenly cease their traditional research in order to focus upon the nature of the factor mediating their research, namely, their glasses. What they would soon come to realise is that their glasses represent a subject worthy of analysis since they are, in a sense, the closest thing to them. This imaginary situation is not unlike the real world, only this time it is our consciousness, or rather our state of consciousness, as opposed to glasses, through which we view and experience Nature. For simplicity's sake, we can call this 'normal consciousness', a kind of shared lens through which science and scientific interpretation proceeds. Thus, it is quite legitimate to reflect upon this 'lens of normal consciousness' and ask whether, perhaps, it could be altered or enhanced. In other words, one might well wonder if it is possible to improve upon the lens of normal consciousness and attain a state of mind in which the essence of Nature is more clearly discernible. Although one cannot escape these rather odd facts about consciousness and its role in interpreting Nature, science has had little to say about it, preferring to place the human mind safely outside of the theoretical picture of reality. Put simply, the phenomenon of human consciousness is a scientifically slippery and vexing anomaly that is in stark contrast to the more empirically approachable phenomena of, say, stars and molecules. Yet, since we are conscious beings whose minds literally interface with the external world, then until we understand the nature of the 'mindstuff' carried by our brains we will not be able to fully comprehend the nature of the reality process. This must be so since, as we have just established, consciousness is itself as much a part of reality as are the things perceived by consciousness such as the aforementioned stars and molecules. Indeed, if we were not conscious beings, then we would not be in a position to seek explanations about the nature of reality in the first place. It is only because we are conscious and because we stand in a definite relationship to the reality process that we feel compelled to account for our existence. Our conscious minds long for knowledge about the Universe so that we might understand both our place within the totality of existence and the natural forces which led to our being here. Hence the enterprise of science (which means 'to know'). Now, as I will show throughout this book, the reason why consciousness is mutable is because it is mediated by chemistry. Which is to say that mutable or transformable chemical processes underlie consciousness. In effect, this means that our normal ways of thinking are arguably constrained due to the chemical hardware (or wetware as it is sometimes called in neuromantic circles) of the brain. It is therefore conceivable that certain aspects of the world with which we interface remain hidden to us because of the limitations of our everyday type of consciousness and that if we wish to grapple with the ultimate questions concerning the nature of our existence then it is surely worthwhile to attempt to seek out new forms of perception, forms for instance in which all of perceived reality is grasped at once, holistically as it were, and not in the piecemeal fashion of science which, it must be said, tends to focus upon isolated parts of the world. Historically speaking, altered forms of perception in which an overall view of reality is immediately discerned and felt in a kind of joyous flash of insight, are the sole domain of the religious mystic, those persons who claim, rather controversially and often with alarming vigour, to have directly experienced 'ultimate truths' about reality. Since most mystics and religious visionaries have employed various techniques with which to foster their insights like fasting, yoga, meditation, perceptual isolation etc, than this again testifies to the fact that the normal human brain is somehow constrained in its mindful activity and that the chemical system which does the constraining can be overcome or be bypassed by engaging in various so-called spiritual disciplines. For most of us, such esoteric endeavours, regardless of whether or not they do actually yield valid knowledge, are perhaps a little beyond our normal way of life, and we might therefore wish to stick with less suspect non-mystical science for answers to the big questions about reality. However, there is another more immediate route to such transcendental knowledge as it is termed in philosophy. This route involves the deliberate ingestion of naturally occurring entheogenic (psychedelic) plant and fungal alkaloids in order to access information inaccessible to the normal mind. Traditionally, this little documented enterprise is engaged in by shamans or native healers who employ such psychoactive flora in order to gain transcendental knowledge which they then use for the benefit of their culture. To this day, aboriginal shamans in places like Amazonia and Mexico still utilise the powerful effects of indigenous entheogenic plants and fungi in order to fulfil their shamanic healing role within their native culture. So strong can the revelational effects of such plants and fungi be upon the human psyche that they generally come to be deified. Such entheogens become a sacred link to divinity, almost as if they represent an organic modem directly on-line to the Gods. This was what luminary Aldous Huxley was writing about some 40 or so years ago in his cult classic The Doors of Perception in which he poetically describes the fantastic perceptual enhancement which accompanied his ingestion of mescaline, an entheogenic alkaloid derived from the peyote cactus. It is precisely because such entheogenic plants and fungi facilitate new forms of consciousness, and because this altered consciousness comes to experience reality in a radically new way, that convinced Huxley at least that they were genuinely useful epistemological tools (epistemology is the study of knowledge) with which to forge a deep understanding of the nature of the reality process. But, more than this, such illuminating changes in consciousness (perhaps the most illuminating) also offer us a way to understand consciousness itself, since one can analyse the subtle chemical changes accompanying the altered state of mind and then attempt to use such data to comprehend how normal consciousness works. Thus, the virtue of investigating the perceptual effects of entheogenic agents is twofold. Firstly, through their dramatic action within the brain we might come to perceive Nature in a new and arguably more enhanced way. Secondly, we might come to understand more about the underlying chemistry which is bound up with normal conscious processes i.e. the modus operandi of entheogenic substances reveals the delicate chemical mechanisms which govern consciousness and our perceptions of reality. If through the study of entheogens we can understand more the interface between the mind and the 'world out there', then we shall know more clearly what consciousness is, how it is formed, and how it can come to experience transcendence. And if the transcendental information accessed in the altered state of consciousness has any truth value - and native shamans all testify to this - then we will be one step closer to an overall conception of what is driving reality. Only then might we apprehend Einstein's creator/killer, for then we would have begun to establish its ultimate nature. At least it sounds promising. It is my contention throughout this book that naturally occurring entheogenic plants and fungi are indeed the key to solving the twin mysteries of consciousness and reality. Once ingested, they are intimately involved with the bridge between consciousness and the world around us. The numinous experience that they can induce, no matter how bizarre it might appear in the context of the mundane world and no matter what brain mechanism underlies it, is a real thing; it exists, potentially at any rate. As we shall see, what emerges when one investigates entheogens is that the archetypal tale of transcendence conveyed by the entheogen-using shaman results from a direct and verifiable experience. It is on the basis of such verifiable experience that this book rests. The apparent capacity of the human mind to transcend 'normal' reality demands investigation, for it must surely be a tenable step toward reclaiming a significance for the existence of human consciousness in the Universe. However, if such an enterprise is spurious and built of no more than ephemeral imagination then it will only point to the fact that the human imagination under certain chemical circumstances is extraordinarily creative. But it is my belief that entheogenic agents unleash a form of consciousness better able to grapple with the ultimate questions about the reality process than our normal frames of perception, that they truly offer us a glimpse of some great meaning hitherto the sole domain of the shaman and the mystic, a meaning only alluded to in the conventional religions of the world. As I see it, if we are genuinely interested in the decisive nature of reality and the decisive nature of human consciousness then we are obliged to follow all and any paths of enquiry, and I would suggest that the untrammelled path laid out by entheogenic plants and fungi is, perhaps, the last viable route to evidence that shows that human consciousness is somehow central to reality. If instead this unusual path should prove to lead nowhere then we will be led back to the commonly accepted position in which human consciousness is not deemed to be of any prime significance. This book can therefore be read as an alternative user-friendly guide to the nature of reality which, should it prove to hold truth, can be seen as very good news. Very good news indeed. So stand