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Author’s Note

Readers should be aware that it is illegal in the United States and many other countries to ingest or in some cases even to possess ayahuasca, the psychedelic Amazonian “tea” that is the subject of this book.* My writing about ayahuasca, and my personal experiences with it, are not endorsements for the unsupervised or recreational use of it or any other consciousness-altering substance. Although research has suggested that ayahuasca is biologically safe, especially if one follows traditional dietary restrictions, it can cause psychological and even physical harm if not used properly and with spiritual sobriety. I have experienced ayahuasca only in its sacramental and ceremonial context, under the guidance of a trained Peruvian ayahuasquero. I consider my work with ayahuasca to be part of my continuing training in the spiritual arts of Peru and of my personal spiritual journey.

It has only been recently, in the past two decades, that the U.S. government has allowed researchers to once again begin clinical studies with psychedelics such as DMT (dimethyltryptamine) and MDMA, more commonly known as Ecstasy. Indiscriminate and uninformed use of these substances by individuals interested in exploring states of consciousness* could jeopardize this opportunity for our society to open a considered, mature debate about the beneficial uses of consciousness-altering substances and to overcome the media-induced myths about their perceived dangers. I urge young psychonauts, whose presence is most evident on the plethora of Internet sites dealing with ayahuasca and other psychoactives, to not repeat the mistakes of their compatriots from the sixties and seventies whose abuse of such substances contributed to the government’s decision to criminalize them.

It is my hope that vicariously sharing my experiences with ayahuasca—from the most terrifying to the most sublime—will allow readers to develop respect for the sacramental use of this powerful “plant teacher” in the context of its ancient tradition. Ayahuasca has been in use in the Amazonian regions of South America for thousands of years. Ayahuasqueros passed on, from generation to generation, fairly uniform ways of using this and other plant teachers. There are reasons for the diet retreat, for the darkened conditions, for the sacred songs—for almost every aspect of an ayahuasca ceremony. I believe that we have nothing new to invent or discover about how to use ayahuasca in the most beneficial ways. Both individual psychonauts and medical researchers cast off what they may view as the ritual “trappings” of the ayahuasca ceremony to their own detriment.

* Actually, the legal status of ayahuasca use in the United States is hard to pin down. DMT (dimethyltryptamine), a component of ayahuasca tea, is a Schedule 1 substance and hence illegal, but the status of the ayahuasca liana is somewhat murky. Since the ayahuasca vine (Banisteriopsis caapi) doesn’t contain DMT, it is not illegal. But because the tea is brewed with chacruna or other DMT-containing plants, it is illegal. Of late the Federal Drug Administration has been cracking down on shipments of ayahuasca vine, often imported as an herb into the United States, and there are legal challenges here and abroad that should soon define the situation more clearly. As someone speaking and writing publicly about this visionary plant, I choose to take a conservative stance in this issue as a matter of propriety.

* Hereafter I use the term “psychonauts” to describe people who are serious explorers of the realms of consciousness through the use of psychoactives.


INTRODUCTION

Exploring Ayahuasca

“I was the world in which I walked, and what I saw / Or heard or felt came not from but myself; / And there I found myself more truly and more strange.”1 These lines from Wallace Stevens’s “Tea at the Palaz of Hoon” speak to what I feel as I attempt to write about ayahuasca, the consciousness-altering plant brew of the South American Amazon. Through partaking of ayahuasca, I did indeed find myself “more truly” than ever before and yet “more strange” than I anticipated. So when trying to explain to people what my experiences with ayahuasca were like, I become strangely inarticulate for one who is a writer and editor. At such times I feel tempted to quote Wallace Stevens. For me, many of his lines and stanzas strike to the bone of the ayahuasca experience. Stevens was writing about aesthetics and poetry, language and meaning—subjects that are not entirely foreign to the ayahuasca experience. Is there any area of inquiry foreign to the ayahuasca experience? I doubt it. Ayahuasca is not only an experience of body, mind, and spirit but also one of meaning, both epistemological and ontological. It is an experience that transcends its botany and pharmacology, its medicinal and curative tradition, and its Amazonian roots.

Ayahuasca expertly “debones” the mind, perhaps even the spirit, and certainly consensual reality and the contexts of meaning. This bitter jungle brew can saw through the gristle and tendons that hold the meat of who we are—or who we think we are—to the bone of body. It frees us in ways inexplicable to those who have not experienced it. This millennia-old sacrament can expose the marrow of our delusions and our desires, sucking out the stem cells of the I for infusion into a more cosmic Self. It can wickedly trim the fat of our sureties and fillet our beliefs, plopping them matter-of-factly under the see-through wrapping of the Styrofoam tray of our cultural traditions.

