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“Grandmother Ayahuasca is a unique and important contribution to the field of ayahuasca literature. It is far reaching and poetic in its approach to the mysteries of this powerful plant medicine. From mythology to philosophy to recent scientific studies, this book explores different perspectives and facets of the experience of ayahuasca and its healing potential. Funder is sensitive to how this plant is held in the indigenous world and respectful of the other worlds it opens.”
RACHEL HARRIS, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF LISTENING TO AYAHUASCA: 
NEW HOPE FOR DEPRESSION, ADDICTION, PTSD, AND ANXIETY
“Grandmother Ayahuasca is an excellent survey of the pharmacological, cultural, and transformational potential of this remarkable Amazonian potion. Funder provides a very accessible overview of this subject, informed by his personal revelations through direct engagement with this magical medicine. Highly recommended for students of this important cultural phenomenon and for those who intend to explore the jungle brew for themselves.”
JULIAN VAYNE, AUTHOR OF GETTING HIGHER: THE MANUAL OF PSYCHEDELIC CEREMONY
“Undergoing experiences with ayahuasca has become an increasingly popular activity in recent years. There is a wide variety of different opportunities to partake in this important practice. This excellent book by Christian Funder provides a valuable resource for the interested explorer. Funder impressively covers all aspects of ayahuasca—from the latest cutting-edge neuroscience to the spiritual and indigenous uses of this important medicine. I highly recommend it as a text for people from all fields and levels of interest.”
BEN SESSA, MBBS (M.D.), MRCPSYCH, CONSULTANT PSYCHIATRIST, PSYCHEDELIC THERAPIST, AND CHIEF MEDICAL OFFICER AT AWAKN LIFE SCIENCES
“From current neuroscience discoveries to traditional Amazonian lore—adding philosophical perspectives from the East and West, first-person accounts, and classic psychedelic quotations—Grandmother Ayahuasca integrates personal insights, scholarly depth, and neuroscience into a comprehensive compilation of ideas in a readable style that informs and entertains its readers.”
THOMAS B. ROBERTS, PH.D., EDITOR OF PSYCHEDELICS AND SPIRITUALITY
“An amazing book. Christian Funder provides a wide and profound exploration into the work of this master plant. Even if you think you know everything on this subject, you will discover there is more to learn in this book. Thank you, Christian, for this great contribution to the world of ayahuasca.”
JAN KOUNEN, AUTHOR OF VISIONARY AYAHUASCA
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The man who comes back through the door in the wall will never be quite the same as the man who went out. He will be wiser, but less sure, humbler in acknowledging his ignorance, yet better equipped to understand the relationship of words to things, of systematic reasoning to the unfathomable mystery which it tries, forever vainly, to comprehend.
ALDOUS HUXLEY, DOORS 
OF PERCEPTION

 
Disclaimer
The purpose of this book is not to encourage careless or uninformed use of ayahuasca or other hallucinogens. Irresponsible use of ayahuasca can lead to severe consequences. Ayahuasca and other psychoactive plant medicines must be used with utmost caution and respect, and self-experimentation is profoundly unwise. The author and publisher disclaim liability and any deleterious effects caused by the use of any hallucinogenic plant or substance mentioned in this book. Any experienced shaman will always mention that set, setting, and knowledge are elements of critical importance when dealing with these potent plants.
This book was written to provide the reader with wisdom about this ancient plant medicine, hopefully satisfying or stimulating a psychotropic curiosity. It is also intended to act as a helpful notebook on a plant-based path toward healing and spiritual exploration.
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1
Vine of the Soul
Nixi honi (vision vine), boding spirits of the forest, origin of our understanding, give up your magic power to our potion, illuminate our mind, bring us foresight, show us the designs of our enemies, expand our knowledge, expand our understanding of our forest.
AYAHUASCA SONG OF THE AMAHUACA 
AMAZONIAN NATIVES, FROM THE 
NATURAL MIND, BY 
ANDREW WEIL
The Upper Amazon is home to a plant medicine of peculiar capabilities. A woody vine is mixed with leaves from a bush to create a concoction that the native shamanic people believe can set the soul free from corporeal confinement—allowing the soul to roam free and visit other realms that are not bound by space or time. They also believe there is a vine or a ladder that connects the physical and the spiritual worlds and that ayahuasca can grant access to this cosmic stairway.1 As can be seen in plate 1 (see color insert), the shape of the vine also happens to resemble a spiral stairway.
Ayahuasca is also the name of a spirit who resides in the ayahuasca vine. The indigenous ayahuasqueros of the Peruvian Amazon call her Abuela Ayahuasca or Gran Abuela (Grandmother Ayahuasca or Great-Grandmother). She is said to be a sentient mother spirit of nature who provides teaching, guidance, and healing to people who ingest this archaic plant mixture.