by for a controversial tale of a recently (re)discovered and naturally occurring consciousness- enhancing substance native to most parts of the Earth's Temperate Zone and what this substance reveals to us about the human mind and about the creative impetus driving the reality process. Fasten your seatbelts because if I have done my job correctly you are poised for a roller coaster ride into the heart of the mystery of existence. As the chapters unfold we will be gradually climbing up to a peak, from which we will suddenly race into a series of new and exhilarating ideas about human consciousness and about the nature of the Universe. By the end of the book I hope to have shown that the reality process is essentially smart through and through and that we conscious beings do indeed have a privileged role to play in its intentional unfolding. I assure you that this will become crystal clear as the chapters progress. Go to Chapter One CHAPTER ONE CONSUMING GOD'S FLESH On the 10th of June 1957 the international edition of Life magazine carried a groundbreaking article that was to profoundly alter the West's attitude towards the wilder side of the natural world. For here was the first ever personal account written by a European describing the extraordinary psychological effects induced by a mushroom deified and ritually worshipped by native Mexicans. Consumption of the sacred Mexican mushroom allowed one to contact the Gods, experience profound visions, and gain mystical knowledge. Or at least these were the most extravagant of the native Mexican beliefs about the mushroom being reported by anthropologists during the first half of the 20th century. In pre-Columbian times the mysterious mushroom had been known by the Aztecs as 'God's flesh' testifying to it's divine potency. Such veneration ensured the mushroom a cult status amongst native Mexicans despite the violent cultural upheavals wrought by the Spanish Conquest in the 16th century. Thus, although the once mighty Aztec culture was eventually destroyed, the sacred mushroom continued to be used in and around Mexico throughout the Spanish occupation. Yet despite the legendary effects of this peculiar species of fungus, it remained right up until the middle of the 20th century for an outside investigator to finally acquire and eat of the mushroom and hence verify the native's somewhat fantastic claims. Transmitted solely by word of mouth since the time of the Spanish Conquest, detailed knowledge of the revered mushroom had lain principally in the hands of jealously guarding shamans or native healers who were loath to disclose their botanical secrets to outsiders. For they feared, perhaps justifiably, that the sacred mushroom's supernatural power would be diminished or be used profanely should the untrustworthy white man gain full admittance into it's living mystery. Therefore the 1957 Life article in which the secret of the mushroom was openly exposed, dramatically symbolised the West's bypassing of this long-standing cultural security system. The sacred mushroom had now been forcibly plucked from it's localised shamanic niche and thence presented to the Western world in the form of mass-circulated print with colour photographs and specimen drawings to boot. Despite its exposure to the prying eyes of the West, the status of the Mexican mushroom remained as lofty and as tantalisingly ethereal as ever, more so even since the Western psyche was just as stunned and awed by it's transcendental visionary effects as were the indigenous Mexicans. In the following decades a psychedelic mushroom cloud of fascination would slowly expand and loom beyond Mexico, eventually extending it's magical influence as far away as Europe and North America.... but at this initial stage in it's sudden growth, the strange mushroom remained a purely Mexican phenomenon. On the front cover, Life's simple headline read The Discovery of Mushrooms that cause Strange Visions, a rather unusual claim from such a traditionally conservative magazine. The article was included as part of Life magazine's series of Great Adventures, and was written by Robert Gordon Wasson, vice-president of a Wall Street banking firm who, with the aid of his wife, had spent some 30 years of part-time study creating a new scientific discipline - ethnomycology - the study of the cultural and historical use of fungi. Although such a science is clearly specialised and seemingly remote from the affairs of modern culture, it was only due to their dedicated ethnomycological investigations that the Wassons learned of sacred Mexican mushrooms, sought to find them, experienced them first-hand, and thence gave psilocybin (the as yet unnamed active constituent of the mushroom, pronounced either 'silla-sigh-bin' or 'sigh-le-sigh- bin') to the West. Once discovered, ethnomycological science suddenly acquired a distinctly mystical edge allowing it to breach the domains of religion and psychology. It also provided a new impetus to mankind's enduring quest to access transcendental knowledge and there can be no doubt that Wasson's discovery and vivid description of the effects of the psilocybin were crucial in generating the subsequent cultural wave of psychedelic experimentation that soon followed in the 60's. Moreover, as we shall eventually see, the mushroom also reveals itself as the key to unveiling the secrets of consciousness and the hidden riches of Nature. Theophany, mind, and reality; these three most profound of topics are all met in some way through use of the psilocybin mushroom. But, before we jump into the deep end who, pray, was this Wasson fellow, this financier-cum-adventurer, and how had he come to penetrate the Earth's secret psychedelic dimension? Who was he to bring news of sacred fungi into the Western world? In effect, Wasson's Life article was timed to coincide with the release of his magnum opus 2-volume book Mushrooms, Russia, and History, co-written with his wife Valentina. It is this work which fully reveals the extent of Wasson's long-standing interest in the cultural use of fungi and how he finally came to be at the door of perception marked 'psilocybin'. With only 512 handcrafted copies luxuriously bound and printed, Mushrooms, Russia, and History stands as a rare piece of art. Indeed, by the late 70's its value had reached some $2500 making it the most valuable book in existence at that time whose author was still alive. It is a highly polished book, written in a lively style that reflects the love of ethnomycology borne by the Wasson's. It represents the distilled wisdom drawn from their extensive studies into the role that various species of mushroom played in different cultures and culminates in their discovery of the sacred mushroom ceremonies still being conducted in Mexico, a discovery important enough to warrant the further account in the more accessible pages of Life magazine. A TRAIL BEGINS The event that originally launched the Wassons on their mushroom crusade was simple, almost trivial, yet it was enough to provoke them into a three-decade-long bout of invaluable research. The Wassons married in 1927 and one day during their honeymoon decided to take a casual stroll in the Catskill mountains of New York. At some stage Valentina, who was Russian by birth, had stopped to pick some wild mushrooms, delighting in such a fortuitous find. Her husband on the other hand, being true to his Anglo-Saxon heritage, was appalled at his wife's avid interest in lethal fungal abominations, especially since she planned to cook and eat them later. After all, were not all fungal growths poisonous toadstools to be avoided like the plague? With growing dismay, Robert Wasson imagined himself waking up the next morning with a corpse instead of a wife. This pronounced and deep-rooted difference in attitude between the two of them over the culinary virtues of fungi led them to suspect a cultural rift, that there were mycophobic peoples (sensible mushroom haters like the Anglo-Saxons) and mycophilic peoples (reckless mushroom aficionados like the Russians). Furthermore, the Wassons reasoned that there must be some historical reason for these diametrically opposed traditions, due not to something like food availability but rather to cultural and psychological factors. Thus began the Wasson's academic quest to explore this seemingly minor cultural anomaly. From the start both figured that religion somehow played a causal role. Their intuition proved correct. Research soon unearthed the Siberian cultural history of the Amanita muscaria or fly agaric mushroom, that extraordinary bright red and white-spotted autumnal fungus found throughout the Northern hemisphere and often charmingly depicted in the illustrations adorning the pages of children's books. Indeed, it has been suggested that Lewis Carrol was influenced by knowledge of the Siberian use of the fly agaric and used the information to great effect in his Alice's Adventures in Wonderland in which, you might recall, Alice nibbles on a mushroom which subsequently alters her size. As we shall see, compared to the psilocybin mushroom, the fly agaric's psychoactivity rates a poor second though it is potentially entheogenic due to the presence of an alkaloid named muscimole. Despite muscimole's entheogenic inferiority to psilocybin, the cultural role and use of the fly agaric mushroom amongst Siberian shamans is beyond dispute and the Wassons uncovered a wealth of literature testifying to this fact. The historical data concerning the shamanic use of the fly agaric mushroom proved to be a link to primitive religion just as the Wassons had originally foreseen, and it soon became clear to them that psychoactive fungi were no small feature of cultural history. ECHOES OF A SHAMANIC BEAT Since the time of Tsar Peter the Great (1672-1725), the Kamchitka Peninsula, the most Eastern