But my prose, purple as it is, pales next to Stevens’s superbly hued words, which, for me, articulate why it is impossible, really, to describe the ayahuasca experience:

Description is revelation. It is not
The thing described, nor false facsimile.

It is an artificial thing that exists
In its own seeming, plainly visible,

Yet not too closely the double of our lives,
Intenser than any actual life could be2

That last line, “Intenser than any actual life could be,” actually does describe ayahuasca. Drinking the brew can blast you off the scale of intensity, which is why it is so important to have an experienced guide nearby.

I emphasize the difficulty of describing the experience of ayahuasca because it is largely beyond the scope of language and needs to be experienced directly for full understanding. The allure of ayahuasca—and perhaps one of the reasons it and synthetic DMT* are growing in popularity—is precisely that it can take you to such intensely strange places within and without, places you ultimately have to go yourself if you want to truly understand what others who have been to similar places are talking about. The descriptions of people’s journeys are so incredible that if you have even the slightest tendency toward traveling the inner realms, toward being a psychonaut, you will probably feel compelled to take the trip yourself.

Since it is so difficult to describe the experience of ayahuasca, why write a book about it at all? There are already several good compilations of people’s ayahuasca journeys from which those who do not plan to take the trip themselves can catch a glimpse of the landscape or which those who are about to head out can use as a guidebook that at least highlights the attractions. There are also many books that serve as educational background reading and that orient us in the ancient traditions of the ayahuasqueros, the healer-shamans of the jungle who are masters of preparing and using ayahuasca. These types of books teach the pharmacology of ayahuasca and its ethnobotanical history. They orient us to the difference between doing psychedelics recreationally and partaking of entheogens (literally, “manifesting the divine within”) for spiritual awareness and personal growth.* They raise serious issues about the psychological conditions that affect our experience, especially the importance of “set” and “setting” (personal intention and the environment in which you take the substance, respectively).

This book intends neither of those objectives. If there is an objective beyond being a personal chronicle of my own journey toward, through, and out the other side of ayahuasca, it is this: to instill a respect for using ayahuasca in the way that indigenous peoples have done for millennia. There is a purpose for every aspect of the traditional ayahuasca session, and we would do well to know that tradition and to follow it whenever we can. The problem is that many of the people who log on to chat rooms, post messages to boards on Internet ayahuasca sites, or seek ayahuasca experiences by joining tour groups to South America haven’t got a clue that there is a protocol for taking ayahuasca. If they are aware of the procedures, they often do not follow them. Many of the inner explorers who do understand the context of indigenous ritual express the opinion that as ayahuasca use finds its way out of the indigenous Amazonian cultures and into modern Western cultures, we are free to adapt its use in our own way. I take issue with this opinion, for what gets lost in the translation is the reality that for indigenous users, ayahuasca, the Mother of All Plants, is a sentient being and not just a visionary plant substance. According to ayahuasqueros and indigenous ayahuasca-using cultures, the preparations for undertaking an ayahuasca journey were given to them by the spirit of the plant itself. This kind of at-face-value acceptance of the reality that plants have spirits—and that those spirits can communicate with humans—is foreign to our culture, and yet who are we to think we know better? Our Western hubris, our seeing the world through the lens of our own material-realist belief structure, has been a problem across the board—from missionaries to anthropologists to ethnobotanists—when it comes to our relationship of inquiry to indigenous, and especially shamanic, cultures. And so I urge caution to psychonauts who think they know better than the people who first developed a relationship with this potent visionary plant, this plant spirit.

Despite the impressive level of knowledge about the chemistry and preparation of ayahuasca and its analogs by participants on Internet sites and the sincerity of their intent in their use of entheogens, there remains a worrisome level of ignorance about its traditional use. Some of the questions I have seen repeated over and over on Internet sites include the following: What is a typical ayahuasca diet and why should we follow it, whether we are taking ayahuasca in the jungle or in a darkened living room? What is the role of music, especially the sacred icaros, in an ayahuasca session? And why won’t Enya or Pink Floyd serve as a substitute? More philosophical questions I have extrapolated from my Internet browsing include the following: When does an ayahuasca journey begin—with the swallowing of the brew, or with the personal preparation for the journey (which can start days or even weeks before the actual ingestion of the entheogen)? Where does it end? What can we learn about ourselves, our community or world, and our reality by altering our consciousness? How does ayahuasca reverberate through our lives? Should we even expect it to? Can we trust the visions and insights—or the nightmares—ayahuasca shows us?