part of Russian Siberia, had been visited by travellers, political exiles, explorers, fur traders, and anthropologists. All were to bear witness to the nomadic reindeer herders who ritually ingested fly agaric mushrooms (their only intoxicant) in order to obtain contact with the spiritual dimension. The word 'shaman' itself derives from the Siberian Tungus 'saman' which means diviner, magician, doctor, creator of ecstasy, the mediator between the human world and the supernatural. The Siberian fly agaric user would sun-dry the mushrooms and later ingest them either alone or mixed with milk or water. If taken alone, the mushroom would first be moistened in the mouths of women who would produce a kind of pellet for the men to swallow. The effects of consuming this mushroom included convulsions, delirium, visual hallucinations, perceptual distortions of size, feelings of superhuman strength, and a perceived contact with a numinous dimension, this last effect being the most important for the practising shaman whose predominant function is to access the spiritual realm in order to attain supra-mundane knowledge for the good health of his or her tribe. The most bizarre aspect of this shamanic tradition however, was the habit of.... (readers of a frail disposition should skip the next few sentences).... urine-drinking. Somehow, the Siberians discovered that the active ingredient of the mushroom, muscimole, passed through the body without being metabolised so that by drinking fly agaric-spiked urine one could prolong intoxication. Possibly the Siberians learned of this odd fact by observing reindeer who not only reputedly eat the fly agaric themselves with much gusto, but also have an equal passion for human urine, so much so that the Siberians reindeer herders considered it dangerous to pee out in the open! The rather disturbing and unpalatable practice of drinking psychoactive urine attained great significance in Wasson's later work in the 60's since urine-drinking is mentioned in the Rig Veda, the ancient religious scripture of India. Written in Sanskrit and derived from the oral traditions of the Indo-Europeans who migrated down into the Indus Valley some three and a half thousand years ago, the Rig Veda eventually went on to influence the development of Hinduism. Of the 1000 holy hymns in the Rig Veda, over 100 are dedicated solely to the divine plant Soma and it's spectacular psychological effects. Because urine-drinking is clearly alluded to in these hymns deifying Soma and from analysing its poetic description, Wasson came to the conclusion that the fly agaric mushroom was the sacred Soma worshipped by the ancient Indo-Europeans. Indeed, in some parts of India, followers of the Vedic tradition still perform a religious ceremony in which Soma is ingested only they now utilise an inactive surrogate species of plant. Wasson's identification of Soma was, at the time he made the claim, one of only a handful of serious attempts to explore and name the legendary Soma plant, and his identification has generally come to be accepted by Vedic scholars to this day. MUSHROOM LORE The shamanic use of fly agaric mushrooms by primitive Siberians seemed to date far back into history as there were various legends that spoke of its mythical origins. For instance, a Koryak legend tells of a hero named Big Raven who was able to attain immense strength by eating spirits given to him by the god Vahiyinin - the god of existence. By spitting upon the earth, Vahiyinin caused the necessary spirits to grow, these being fly agaric mushrooms with their ability to provide supernatural strength and wisdom. The Wassons theorised that it was this archaic shamanic practice of fly agaric ingestion, so well reflected in legend and mythology, that had eventually lead to the mycophobic pre-Christian taboos against eating mushrooms which were still evidently shared by most of the peoples living around the shores of the North Sea. In other words, since the mushroom was used mainly by shamans in a ritual context, cultural injunctions and taboos would conceivably have begun to evolve in order to stop others wantonly utilising it's strange power. Or, it is just as likely that through migrations and invasions misinformation spread regarding the true nature of the mushroom's effects. Through such typical cultural mechanisms as these, the psychoactive fly agaric mushroom gradually came to attain a mythical status, guaranteeing it cultural immortality as it progressed as the stuff of legend from generation to generation. As it's shamanic use diffused out from Russia, whilst some peoples gradually came to eschew the mushroom, others embraced it's effects. Not only did the Aryan people who migrated down into the Indus Valley 3500 years ago bring with them their religious cult of Soma, later still, some 1000 years BC., we find artistic representations of mushrooms on Swedish, Norwegian and Danish Bronze Age objects. On bronze artefacts like razors have been found mushroom motifs (generally stylised cross- sectional views of a mushroom) which depict the mushroom in a way that suggests that it was an object of worship. Since the fly agaric mushroom abounds in Scandinavia, these motifs are thought to represent a similar fly agaric-worshipping cult to those of Siberia. Apart from Siberian folklore many European folktales also testify to the enigma of the fly agaric mushroom, providing an echo of the distant cultural interconnections of the past. Yugoslav peasants take the mushroom's supernatural origin back to the time of pre-Christian Nature gods. The legend relates that Votan, chief of all the gods and a potent magician and healer, was riding his magical horse through the countryside when suddenly demons appeared and started chasing him. As he fled, his horse galloped so fast that flecks of bloodied foam flew from its mouth. Wherever this bloody foam fell, fly agarics sprang up. Hungarians call the fly agaric 'boland gamba' or the 'mad mushroom'. Austrians and Germans used to speak of the 'fool's mushroom' and were wont to paraphrase British comedian Tony Hancock's "have you gone raving mad?" with "have you eaten crazy mushrooms?" The Wassons also analysed the vast array of words used to describe mushrooms in different cultures and the latent metaphors that such words conveyed; words like 'toadstool' for instance which links the toad to the mushroom, the toad being a creature much maligned in myth and folklore. The Wassons also conjectured that the 'fly' in fly agaric was not due to its supposed insecticidal effect but because the fly used to be associated with demonic power (Beelzebub is 'Lord of the Flies'), and was thus fearfully associated with the mysterious mushroom. In short, the Wassons uncovered a vast cultural diffusion of homogeneous mushroom lore indicative of a common origin, the psychoactive fly agaric mushroom most likely being the instigator. Wasson later summed up his views in the following way: "Death will come if the layman presumes to eat this forbidden fruit, the Fruit of Knowledge, the Divine Mushroom of Immortality that the .....poets of the Rig Veda celebrated. The fear of this 'death' has lived on as an emotional residue long after the shaman and his religion have faded from memory, and here is the explanation for the mycophobia that has prevailed throughout Northern Europe, in the Germanic and Celtic worlds." At this point the Wassons might well have ended their mycological investigations, an interesting enough climax since they had left the fungal world and ventured into the domain of primitive religion. The plot however, was going to thicken as the fly agaric became overshadowed by the far more powerful figure of the psilocybin mushroom, a mushroom whose living mystery Gordon Wasson would eventually confront within the inner sanctums of his soul. INTIMATIONS OF A SACRED MEXICAN MUSHROOM In 1952 an acquaintance of the Wassons, the noted poet and historical writer Robert Graves, wrote a crucial letter informing them of a supposed secret mushroom cult still in existence in Mexico. Graves included in his letter a clipping from a Canadian pharmaceutical journal which discussed finds made by Richard Evans Schultes years earlier. It transpired that Schultes, one of the world's leading ethnobotanists attached to Harvard had, in 1938, identified a species of Panaeoleus mushroom as being the sacred sacrament allegedly employed by Mexican Indians. At that time, only this one entheogenic species had been identified by Schultes and although a few European people had observed a native Mexican mushroom ceremony, no outsiders had been permitted to partake of the mushroom itself. This is significant, for without actually personally experiencing the psilocybin mushroom, one can only guess at it's effects and therefore the early anthropological observations passed by without much interest. Once the Wassons learned of these beckoning facts, armed as they were with an already detailed knowledge of fly agaric mushroom history, it was only natural for them to heed Graves' investigational indications and focus their attention upon Mexico. If mushroom ceremonies were still being practised there then it would be testimony to the shamanic use of fungi not limited to the pages of history. Through associates, the Wassons were soon in avid correspondence with one Eunice Pike, an American linguistic student and bible translator (which is short for missionary) who had been living amongst Mazatec Indians in Huautla, Mexico for over 15 years. Having become familiar with the native customs and beliefs about certain sacred mushrooms, she was only too willing to share her knowledge with the Wassons. Miss Pike informed them by letter that one Indian boy had referred to the mushroom as a gift from Jesus, no less than the blood of Christ. The Indians also said that it helped 'good people', killing 'bad people' or making them crazy. Furthermore, the Indians were sure that Jesus spoke to them whilst in the 'bemushroomed' state. Everyone whom Pike asked agreed that they were seeing into Heaven itself through the mushroom. As well as highlighting the on-going integration of the Christian faith into native Indian culture, the Indians' claims indicated that the mushroom was highly powerful in its psychological effect, able to induce a radical alteration of consciousness still relatively new to Western science. It was also clear that the normal procedure was for a 'wiseman' or shaman to eat the mushroom on behalf of another usually in order to heal, this being the classic social function of the shaman found in most of the world's native cultures. Miss Pike ended her initial informative and tantalising letter by wishing that the natives would consult the bible instead of resorting to consumption of the strange mushroom, a remark natural enough to anyone concerned with preaching the bible and unfamiliar with the psychological territory accessed through psilocybin. But still, is it not odd that someone so obviously religiously inclined, as this woman was, should not have detected something of spiritual importance in the Indians' claims? If so many of them readily attested to the virtues of the sacred mushroom why did she not try them for herself? After all, she mentions no harmful effects apart from the dangers of possessing a 'bad heart'. What is the nature of this fear which would prevent a single open-minded experiment with such fungi? How can one claim to be fully religious and not take the testimonies of shamans seriously? This was an anomaly which was to continually crop up in the relations between the Western psyche and the mushroom. Psilocybin would come to generate absolute awe or absolute rejection in those who confronted it, which is evidence that something significant is at work in the actual experience. If there was nothing of real interest to be gained from such visionary substances, if the experiences were purely limited personal fantasies, then there would be no stimulational force with which to generate enduring fascination. However, as I will show, many have claimed that psilocybin does offer some great knowledge about our existence, that it can yield soulful insights about reality. This is why the psilocybin mushroom experience has remained such an abstruse phenomenon and why opinions are so divided. Sensing in the letter of Miss Pike's that there was indeed some great revelational discovery to be made, the Wassons decided to travel as soon as possible to Huautla, and in 1953 they did so. There could be no mistaking the aroma of the ethnomycological Holy Grail as they neared its living presence. As an aside, they also realised that to judge from Miss Pike's description, the mushroom being used by these Indians was not the Panaeoleus species previously identified by Schultes, and this was a further reason for scholarly investigation. GETTING WARMER By August 1953 the Wassons had managed to enlist the help of a Mexican curandero or shaman and this was an achievement in itself since the Indians were reluctant to discuss the mushroom with European outsiders. Under the pretence of wanting supernaturally inspired news of their son, the Wassons were permitted to take part in a mushroom rite in which the shaman would ingest sacred mushrooms in order to gain the requested information. Unfortunately the shaman was the only person allowed to consume the fungi and the Wassons were forced to remain uninitiated. The shaman, under the effects of psilocybin, made 3 specific predictions concerning Wasson's son which, at the time, he (Wasson) politely humoured as he had no real inkling into psilocybin's latent ability to produce feats of clairvoyance. His interest was, after all, still predominately academic and any kind of supernatural utterances were to be taken with a large pinch of salt. As it later transpired, all 3 of the shaman's predictions were borne out and Gordon Wasson was at a loss to explain this. Was it coincidence? Or was it a genuine case of the paranormal? Whatever it was, the mysterious mushrooms demanded closer scrutiny for they seemed to promise much more of interest. Wasson was being drawn ever nearer, as his lifelong adventure drew to an epic climax. A fully detailed witness account of the above mushroom ceremony was to be the culminating chapter of Mushrooms, Russia, and History, though just as the book was going to press in June of 1955 a new breakthrough was made. In fact, it was the ultimate breakthrough and became the highlight of Gordon Wasson's scholarly career. It also generated another chapter in the book and the seminal piece for Life magazine. The middle-aged New York banker-turned-ethnomycologist became the first white man on record to deliberately consume sacred Mexican mushrooms and thus taste the entheogenic glory of natural psilocybin. He had sought and finally accessed one of the most remarkable experiences to be had upon this Earth, and thanks to his lifelong persistent efforts our enduring quest to uncover the true nature of reality and the true bounds of conscious experience became suddenly enhanced as psilocybin made it's extraordinary psychedelic presence felt. Indeed, for our purposes, it is rather apt that our man Wasson be provided with such an informative and illuminating meal at this time - almost an Earthly calling-card in fact - as only a few months earlier Nature had consumed the great Einstein. At least it was apt in a relative kind of way for anyone deeply interested in the subtle-yet-never-malicious force of such a wily killer/creator as Nature... THE MYSTERY EXPLODES INTO LIFE In telling of his experiences in Life magazine, Wasson comes across as a kind of Prometheus figure, bringing the world news of a hitherto secret gift of the Gods. Amongst dreamy 50's Technicolor photographs and numerous advertisements for miracle filter cigarettes and brands of alcohol, Wasson's article shines out like some otherworldly beacon signalling the awesome visionary power latent within the Mexican mushroom. We can only guess at the amazement that this article must have evoked in the psyche of a reader soaked in 1950's thinking and values. This was the decade of Cadillac's, rock'n roll, television, and electronic gadgetry, a decade in which the post-war generation could live happily upon the bountiful fruits of consumerism. Having recently conquered both Everest and the secret of the atom, Man seemed truly on the ascent. Unlimited atomic energy and unlimited material growth were on the cards. Nature had been tamed and set to work for our own ends. Of course, what no-one realised at this time was the devastating effect upon the environment that such a material culture would wreak. As yet unconceived in holistic organismic terms, the natural environment was a place to take the kids at the weekend, not the grounds for concern let alone the grounds for a bizarre shamanic consummation. And, after all, weren't shamans just primitive witchdoctors who spouted all sorts of unsophisticated nonsense? It must therefore have been with some surprise that Life's readers found themselves being informed about visionary fungi, a facet of the environment still wild and untamed which spoke of a very different kind of reality to that of the American dream. Deep in the south of Mexico in a small village in Oaxaca, Wasson recounts to the readers of Life how he had once more gained the confidence of a local shaman, a woman named Maria Sabina under whose guidance he was allowed to ingest sacred mushrooms. Judging from the photographs included in his account, the house where the ceremony took place was small and sparsely furnished, with various Christian icons on display. The paucity of modern furnishing however, was to belie the luxuriousness of the visionary experience that followed the ingestion of the mushrooms, the surroundings all but melting into insignificance. At 10.30pm Wasson received six pairs of mushrooms from Maria Sabina as she commenced the auspicious rite. At long last he held the elusive mystery in his trembling hands. Tangible and open to physical analysis the fungi were no native myth or figment of the imagination. But what of their legendary effect? All theory and hearsay became vanquished as Wasson ate his destiny. Like all good empiricists Wasson determined to remain objectively aloof and ward off any major psychological effects in order that he study more clearly the nature of the legendary shift in consciousness engendered by the mushroom. As noble as such efforts are however, they generally prove futile in the face of potent entheogens as one is forced to wholly succumb to the emergent global alteration in mentation. As he lay in the dark confines of the hut, the power latent within the mushroom gradually introduced itself to Wasson's consciousness. Visions began to unfold before his eyes, visions so intense and so profound that they breached the ineffable realms of religious mysticism. They began as vividly coloured art motifs of an angular nature as found on textiles and carpets. Then the visions began to evolve into resplendent palaces and gardens laid over with precious stones. At one point, Wasson perceived a great mythological beast drawing a regal chariot. Still later it seemed as if his spirit had broken free from the constraints of his body and lay suspended in mid-air viewing vast mountains rising up to the Heavens. Wasson confessed that the sights were so sharp and clear as to be more real than anything that he had previously seen with his eyes, somewhat akin to archetypes and the Platonic realm of Ideas. In Mushrooms, Russia, and History, Wasson's description of his visionary experiences is more explicit than in the Life