Why is it important to offer possible answers to these questions? Because ayahuasca and synthetic DMT—the active ingredient in the ayahuasca brew—are fast becoming the psychedelics of choice for the “underground.” Which means they are about to burst through to the surface of our culture. I would hate to see our ignorance about ayahuasca make a fiasco of the use of this soul-inspiring substance, as has happened with other hallucinogenics in the United States. The popular emergence of psychedelics during the 1960s and 1970s resulted in a political backlash and the prohibition of LSD and other substances. Most hallucinogens were banned during this era as Schedule 1 drugs. Consequently, the therapeutic or spiritual use of LSD and other psychedelics was and continues to be lost to the vast majority of citizens and their supporting medical institutions.

I am encouraged that current underground ayahuasca and synthetic-DMT users seem not to be recreational drug users but sincere seekers of the inner spiritual realms. Dr. Rick Strassman, the psychiatrist and clinical researcher who in the early 1990s led the first FDA-approved study of synthetic DMT, calls it the “spirit molecule.”3 I have many reservations about the set and setting of Dr. Strassman’s study and his conclusions about the value of entheogens. Nonetheless, it is heartening that there is a revitalization, as lethargic as it is, of research into the possible benefits of consciousness-altering substances. Even more heartening is the resacralization of the Western world by the throngs of spiritual seekers who are dawning a “new old age” through their study of shamanism and other nature-based spiritual pursuits.

I see evidence of a new intensity in the search for meaning, especially in the form of a reaching back to retrieve knowledge from shamanic cultures. More and more of us are abandoning the existentialism of our immediate forebears, rejecting the determinism of evolutionary biology and genetics as they are espoused by mainstream science, and becoming ever more disgusted with the environmentally destructive and soul-deadening effects of our consumer-driven materialism. We are forming an ever more vocal and visible countermovement to the reentrenchment of fundamentalism in its many forms, religious to political. I refer readers to Daniel Pinchbeck’s splendid autobiographical book, Breaking Open the Head: A Psychedelic Journey into the Heart of Contemporary Shamanism, for a considered account of how psychoactives are playing a part in this re-visioning of who we are and who we want to become. Aspects of my own journey from a skeptical, intellectual rationalist to a spiritual curiosity seeker to an inhabitant of a shamanized universe are mirrored in Pinchbeck’s journey. Now that I have had my own head broken open by the Mother of All Plants, I have to admit that all my years of shamanic journeying did not really prepare me for the bizarreness of the other realities I touched through ayahuasca. Like Pinchbeck, now that my head has been sundered, my sureties about who I am and what “it” all means are slipping out like so much gray matter. In the final chapter of this book I attempt a summation of what “it” all means to me, but I must warn readers that my summation is little more than a suturing together of many lines of inquiry and displays no surgical precision of thought.

It is my hope that we can, as a society, grow up enough to treat ayahuasca, synthetic DMT, and other entheogens as doorways to spirit. There seems to be a slow-growing consensus that labeling all psychedelic substances as dangerous is a myopic view that is at the very least naive. Perhaps we as a society are ready to mature in our view of how natural, or synthetic, entheogenic substances might be beneficial in the medical and psychotherapeutic arenas and to our evolution as individuals and societies. But perhaps I am being overly optimistic. In any case, after experiencing ayahuasca myself, reading dozens of books and articles, and browsing on ayahuasca Web sites, I have reached the conclusion that it is time for a nonscientist who has used ayahuasca in the traditional way to describe what it was like and why the rigors of partaking of ayahuasca this way were worth it.

This book is a chronicle of my experience with ayahuasca, supplemented by my subsequent readings in the ayahuasca literature and the input of a few others who consented to share their experiences and insights. In part 1 I describe my introduction to ayahuasca and my subjective reaction to it. I also briefly cover the factual, objective aspects of ayahuasca. I relate my preparation for heading into the jungle to partake of ayahuasca in the traditional way, and some of the strange, even inexplicable events that preceded my journey. In part 2 I discuss the jungle experience itself, covering the diet retreat, my four jungle ayahuasca sessions, and the use of other plant teachers. I have reproduced conversations from my memory, journal notes, and tape recordings. This book is a personal chronicle of what it was like for me to travel deep into the Amazon jungle to meet Mother Ayahuasca on her turf and on her terms. This is what she showed me, and how. This is what I make of it all.

[image: Image]

A few final notes before I begin my story: As I have already pointed out, the DMT in the ayahuasca brew is a Schedule 1 substance in the United States—it is illegal to ingest it. Ayahuasca, the vine and the tea, are not illegal in Peru. Still, at the request of my fellow journeyers, I have used pseudonyms for everyone who was on this trip (except for my husband, John), as well as for all the participants I mention (except for my sister-in-law Karla) from other ayahuasca sessions in which I participated. I have also protected their privacy by changing the specifics of their places of residence, professions, and the like. In addition, the names and identifying characteristics of the ayahuasquero with whom I work and his assistant, who is from the United States, have been changed. I call this ayahuasquero don Luis. Don Luis is very private in his work because he does not want his jungle retreat to be inundated with spiritual seekers hunting the ayahuasca experience. As you will read in this book, he believes ayahuasca is for everyone, but he is not in the ayahuasca tourism business. He is a healer foremost, and he wants to keep it that way. For that reason, I have agreed not to reveal any geographical details that could lead someone to his jungle camp. I trust that these omissions will not detract from the tale.

Finally, although I conducted months of research before writing this book, I certainly am no expert on either ayahuasca or the Amazon. As a former academic and a professional writer, I have tried to be a careful researcher and a truthful chronicler of my experience, and I take full responsibility for any factual errors or misinterpretations that may occur in this book.

* I will discuss DMT, both the natural psychoactive ingredient in the ayahuasca admixture and the synthetic version of it, in more detail in chapter 2.

* The term entheogen was coined in the 1970s to describe the use of psychedelic substances as a way to access the sacredness of inner realms and to differentiate the recreational or therapeutic uses of such substances from their sacramental use. I briefly discuss these distinctions, and the panoply of terminology for psychedelics, in chapter 2.


PART ONE
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The Beautiful Strangeness Begins
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Meeting Ayahuasca

. . . Beauty is nothing
but the beginning of terror, which we still are just able to endure,
and we are so awed because it serenely disdains
to annihilate us.

—RILKE, DUINO ELEGIES

I never thought I would drink ayahuasca. Although I was a teenager during the late 1960s and came of age in the 1970s, I had not participated in the drug culture of that time. Sure, I had tried marijuana a few times while in high school, but I didn’t like it. It only put me to sleep, and I never saw its attractions. As for other drugs, especially psychedelics, I simply had no interest in messing with my brain cells. My metaphysical curiosity was well satisfied by my practice of mantra meditation. By the early 1980s I was already married, a four-year veteran of the air force, and immersed in school, having attended college under the old G.I. Bill. I excelled in school and received a master’s degree in English from Purdue University in 1986; then I began work on my Ph.D. in modern literature. I completed doctoral course work, but in 1988 I decided to leave academia without that final degree, disillusioned by the academy’s publish-or-perish mind-set and disgusted with the state of literary criticism at that time, which was ensnared in the circular reasoning and logical absurdities of deconstruction and other such postmodern philosophies. My husband and I moved back to my home state of Massachusetts, where I worked for two years as a librarian and then left the nine-to-five world to earn my keep as a freelance writer and editor. By 1993 my husband and I had become immersed in the study of shamanism, especially the Andean spiritual arts. My many trips to Peru and my work with the Q’ero Indians led to the publication of my book Keepers of the Ancient Knowledge. Since the mountain spiritual tradition of Peru does not involve the use of consciousness-altering substances, I had no compulsion to experiment with them.

But I had several offers over the years. Peru is a country of spiritual contrasts, and the indigenous spiritual tradition of the Andes region is markedly different from that of the San Pedro-using northern tradition* and the ayahuasca-using Amazonian tradition. Several of my friends from the States had gone into the jungle to experience ayahuasca, and they brought back alluring tales. One told me that everyone had to try ayahuasca at least once in order to get his or her “life message.” But I didn’t bite.

Interestingly, I was even encouraged—well, “encouraged” may be too emphatic a term—to try ayahuasca by the man who is most responsible for making its botanical secrets known to the West, the late Dr. Richard Evans Schultes. I was recently rereading Wade Davis—a former student of Dr. Schultes at Harvard and a terrific writer—and his reminiscence of a conversation he had with Dr. Schultes about ayahuasca, and it called to mind my own conversation with Dr. Schultes. In his book One River, Davis writes that when he went to see Dr. Schultes for advice before his own first, yearlong trip to South America, Schultes told Davis not to return from Colombia without having sampled the Vine of the Soul, which is a literal translation of the Quechua word ayahuasca.1 Davis reports that Dr. Schultes claimed “a power lay within this plant.”2