piece. What had started out as a unique work of ethnomycology touching upon ancient Siberian shamanism, had now transformed itself into a personal testimony to the mystical shamanic experience. Coming from a man normally concerned with the world of finance, this is a truly remarkable turn of events, even the more so since he was not overtly religious. It was also the case that any of Wasson's residual mycophobia had now been utterly obliterated as the incontrovertible truth of psilocybin-induced shamanic ecstasy seized his soul. The sense of awe, the sense that he had been witness to an event of staggering cultural significance radiates these more detailed accounts, the book subsequently ending as a veritable religious treatise. At one point during the mushroom ceremony Wasson thought it as if: "...the visions themselves were about to be transcended and dark gates reaching upward beyond sight were about to part, and we were to find ourselves in the presence of the Ultimate. We seemed to be flying at the dark gates as a small swallow at a dazzling lighthouse, and the gates were to part and admit us. But they did not open, and with a thud we fell back gasping." Although the visions lasted only a minute or so by watch, Wasson noted that he experienced them as having an aeonic duration as though he had passed out of the confines of normal time. He was also certain that the visions originated from either from the Unconscious or from an inherited source of racial memory, concepts borrowed from the work of Carl Jung with which Wasson was obviously familiar. He readily conceded that the intense visionary episodes arose within him, yet they did not recall anything previously seen with his own eyes. He wondered if maybe the mushroom visions were a subconscious transmutation of things read, seen, and imagined, so much transmuted that they appeared to be new and unfamiliar. Or, mused Wasson, did the mushroom allow one to penetrate some new realm of the psyche? I assume here that Wasson was referring to something more than a personal Unconscious, and more like an organised field of intelligence or a transcendental sentience of some sort, interpreted by native shamans as a Great Spirit or God. Wasson failed to elaborate upon this matter, preferring to stick to more acceptable ideas and he ventured no further than Jungian territory in his enthusiastic speculation. Wasson was also struck by the fact that the dazzling visionary material engendered by the mushroom must reside somewhere within the mind, in a kind of latent state until the mushroom's psychoactive constituents stirred them into activity. But how, he wondered, could it be that we could all be carrying around an inventory of such wonders deep within us, wonders that the mushroom could unleash so spectacularly? Perhaps, he suggested, some creative faculty of the brain was stimulated by the sacred mushroom and that this capacity for creative thought was somehow linked to the perception of the divine. The visionary effects of the mushroom, so clearly related in some way to the experiences of religious mystics, also suggested to Wasson that such fungi might be connected in some significant way to the very origins of the religious impulse, an idea he first introduced in the Life piece and which he would constantly return to for the rest of his life. Wasson asks us if perhaps the idea of a deity arose after our primitive ancestors first consumed psychoactive mushrooms, surely a compelling scenario if we are pushed to explain the origins of religious mysticism in essentially physical terms. He was later to help coin the contemporary word entheogen to refer to these sorts of plants and fungi, a word which, although devised to mean 'becoming divine within', is more often considered to mean 'generating the divine within'. Readers of the Life article were also informed as to what the Mexican Indians themselves had to say about the mushroom. The Indians claimed that they "carry you there where God is". Always the mushroom was referred to with awe and reverence. They were not some common drug like alcohol to be taken at the drop of a hat in order to drown one's sorrows or deaden oneself to reality. On the contrary, the Indian shamans used the fungus for oracular reasons in order to cure and prophesy. Wasson was intimately familiar with the Indian's sacred traditions and he was at pains to portray this cultural phenomenon to his readers in the respectful light it deserved. No Indian ate the mushroom frivolously for excitement, rather they spoke of their use as "muy delicado", that is, perilous. A deeply inspired man, Wasson was not only the first Westerner to document the psilocybin experience, he was also the first to try and account for the mysterious effects in reasonable psychological terms, his tentative speculations all remaining valid today. It is remarkable to think that had he not had such a profoundly spiritual experience, or had his mind not been able to cope with the onslaught of a visionary dialogue, then the Mexican mushroom might well have remained a buried phenomenon to this day. Fortunately for us, this was not so and the entheogenic mystery is very much alive and 'unleashed', and, as will later become clear, is nearer to us than we might suppose. Regarding Wasson's brave attempts to provide a reasonable explanation for his experiences, I will deal with what is currently known about 'the neuropsychological how' of psilocybin in later chapters. For now it is enough to recognise that the mushroom had proved itself to be the psychological analogue of physical fire, its dazzling effects able to brush and enliven the very soul of Homo sapiens. To simply dismiss Wasson's visionary encounter as no more than the drug-induced fantasy of a middle- aged man is to miss the point completely. The significance of such a natural entheogenic experience for psychological science alone is enough to warrant our attention since psilocybin is clearly able to galvanise highly constructive systems of thought and emotion into action - that much can be said at the absolute least. Any substance able to evoke an organised flow of symbolic information seemingly issuing from somewhere outside of one's sense of self, or ego, has got to be worth studying, especially if the experience appears more real than real. And as far as the roots of the religious impulse and the actual experience of sacred transcendence is concerned, if we are truly interested in such things, if we are truly concerned with perceiving our existence in a way that is beyond the confines of a culturally-conditioned secular perspective, then we should surely have cause to consider the visionary mushroom experience. Whereas the most limited explanation for this psychological phenomenon, say in terms of creative imagination on an unprecedented scale, is still immensely important and fascinating, the more radical and speculative scenarios - which seem compelling when one has personally tasted such exhilarating forms of consciousness - offer an even greater and more brilliant conceptual view of reality. It is here, in the personal impact of the psilocybin experience upon one's perceptions of reality, that the importance of Wasson's work resides, for he was able to verbalise his psychedelic encounters in a way that captured their compelling and alluring character. Wasson had evidently shown how sacred realms of experience were not to be found in churches or in the blessings of popes and priests, but could be accessed through the consumption of entheogenic fungi. Wasson had effectively lain such a natural option at the feet of the modern world. At the end of his seminal account, Wasson discusses the accessibility of the mushroom-induced visionary realms to large numbers people whose psychological disposition was perhaps not in the same league as traditional visionaries like, for example, the poet William Blake. If Wasson was able to briefly become a visionary through eating a simple mushroom then no doubt others would want to follow suit. This inevitable social consequence of his tale was to become manifest in the next decade to a degree that he could never have anticipated, for his news of visionary fungi was instrumental in attracting the West's interest toward entheogens. As Blake had written, once the doors of perception were opened then the infinite beauty of reality could be perceived. Whether he had planned it or not, Wasson, like his contemporary Aldous Huxley, now had his foot firmly set between those perceptual doors. * As yet unnamed, its chemical structure still unknown, psilocybin thus began it's gradual infiltration of the modern technological world, flowing for the first time in and out of European human nervous systems, facilitating a spectacular kind of cerebral information processing in which the blazing divinity of Nature was potentially discernible. The world would never be the same again, as intellectuals, artists, and spiritual seekers with the aid of the psilocybin mushroom began scratching away at the restricted surface of normal everyday awareness. Such intrepid peering beyond the confines of routine perception seemed to reveal much, much more in the way of reality, allowing access to information of the most stimulating and enchanting kind, as if the mushroom was able to offer up all of Nature's best kept secrets. However, despite the widespread interest generated by his Life piece, Wasson later chose, perhaps wisely, to distance himself from the 60's psychedelic hippy culture revolving as it was around synthetic LSD. Instead, he concerned himself with investigating the role of the fly agaric mushroom in ancient Indo-European Soma cults. He also went on to make invaluable contributions to our knowledge about the use of psilocybin mushrooms by the Aztec and Mayan civilisations of ancient Mesoamerica, and