Dr. Schultes once made the same suggestion to me. He and I lived in the same town, Melrose, Massachusetts, and he was among the most eminent of Melrosians.† I knew of him but had never met him, until one morning in early 1994. As a freelance writer and editor, I would often walk down the street from where I lived to the Green Street Pharmacy, a tiny nook of a store, where I could make copies cheaply. The copy machine was stationed by the front door, near the pharmacy counter and across from the three rows of shelves that were crammed with everything from zinc throat tablets to crutches to inexpensive, and often yellowing, greeting cards, and I would shoot the breeze with the pharmacist as I ran the pages, one by one, through the copier. One day Dr. Schultes walked in to fill a prescription. The pharmacist knew of my interest in the Andes, that I was soon leaving for my first trip to Peru to walk the Inca Trail into Machu Picchu, and that I studied the spiritual arts of the Q’ero Indians of central Peru, so he introduced me to Dr. Schultes.

I remember Dr. Schultes as tall and lanky, with close-cropped hair, glasses, and the frail look of aging about him. He seemed genuinely interested in my upcoming journey. We talked for the few minutes it took for his prescription to be filled. Mostly he asked me questions, and as he was leaving, he asked if I would have the chance to try ayahuasca while I was in Peru. “No,” I replied, “the Q’ero are from the mountains, and they don’t work with those kinds of substances.” He smiled and said something like, “Well, if you ever get the chance, you should try it. You might find it interesting.”

From what I have since read about Professor Schultes from people who knew him well, that kind of understatement was characteristic. And understatement it was. Ayahuasca is certainly “interesting.”

Finally, in 2000, I felt ready to take the plunge. I had been doing intense spiritual and energetic work for more than a decade, and I was steadfastly getting to know myself from the inside out. I had lived through adventures in the Andes that were both immeasurably uplifting and downright perilous. While most of my trips there were in some way or another physically and emotionally daunting, one trip in particular had tested the limits of my fear, or perhaps the threshold of my foolhardiness. While on the way to Q’ollorit’i, a sacred Andean festival held at the base of a more than sixteen-thousand-foot-high glacial mountain, my horse slipped into a crevasse. Miraculously, I escaped unharmed, as did the horse. So, although earlier in my life I had been relatively timid, Peru had turned me stouthearted, at least in terms of my physical self.

The decision to finally try ayahuasca, however, raised all kinds of other fears. I had never taken a psychedelic,* so how could I even think of drinking the brew known as “green magic,” one of the most potently psychoactive brews known? Would I be able to handle the experience mentally and emotionally? What happened if I had a bad trip? Although at that time I had read only slightly in the literature, I knew that a “good” ayahuasca trip could be excruciatingly intense, so I could not even fathom what a “bad” trip might be like. I was more than a little nervous.

My husband, John, and I had previously received invitations to experience ayahuasca in the United States with people whom we trusted implicitly and under the guidance of a Peruvian ayahuasquero. We were delighted and thought we were ready. My attitude toward consciousness-altering substances had changed over the years, and I could now understand how they could be used to open the inner realms in a sacramental way. Drinking ayahuasca would be another way for me to live the Peruvian spiritual arts, a new way for me to express my spiritual practice. However, John and I apparently had unconscious reservations about actually undergoing the experience, for we found an excuse not to accept the invitation two years in a row.

In 2000 we finally followed through. Why? I cannot explain it, except to note that I had just come through the most emotionally tumultuous three years of my life, a period that I can describe only as a shamanic test or initiation. I had not only survived it but also gone deeper than ever before into my interior spaces, and I had learned many useful lessons as a result—especially to trust my knowledge of and capacity to work with energy and to relax into the uncertainties and strangeness of life. I finally felt mature enough, and psychologically and spiritually integrated enough, to peek into the deepest recesses of my being with the help of ayahuasca. Of course, ayahuasca is not about “peeking” at anything, as I would soon discover.

So off we went. The session was held at a remote and verdant rural location in a southeastern state. It felt as if we were in the jungle, far from civilization and completely safe from prying eyes. So, the “setting” was perfect. As for the “set,” our personal intentions, John seemed to know what he wanted from the experience—unity consciousness, that is, to see, feel, and connect with the underlying oneness of cosmic consciousness. But I was still unclear about mine. Intentions drifted through my awareness like dust motes, flitting here and there, becoming momentarily framed in the light of knowing and then drifting out of sight. These intentions ranged from the vague (to simply observe my own psyche while under the influence of an entheogen) to the more concrete (to expose and heal any fear I still held or to break through the stubborn barrier of my intellect or to enhance my creativity, especially my writing) to the outright transpersonal (to touch the face of God or to explore my own divinity as part of the interconnected whole).

Physically, we had prepared for the Saturday-night session for days, eliminating meat, fats, sugar, salt, most dairy products, and alcohol from our diets and abstaining from sex. We fasted for most of the day of the session itself. I will talk in part 2 about the ayahuasca diet, but for now all I will say is that this was the protocol required by the ayahuasquero, don Luis, and his U.S. assistant, whom I shall call Jack, and we didn’t question it.

On Friday evening, twenty or so invited guests gathered for the talk don Luis gave about ayahuasca, although only nine of us would actually be working with ayahuasca the next night. I was attentive as don Luis performed a healing on one of the women in the audience. I took notes during the talk and paid close attention to don Luis’s technique during the healing. Engaging my intellect helped mask my fear about what I might experience the next night during the actual session. But soon my response shifted, from my head to my heart. Don Luis’s healing songs—a mix of Spanish and Quechua words and vocables—mesmerized me, moving me into a dreamy sort of state. The sounds and rhythms, complemented by the steady swishing of his schacapa-leaf rattle, were sonorous and undulating, and they lulled me to a place within that was unfocused, malleable, less defined by ego. If I had experienced nothing else that weekend, sitting there in the candlelight allowing the flow of don Luis’s sounds to wash through me would have been enough. The woman undergoing the healing also seemed entranced by the songs, and she was trembling and clearly moved emotionally as the healing ended.

Saturday we had a light breakfast, then fasted for the rest of the day. John and I were staying in a small guest house on the property, and we spent most of the day alone or visiting with our hosts, a delightful older couple, and with the two friends who had invited us to the session, Michelle and Andrew. By nightfall, nine of us had gathered to participate in the ayahuasca session. It was time. Despite my intention for using ayahuasca sacramentally, I was about to mess with my brain cells. Still, I felt safe. I had connected almost immediately with don Luis and Jack, and all the good things I had heard about them seemed to be evident in our brief initial interactions. My comfort level had risen during the previous night’s healing session, which had confirmed for me that don Luis is a man of power, someone I could trust to be my guide during whatever was about to happen.

Don Luis does not speak much English, so Jack translated for him as he talked for a short time about ayahuasca—what it is, how it works, how it is used in the Amazon, and what we could expect during the session and after. I will never forget Jack’s explanation that “ayahuasca finds where you are crooked and straightens you.” I laughed to myself as the phrase “scared straight” came to mind. As the time to drink approached, however, my apprehension increased, threatening to overtake my newfound confidence.

In addition to don Luis, Jack, and the nine of us who would drink the brew, there were two people who would serve as “sitters.” They would stay straight* and help us with anything we needed during the night, such as getting to the bathroom. We each had a small plastic bucket next to us in case we needed to vomit. Ayahuasca is a powerful purgative and is notorious for causing vomiting and diarrhea. It was also reputed to taste nasty. It definitely is not a recreational pursuit.†

The small building we were in had nearly floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides, and the landscape around us was truly breathtaking—a barely pruned tangle of green that was deliciously junglelike, with a wide river behind us. In the large, central room we each nestled into our places, forming a circle on the floor. We had piled mats, sleeping bags, and pillows on the carpet to make reclining beds for ourselves. Jack cautioned us that we should not lie flat but stay in a relatively upright or reclined position. He preferred we keep our spines straight, but he also urged us to be comfortable. We covered ourselves with light blankets. The darkness of the room was punctuated by the wavering glow of a lone candle, which was placed in a brass holder on the floor at the center of the room. The ceremony began about nine o’clock.

Don Luis put on a ceremonial poncho, as did Jack. Then he sat back on his haunches behind his mesa, a colorful, handwoven Peruvian cloth on which he had placed the plastic liter bottle of the reddish black ayahuasca brew, his schacapa-leaf rattle, and a few instruments, including a panpipe and a Native American flute.

Don Luis is of the short and stocky stature so typical of indigenous Peruvians, although he is mestizo (of Spanish and Indian descent). He has been working as an ayahuasquero for nearly twenty years. His full-moon shaped face is boyish, and when he smiles, which is often, he appears hardly old enough to be out of college, never mind an experienced healer. Jack, don Luis’s assistant and friend, in contrast, is a well-educated American who speaks fluent Spanish. He had been traveling to Peru and studying with healers there for fifteen years. He is a tall man, with a quiet, dignified presence, although his humor is robust and can be disarming. He delivers his usually perceptive, and more often than not ironic, quips with the same quiet, measured cadence as he does all his sentences, and so his humor can catch you off guard. You are expecting another considered remark, and instead your brain finally registers the joke. I came to deeply appreciate Jack’s sense of humor during my time in the jungle. And his intellect. He is an experienced psychonaut—a traveler of the inner realms through the use of psychoactive substances—and a gentle, if demanding, guide. He is selective about whom he invites to work with him and don Luis, especially about their psychological stability, and he can be a taskmaster about personal issues and behaviors, particularly integrity, responsibility, and maturity.