we shall now step briefly back in time in order to view these historical entheogenic traditions before bringing the history of psilocybin fully up to date. Go to Chapter Two CHAPTER TWO AN ANCIENT FORM OF COMMUNION The discovery of the shamanic use of psilocybin amongst contemporary Mexican Indians was indicative of a sacred tradition that, although almost buried, had its roots firmly set in the glories of past civilisations. In particular, the great Aztec empire had been familiar with the mushroom and the various documents written by Spanish Conquistadors almost 500 years ago which mention mushroom use by the Aztecs, can be re-analysed according to what we now know of the actual entheogenic experience. Psilocybin emerges as no mere incidental feature of the natural world restricted to secretive and isolated use, rather its ritual role as a potent sacrament was overtly established within the very fabric of ancient Mesoamerican society. Until, that is, it came under the merciless gaze of the Catholic Spanish conquistadors. The Aztecs were an immensely powerful civilisation whose cultural achievements are ranked by some in the same league as those of ancient Egypt and Babylonia. Religious ideology permeated all aspects of Aztec society, driving them to conquest and expansion and giving rise to their infamous bloody human sacrifices on a scale that cannot fail to shock. Located in the Central Valley of Mexico, the Aztec capital Tenochtitlan (now Mexico city) reached it's peak of power and magnificence immediately prior to the arrival of Hernán Cortés and his gold rushing Spanish army in 1519. With the advent of the Spanish conquest, all aspects of Aztec religion including the use of the psilocybin mushroom were systematically wiped out, being condemned as devilish heresy. To the invading Spanish clergy, the Aztec's claim that certain mushrooms (some two dozen psilocybin- containing species are indigenous to Mexico) were teonanacatl, or 'God's flesh', was to admit to some blasphemous unholy communion. In the Roman Catholicism touted by the marauding conquistadors, communion with the divine was not based upon personally revealed knowledge or gnosis. Absolutely not. Rather it was the case that 'inside' information concerning the divine was considered acceptable only if one was connected to a formally established religious hierarchy within which accepted, without question, its most cherished doctrines. In other words, the organised drive of Catholicism which descended upon the Aztec nation derived its power structure through force-feeding religious dogma to its adherents. To openly question such dogma, or to criticise it, could and did mean death 500 years ago. One is therefore hard pushed to conceive of a more heretical act than that of the Aztecs consumption of supposedly divine fungi. The Catholic Spanish clergy, eager to spread their faith, would have been utterly appalled at the concept of eating some foul and unsightly fungus in order to commune with the Gods. As we shall see, this negative reaction was clearly reflected in the lively written Spanish accounts of Aztec customs. The intense disgust generated within the orthodox religious minds of the Spanish priests echoes the hatred meted out to the women accused of being satanic witches in medieval Europe as they too were found guilty of possessing heretical botanical knowledge. Whereas the Aztecs employed psilocybin mushrooms in order to induce numinous states of awareness, the witches of the Middle Ages achieved similar states using plants like henbane and belladonna. Historically it would seem that all such occult practices with plants and fungi unfortunately generate the same type of response in the male psyche of the dominator culture eager to perpetuate its own ideology, namely, unremitting persecution. The Aztec religion succumbed to just such a fate. THE CATHOLIC CONSTABULARY TAKE NOTE The Aztec's use of psilocybin is clearly revealed in many of the records made by Spanish chroniclers at the time of the conquest who diligently recorded their observations and began translating Aztec historical documents. For instance, during the coronation of Montezuma the second in 1502, we learn that teonanacatl was consumed during the celebrations. Many war captives were slaughtered to honour the new king, their hearts torn out and offered to the gods. After the grisly sacrifices, the celebrants were bathed in blood and then given raw psilocybin mushrooms to eat. Perhaps it was this kind of terrible juxtaposition that helped the finger of heresy point toward the mushroom. After all, a mass bloody sacrifice followed by some strange ritual fungal inebriation is a hellish concept to the West, yet it was bound up to the Aztec's desire to supplant their pantheon of gods. Blood spilled in the name of religion whether through war or sacrifice is, unfortunately, a kind of pious tradition that highlights the immense power of the religious impulse over the minds and souls of men. The gods of the Aztecs were deemed real, they had to be worshipped and placated. At any rate, the Aztecs utilised psilocybin in their religious rituals as well as engaging in various other rites that would have appeared horrendously alien to the invading Spanish who were unlikely to react in the manner of refined social anthropologists. The excessive sacrifices together with the deliberate intoxication with mushrooms must have sorely confused the Spanish invaders. For whilst they were at once amazed at the glorious wealth and regality of the Aztec cities that they encountered, they were less enthusiastic about the underlying psychological forces which had lead to the physical magnificence set in stone. Further accounts from the occupying Spanish clergy reveal the Aztec's use of psilocybin. Diego Duran, a sixteenth century Dominican friar translating a Nahuatl (the language spoken by the Aztecs) document, writes of the coronation of Tizoc in 1481: "And all the lords and grandees of the provinces rose, and to solemnise further the festivities, they all ate of some woodland mushrooms, which they say make you lose your senses, and thus they sallied forth all primed for the dance." On the aforementioned coronation of Montezuma, Duran tells us: "The sacrifice finished and the steps of the temple and patio bathed in human blood, they all went to eat raw mushrooms; on which food they went out of their minds, worse than if they had drunk much wine; so drunk and senseless were they that many killed themselves by their own hand, and, with the force of those mushrooms, they would see visions and have revelations of the future, the Devil speaking to them in that drunken state." Because of his own personal experiences with psilocybin, and in the light of his historical research which clearly shows the Aztec's reverence for teonanacatl, our mushroom expert Wasson came to the conclusion that Duran was imposing his own views on the matter in order to further abominise the mushroom practice. Which is to say that to identify the Devil at the heart of the psilocybin experience was an interpretation peculiar to the psyche of this 16th century friar. With his particular theological training he would have had no choice but to sniff the sulphurous traces of the Devil in the Aztec's unusual entheogenic rites. Duran's reading of psilocybin-inspired suicides from the Nahuatl texts is therefore more than likely exaggerated translation than actual fact. Another friar, the Franciscan Bernardino de Sahagun, also left us an account of native mushroom use. In the Florentine Codex he writes of a merchant's celebration: "At the very first, mushrooms had been served. They ate them at a time when, they said, the shell trumpets were blown. They ate no more food; they only drank chocolate during the night. And they ate the mushrooms with honey. When the mushrooms took effect on them, then they danced, then they wept. But some while still in command of their senses entered and sat there by the house on their seats; they danced no more, but only sat there nodding." On the face of it, this would seem to be a less biased portrayal of psilocybin use, though in the following report, also by Sahagun, he soon slides into the familiar tabloid-like sensationalist mode whilst describing mushroom use: "It is called teonanacatl. It grows on the plains, in the grass. The head is small and round, the stem long and slender. It is bitter and burns; it burns the throat. It makes one besotted; it deranges one, troubles one.... He who eats of them sees many things which make him afraid, or make him laugh. He flees, hangs himself, hurls himself from a cliff, cries out, takes fright." Such scare stories are parodied by the rumours that surrounded LSD use in the sixties. People were supposedly hurling themselves from high-rise apartments and foolishly attempting to stop motorway traffic by the power of thought alone. In actuality, of all the millions of doses of LSD taken in the 1960's there were only a handful of deaths through misadventure resulting from LSD's effects. It appears that any psychedelic substance with a powerful mystique seems to instil fear in those who are unfamiliar with its effects and who are easily threatened by the unknown. Moreover, such fear often precedes persecution and the spreading of inaccurate information, which is why it is so important to have an unconditional flow of informed, hysteria-free knowledge regarding the psychological action of visionary plants and fungi. One hopes then, that we live in more enlightened times. The fact remains however, that the Aztec's use of psychoactive agents, which included the use of other entheogenic agents like the morning glory plant (whose seeds contain LSD-related compounds), proved to be so abhorrent to the Spanish that they sought to drive the all such practices to extinction. That