Before we drank, we went around the circle speaking our intention for the ayahuasca session. I still had not settled upon a specific intention, and when it was my turn to speak, I spontaneously chose one. “I struggle with getting past my intellect,” I said. “So my intention, as a Tibetan friend of mine is always advising me, is to ‘drop the mind.’”

After the others had shared their intentions, don Luis began the ceremony proper. He uncapped the bottle of ayahuasca and blew gently across its narrow opening. The soft whistling sounded surreal, both in its pitch and cadence. Don Luis was whistling to ayahuasca, communicating with the spirits of the two main plants in the brew—ayahuasca and chacruna—in a low, quiet tune that had an odd staccato edge to it. The series of modulating and soft whistles suddenly dropped an octave and repeated, then raised up half an octave and repeated. Now that I am so familiar with this breathy benediction to ayahuasca, I often find myself whistling it under my breath, and whenever I do, it is almost as if I can taste ayahuasca, which inevitably causes my body to involuntarily shudder in revulsion.

Don Luis then began to sing in barely audible vocables. It was a song of seemingly meaningless sounds and syllables, but it evoked a visceral response in me, drawing me into it physically, emotionally, energetically. He raised the bottle of ayahuasca up and offered it to the four directions. Then he readied the cup to pour. My pulse quickened. It was now or never. I thought for a moment about refusing to partake, but I rejected that thought almost immediately. I was the fourth person to drink.

I went over to don Luis, who was almost directly across the room from me in the circle, and squatted on the carpet before him while he filled a white mug, slightly smaller than a standard coffee mug, about half full with ayahuasca. The pungent, earthy smell assaulted my nostrils as I raised the cup in front of me and connected my energy with the brew by gently blowing on the cup three times, following the tradition of my Q’ero and Andean teachers.* I quickly tipped the cup to my lips and swallowed once, twice. Ugh! I shiver now as I write this. My throat literally contracts at only the memory of that taste. It was vaguely like molasses, only earthier and vegetative. It was sludgy and coated my tongue and throat. I physically shuddered as I returned to my place and quickly sipped some water.

Then I sat back, covered myself with the blanket, pulled my vomit bucket and water bottle close to me, and waited. I closed my eyes and silently repeated a mantra, Om mani padme hum. By focusing on the mantra, I was trying to avoid thinking about, or rather feeling, my stomach, which was recoiling from the ayahuasca. I did not want to regurgitate the brew, which would mean I would have to drink again. The objective is to keep ayahuasca down for at least thirty minutes, so it has time to get into your bloodstream and wend its way to your brain. When I was fairly certain I was not going to vomit, I began to silently chant to myself, “I am an open and receptive vessel. Ayahuasca, teach me.” Over and over I repeated these lines, this time in an effort to dampen my apprehension. I looked over at John, who was reclining to my right, his eyes closed. I wondered how he was doing. He has a sensitive stomach, and I prayed for him, that he not feel sick and would be able to keep the brew down. By this time, everyone had drunk and returned to his or her place, and the candle flame was extinguished. I closed my eyes and waited, repeating to myself, “I am an open and receptive vessel. I am an open and receptive vessel. Ayahuasca, teach me.”

Jack had told us it might take thirty to sixty minutes for us to feel any effects, and though it was difficult to judge time and too dark to see my watch, I sensed that nearly an hour had passed. I was not feeling anything, except the still-bitter aftertaste of the brew. Would the onset of the altered state happen slowly, a lazy transition from this world to whatever realms awaited me? Or would it happen quickly? I didn’t know.

Then it happened—with no warning. Bam! Reality shifted as if someone had dropped a slide into a projector, and the dark, blank wall of my consciousness suddenly lit up with a scene beyond belief. I was thrust into a reality that was stranger to me than anything I could have imagined. I was overcome with its suddenness, its vividness, its utter alienness. One moment there was darkness, punctuated with the pleasant, flitting colors of the phosphenes one normally sees with closed eyes, and the next was an eruption of carnivalesque color and pattern so intense as to be almost dizzying. I was assaulted with geometry. Looming before me were huge spheres, dense and darkly hued. They formed complex patterns, spinning in ways so intricate I could barely fathom their movements. Their immensity was overwhelming, shocking, even terrifying.

I bolted upright from my reclining position. The eruption of color and movement was so volcanic that a fight-or-flight response gripped me. I could feel my eyes straining behind my closed lids, as if I were trying to open my inner eyes wider to determine if I was really seeing what I was seeing. I actually opened my eyes briefly. The normal world was almost gone, but not quite. What I was seeing behind closed eyelids was what I saw with my eyes open, only it seemed superimposed over the “real” world. Despite being in the grip of total shock and intensifying fear, I was able to grapple intellectually with this split vision. I was not lost to myself. There was some “I” who was perfectly straight and able to observe and reason. This was not a hallucination, which is a mind-created image that completely transfigures and replaces reality. Instead, I felt as if I were seeing two different worlds, both existing independently of me—the normal world of nine people reclining in a darkened room through whose huge windows I could see the palm trees outside, and this weird, almost macabre world of architectonic spheres. I strained to see only one or the other, but my stereoscopic vision refused to coalesce into one, more-sensible world. I was fighting hard to manipulate my vision, straining to gain a measure of control. Fear gripped me more tightly as I closed my eyes again and burrowed back into the cushions. I was more frightened than I had ever been, and although I knew that I would be better off to simply surrender to the ayahuasca-induced reality that dominated both my inner and outer vision, I could not manage to do so.*

The dimensionality of these huge spheres was beyond my comprehension. It is impossible, we are told by scientists and topologists, to truly visualize more than three dimensions, yet the spheres that were rotating before me seemed to be infinitely dimensional. They are simply impossible to describe except in the most anemic of ways. They were nearly monochromatic, and yet were shimmering with color. Browns, olive greens, taupes, blacks, ochers, brick reds, burnt oranges. The color pallet seemed subdued and brilliant at the same time. I have read of others’ frustrations at attempting to describe the paradoxes that confront them during a psychedelic experience, and I feel that frustration now as I write. How can a color be dull and shimmering at the same time? How can a solid be so multidimensional as to be nearly unfathomable and yet be so perfectly comprehensible? How can the same object be so terrifying and yet so sublimely beautiful? There are answers to these questions, but they are beyond the scope of words. They just are, and no amount of linguistic puffery can capture their essences.

What stood out most about the spheres, and what was pushing me into an abyss of awe—and I use the word awe in its archaic sense, as a fusion of both beauty and fear—was that they were intensely architectonic and mechanical, and yet they seemed inherently organic and alive. I thought they might be the machines of life. I thought of molecules, atoms, and DNA, although the spheres were too close in my field of vision for me to ascertain a laddered spiral pattern. I somehow knew these spheres were at least partly responsible for life, for all that is alive on Earth. I also somehow knew that they were cosmic in scope and origin. They felt intensely alien. Yet I knew they were me, actually in me or of me at some fundamental level. They were at their core personal and impersonal simultaneously. I was ecstatic and repulsed at the same time, for the spheres’ awareness of me was as undeniable as their profound indifference to me. They had no personality, just purpose—some indefinably awesome purpose. That there was no discernable benevolence behind that purpose profoundly distressed me. My ego self wanted more than anything at that moment to feel emotionally connected to them, to know that they cared for me somehow or in some measure. But they did not. Their detachment was absolute. I felt no relief that they—and the spheres were definitely theys, not its—also exuded no malevolence.

One sphere moved closer into my field of view, dominating it. It was huge beyond imagining, yet I could intuit its entire complex structure: it was made up of thousands, perhaps millions, of tiny rectangles, each connected yet each in individual movement. Each rectangle was at least three-dimensional, and they formed rows and columns that curved around to form the sphere. Each rectangle rotated, some clockwise and some counterclockwise, on the horizontal axis; others flipped end over end on the vertical axis. But each moved in perfect unison with those contiguous to it, so that each column or row was moving harmoniously, effortlessly coordinated into some impossibly intricate organic system.

In addition to the individual rotations of the rectangles and of their unified revolutions as columns and rows around the circumference of the sphere, there was an infinite interaction of the layers. Each sphere comprised layer upon layer upon layer of these rotating, revolving spherical sheets, yet each layer was three-dimensional, or more, and in perfectly coordinated countermotion to all the others.

To confuse and fascinate me even more, each individual rectangle was inscribed on each side with symbols: hieroglyphic-like patterns—of a language just beyond my capacity to understand—entirely covered each side of each rectangle in an orderly, nearly comprehensible way. Each symbol itself was in motion, and each column and row of symbols was in motion on each of the six faces (or more than six faces?) of every rectangle. I felt that I was immersed in this “reality” only a tiny bit, and
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