they were successful in forcibly burying the mushroom is made clear by the academic events in the early part of this century, since it was erroneously believed that there never were any intoxicating mushrooms to be found in Mexico in the first place. It was assumed by scholars that a confusion had been made by the obviously dim-witted Spanish historians, and that dried peyote cactus buttons (containing the visionary alkaloid mescaline) were the legendary teonanacatl. At the time of this botanical conjecture, or blunder as it was, in 1915, it went completely unchallenged by the academic fraternity and remained unchallenged until a species of hallucinogenic mushroom still being used in Huautla was identified in 1938. Perhaps then, we should conclude that mycophobia is not merely a cultural phenomenon but a remorseless genetic trait, an idea Wasson would certainly have appreciated since he was to come across much in the way of scholarly disregard as to the religious role of psilocybin within ancient Mesoamerican culture. It is only since Wasson's work has come to be acknowledged, that historians have begun to realise that psychedelic agents like the Mexican mushroom have the power to move people, that their tremendous psychological impact was significant in shaping the belief systems of those cultures who used them. The point that Wasson was continually at pains to make was that one should never underestimate the cultural and historical role of entheogenic flora, although, of course, he came to this conclusion by way of his own personal psychedelic experiences. Alas, such personal insights are not shared by most other Mesoamerican scholars. ILLUMINATING FLOWERS One of the most remarkable pieces of evidence testifying to the exalted role conferred upon the psilocybin mushroom by the Aztecs, is in the form of an early sixteenth century statue of the god Xochipilli or 'The Prince of Flowers'. The significance of this magnificent piece of art was first recognised by Wasson and thereafter the real message that it conveyed became glaringly apparent. The statue represents a cross-legged male figure - the god Xochipilli - caught up in an ecstatic trance. There can be no mistake. The very essence of ecstasy has been captured in stone. The arms, legs, and base of this stone-carved ecstatic prince carry stylised engravings of flowers, and on each of the four sides of the base of the statue are carved mushroom motifs. These mushroom motifs also appear upon the subject so enraptured. Until these carvings came under the attentive gaze of Wasson, they had never been botanically identified. Wasson realised that the stylised flowers were the key to deciphering the true meaning of the Aztec statue and, moreover, the very meaning of 'flowers' in classic Aztec literature. As soon as Wasson intimated the statue's full raison d'être, he immediately contacted noted ethnobotanist Richard Evans Schultes at Harvard's Botanical Museum, who was the obvious man to consult regarding botanical analysis of the motifs. Schultes was subsequently confident enough to identify the carved 'flowers' as; Nicotiana tabacum - the common tobacco plant considered sacred by almost all native American cultures; Turbina corymbosa - a species of morning glory whose hallucinogenic seeds are known to have been employed by Mesoamerican cultures; and another identified as Heimia salicifolia - also a psychoactive species. Wasson noted that these species were representative of the Aztec's most revered plants, hence there were no depictions of less esteemed plants such as were employed by the Aztecs to make pulque or maize beer. Wasson believed that previous ignorance of the statue's true nature reflected the aforementioned widespread failing of historians to acknowledge the important role that psilocybin mushrooms and other sacred flora played in Mesoamerican history. He writes: "Our statue of Xochipilli serves us as a touchstone, as a cultural Rosetta Stone, bypassing the friars encumbered with their theological preconceptions, speaking to us directly with the voice of the pre- Conquest Aztecs." It appears then, that the Spanish clergy were ultimately unsuccessful in silencing the claims made by their subdued and conquered subjects; messages in stone speak louder than words and provide rock-hard testimony to the Aztec's sacred links to the natural environment, with its varied potent botanical offspring. What exactly the Aztecs experienced through psilocybin remains debatable, although we can be sure that their psychedelic visions were vivid and convincing enough for them to regard the mushroom as being a link to the divine realm, no less than the appearance of God's flesh upon the Earth. Wasson also went on to study pre-Conquest Aztec poetry written in the native Nahuatl language. When this poetry first became accessible to the West, it had been noted that 'flowers' were referred to often. Peculiarly often in fact. Moreover, the oft mentioned 'flowers' were seldom, if ever, distinguished from one another. Like the statue of Xochipilli, Wasson realised that the 'flowers' referred to visionary plants, most notably the psilocybin mushroom. For instance, the poetry speaks of 'the flowers that inebriate', 'the joyous flowers', 'the flowers without roots', 'the precious flowers', and so on. Careful study shows that Nahuatl poetry is teeming with such embellished references to 'flowers'. This makes sense only if we accept that the Aztecs worshipped the mushroom and other entheogenic plants because of their transcendental psychological effects and thence set their praises to poetry. As in the sculpting of the 'Prince of Flowers', the Aztec poets who wrote of 'flowers' were producing their art from direct experience, their works channelling their deific respect. As a final testimony to the Aztec's use of psilocybin, mushroom motifs are also to be found in pre- Conquest codices (the existing pictorial records of the Aztecs themselves) in particular within the pages of the Vienna Codex, an historical document rich in pictographic information on the mythological Origin of Things. One page of this Codex depicts the famous Mesoamerican god Quetzalcoatl being tutored in the use of mushrooms. There is no ambiguity in the depictions - an entire page clearly portrays ritual mushroom use. PSYCHEDELIC TEMPLES Prior to the Aztec's rise to dominance and before the time of the Toltecs reign previous to them, the premier ritual centre of pre-Columbian Mesoamerica was the mighty city of Teotihuacan located in the north-eastern Valley of Mexico, near Mexico city. Dating from 150 BC. to A.D.750, little is known about the Teotihuacans although Aztec legends equate this city with the birthplace of their deities. Its very name was given by the Aztecs who had discovered it 600 years after its mysterious collapse and means 'Place of the Gods' in Nahuatl. Due to the immense scale of Teotihuacan's religious architecture which includes the spectacular Pyramids of the Sun and Moon and highly sophisticated wall paintings rife with ornate serpent motifs, it can be reasonably assumed that it was the centre of an important religious cult. The overt presence of serpent motifs upon the architecture is a strong indication of religious worship since the pantheon of almost all Mesoamerican cultures include mythical serpentine entities, such as the feathered serpent god Quetzalcoatl. Elaborately stylised serpents were used both to represent gods and to symbolise divine power penetrating the mundane world. Their fearsome presence on and around temples signified that the temple was a sacred place to be guarded from profane intrusion. Of most concern here are the style and content of the numerous mural paintings which adorn most of Teotihuacan's temples and shrines. In these murals we once more find depictions of various flowers, one of which is the morning glory (either Turbina corymbosa or Ipomoea violacea). As stated, the seeds of this plant species contain LSD-related compounds known to have been used by the Aztecs for religious communion. It is therefore reasonable to assume that the temple-goers at Teotihuacan knew of, and thus utilised, the psychedelic effect of the morning glory. Whether mushrooms are depicted in the temple murals is a somewhat contentious issue. Whilst Wasson affirmed this and pointed out what he considered to be mushroom symbols, these same motifs have been identified by other Mesoamerican scholars as representing the water-lilly. Although various related African species of water-lilly are thought to be psychoactive, it has not been established whether the New World variety are equally as potent. Either way, Wasson conjectured that the various temples of Teotihuacan, decorated as they are with depictions of psychedelic plants (the morning glory at least), were sacred sites where the ritual ingestion of entheogens took place. SECRET PSYCHEDELIC LEGACIES Such an historical concept in which indigenous visionary agents are consumed ritually in order to induce theophany and religious solidarity should come as no surprise. In ancient Greece the classic Eleusinian Mystery cult echoes the inferred scenario occurring at Teotihuacan. The mystery rites which took place each year at Eleusis near Athens, centred around the drinking of some secret potion that granted a numinous vision to initiates, the entire sacred ceremony taking place within the guarded confines of a hallowed temple. Recent theories have proposed that this Eleusinian drink was made from ergotised barley which would mean that it contained entheogenic substances since ergot, a tiny plant fungus which grows on wheat and barley, contains a number of LSD-related compounds. Though this psychedelic scenario has not been confirmed and remains merely an engaging hypothesis (ergot is also potentially toxic), the point is that the potion was almost certain to have contained some form of entheogenic alkaloid with the capacity to engender the type of mystical experience attested to in Greek historical literature. Wasson thus assumed that Teotihuacan was a Mesoamerican equivalent to Eleusis, that is, that both were sacred places where visionary agents were administered in a ritual context. Clearly the morning glory plant was utilised for its psychoactive effect by the Teotihuacans (assuming of course that they did not just like the look of it) as the various murals testify, and it would follow that psilocybin mushrooms would also have been ingested had their properties been known at the time. THE BIRTH OF THE RELIGIOUS IMPULSE Claims which infer that psychoactive plants and fungi played a major role in ancient religion might be considered to belittle religion in some way, as though one were reducing everything to 'damnable drugs'. Nothing is further from the truth. Far from reducing the religion, the religion becomes firmly entwined with the unequivocal numinous effects of vision-inducing fungi and plant species. That is the strength and force of such species. They cannot fail but have a dramatic impact. Anyone like Wasson who has made the sacred connection within their psyche through the action of natural psychedelics knows of their profoundly religious/spiritual impact. Ultimately one comes to suspect, like Wasson, that the very historical source of Homo sapiens' religious impulse lies in our ancestor's primeval encounters with raw entheogenic species like the psilocybin mushroom which are effective without the need for elaborate preparation. This scenario does not lessen religion, it empowers it, giving it an unstoppable impetus created through the effect of visionary alkaloids in opening up the boundless capacities of the human mind. God becomes connected to a level or state of consciousness, an inwardly felt presence mysteriously welling up from the depths of the psyche and not from some abstract religious dogma. However, religious dogma might well allude to the experience, and indeed testify to the reality of entheogen-induced theophany. Yet, once a detailed knowledge of the plant or fungus in question is lost in the hazy mists of time, then any lingering memory of it's original entheogenic power will be no more than words, an echo of a once living mystery. The greatest reason to embrace an entheogenic fungus or plant-orientated explanation for the rise of the religious impulse however is that it is couched in wholly naturalistic terms, therefore lending itself to scientific study. If a man claims to have had a life-changing theophany then that is one thing. But if he bears in his hand the very method whereby he attained such an experience then you are obliged, if you wish to determine the man's claims, to explore and verify the means. In more ways than one, psychedelic plants and fungi must be taken seriously in their role in the development of religious ideology. As stated, their historical influence can never be overestimated. MUSHROOMS AND THE MAYA Psilocybin mushroom use has also been associated with the spectacular Mayan civilisation of Mesoamerica, whose Classic period held sway from 250 to 900 AD.. At the turn of this century Guatemalan 'mushroom stones' came to the attention of archaeologists. These Mayan relics, of which hundreds have been found, some dating as far back as 1000 BC., were initially considered to be phallic representations though the current consensus is that the mushroom stones reflect a Mayan religious mushroom cult. To bolster support for this theory, it has been noted that some of the stone mushrooms are carved emerging from human figures with trance-like facial expressions. Others are linked to kneeling female figures at a metate, a kind of work surface upon which plant items are crushed. When Wasson first explored mushroom use in Huautla in the 1950's, metates were still sometimes used in order to grind mushrooms so that an entheogenic infusion could be made. Still other of the mushroom stones carry 'toad' effigies at their base, and this creature has always been mysteriously linked with psychoactive fungi the world over, perhaps because of knowledge that certain toads exude hallucinogenic alkaloids from their skin glands (incidentally, this odd 'toady' fact might also account for the fairy story The Frog Prince since magical events happen after a frog has been 'kissed'). Is there any other evidence that the Maya employed psilocybin mushrooms in their religion? A look at Mayan codices might help on this matter, yet our not-so-delightful conquering Spanish priests have hindered such study due to their blundering haste in burning everything that stood in their theological way, including virtually all Mayan scriptures. As an example, consider the fact that in 1562, one Diego de Landa, a hardened Spanish priest of some frightening zeal, seized thousands of Mayan 'idols' and books, burning all and sundry as though it were worthless. Among the treasures destroyed were 27 roles and signs of hieroglyphics, invaluable sources of knowledge about the Mayan civilisation. Landa commented: " We found among them a number of books written in these characters and as they contained nothing in which there were not to be found superstitions and devilish lies, we burned them all, which they regretted to an amazing degree and caused them great affliction." Such a foolish and insensitive act has left the world with only a handful of Mayan codices on which to assess Mayan customs and beliefs. Within two of these remaining works, the Popul Vuh and the Annals of Cakchiquels, are references to psychoactive fungi, but there is no indication as to the extent of their role within Mayan belief systems. In the Books of Chilam Balam there is mention of trance-like states, though no mention of hallucinogenic plants. Again, in many Mayan relief carvings, which seem to possess a psychedelic air about them, are found scenes depicting visionary ecstasy though plants are not explicitly shown. Some scholars have therefore rejected the notion that the Maya employed natural entheogenic agents in their religious rituals (despite the existence of the many mushroom stones) and have opted instead for the alternative view that the Maya, unlike the martial psilocybin-using Aztecs who were to follow, were of a radically different nature and temperament. However, recently discovered Mayan mural paintings have depicted fearsome looking battle scenes so that it is not absolutely certain that these two cultures were so different. It is worth looking more closely at the actual similarity in religious belief between the Maya and Aztecs, as it demonstrates a common historical thread connecting the two cultures. Both peoples divided the cosmos into upper worlds and lower worlds with their respective gods. Both believed in the cyclical destruction and regeneration of the Earth, and both followed a ritual 260 day calendar. Bearing in mind these cultural similarities, it has been reasonably suggested that the Maya also utilised the mushroom as well as other psychedelic agents and that this practice influenced the nature of ancient Mesoamerican cosmology. It has also recently come to light, as many Mayan vases and pieces of pottery attest, that the classical Mayan elite used enemas. The objects which depict scenes of enema use date from the first millennium AD.. The daunting practice of administering enemas has been well documented in South American native peoples. In particular, it has been established that the Incas introduced hallucinogenic infusions into the body via enema, using bulbed syringes made from local rubber sap. Apparently, the use of an enema to introduce psychoactive compounds into the body is almost as effective with regard to speed of action as is the method of intravenous injection. It's effectiveness with hallucinogens occurs because the colon is the receptive site of the enema and this is where absorption by the bloodstream occurs. A number of scholars have therefore claimed that hallucinogenic brews were involved in these Mayan enema rites and thus psilocybin might well have been employed in this manner. We should also be aware that much Mayan artwork is given over to portrayals of 'vision serpents' manifesting themselves before entranced members of the Mayan nobility. As I stated earlier, to the Mayan mind serpents represented the entry of divine forces into normal reality, and to depict fantastically decorated serpents hovering above an enraptured individual signified a communion with the gods. Such individuals are often shown holding a special receptacle. This object is believed to either hold blood from a bloodletting rite or an hallucinogenic brew, both alternatives offering an effective avenue for attaining a desired visionary state of consciousness. Taking into account all of this data, particularly the hundreds of elaborately carved mushroom stones so far uncovered, many historians are compelled to accept that the Maya utilised entheogenic flora including psilocybin mushrooms, and that the visionary realms made accessible by these plants and fungi influenced the development of the Mayan cosmological and religious outlook on reality. SOME COLOMBIAN TREASURES ALSO RING A BELL Psilocybin mushroom use has also been inferred in prehispanic Colombia due to the discovery of 100's of beautiful gold objects belonging to the Sinú culture, dated circa 1200 AD. These are decorative anthropomorphic works of art which characteristically carry two bell-shaped forms atop the head and were originally referred to by historians as 'telephone-bell gods'. Some of these bell-shaped forms are tipped with a small peak whilst others are soldered onto the main body of the anthropomorphic figure by 
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