INTRODUCING THE VINE
Ayahuasca has been used for hundreds and perhaps even thousands of years throughout the Upper Amazon, but the origins of its use are lost in the mists of history. To this day it still remains a mystery how the shamans originally knew to combine these two plants. It is a pharmacological miracle. Mixing two plants doesn’t seem like such a big deal until one stands in the Amazonian rain forest. The idea of it having occurred by trial and error just seems too exceptional to be true. In the Amazonian basin there are approximately 80,000 leafy plant species, and at least 10,000 of these are various forms of vines.2 Neither the leaf nor the vine is particularly distinguished in appearance. Yet somehow the archaic shamans of the Amazon basin knew to mix these two specific plant ingredients to make the potent ayahuasca concoction. The shamanic legends tell that it was plant spirits from other psychoactive plants that provided them with the knowledge of how to brew ayahausca.3 This myth has turned out not to be exclusive to native Amazonian lore. In the late 1960s, Melvin Bristol, who was a student of Richard Evan Schultes, “the father of psychoactive ethnobotany,” drank ayahuasca with an indigenous tribe in the Sibundoy valley of Southern Colombia. During the ceremony he kept seeing the same plant over and over. The following day, Bristol and his team were out gathering plants in the surrounding forest when he encountered the plant he had seen during the previous ceremony. He decided to take it home and study it and found out that it in fact was psychoactive.4
Ayahuasca  is a word derived from the ancient Quechua language, spoken by indigenous people of the Andes and the highlands of South America.
Aya translates to “soul,” “death,” or “spirit.” Huasca means “vine” or “rope.” Thus, 
ayahuasca translates to “spirit vine,” “vine of the soul,” or “vine of the dead.” This comes from the frequent experience of the soul separating from the physical body and entering a transcendental realm following ingestion of this plant brew. The drinking of ayahuasca is said to be “a return to the maternal womb, to the source and origin of all things.”5 It does, however, have other native names: caapi, dápa, oni, mihi, kahí, kahf, natema, pindé, and yagé. Lore of the Cashinahua tribe also tells of an ancient time when there was a mythical and unrivaled type of ayahuasca called shãka huni, “vine of lightness,” that allowed the people who drank it to ascend into the sky with help from the “Woman of Lightness.”6 The Jesuits of the late seventeenth century who arrived in “the green hell” also had a name for it; they referred to it as a “diabolic brew” that the natives used to contact the devil.7
Although Western botanists often categorize ayahuasca as just one species, the indigenous groups have special names for different kinds of ayahuasca. The natives use a tricky method of classification, but the different types seem to have to do with various elements, such as age, parts of the vine, growth conditions, under which moon it was harvested, which songs were sung during harvest, and the like. The indigenous people argue that each type of ayahuasca has its own unique effects. The Tukano tribe of the Colombian river Vaupés has six different types of ayahuasca, or kahí as they call medicine. Among these, kahi-riáma is said to be the strongest. It is said to cause distorted perception, evoke an ability to foretell the future, and cause death if used incorrectly. The second version, mé-né-kahí-má, is said to induce visual hallucinations dominated by green snakes. A third type is called suána-kahí-má (ayahuasca of the red jaguar) and often causes hallucinations that are predominantly red.8
This mysterious concoction has been used by the indigenous Amazonians for divination, sorcery, spiritual exploration, and healing for millennia. Ayahuasca is deeply woven into the fabric of the lives, mythology, and philosophy of shamanic tribes scattered over the Amazon. More than seventy different Amazonian peoples use ayahuasca as a divinatory sacrament.9 Richard Evan Schultes addressed the importance of ayahuasca among indigenous Amazonian tribes in one of his logs.
Probably no other New World hallucinogen—even peyote—alters consciousness in ways that have been so deeply and completely evaluated and interpreted. Caapi truly enters into every aspect of living. It reaches into prenatal life, influences life after death, operates during earthly existence, plays roles not only in health and sickness, but in relations between individuals, villages, and tribes, in peace and war, at home and in travel, in hunting and in agriculture. In fact, one can hardly name any aspect of living or dying, wakefulness or sleep, where caapi hallucinogens do not play a vital, nay, overwhelming, role.10

THE LORE OF THE VINE
Kajuyali Tsamani is a Yagesero shaman of the Sibundoy Valley of Colombia with a Ph.D. in anthropology. In a lecture he talks about ayahuasca. Their tribe is deeply influenced by this medicine, and they have a legend of how ayahuasca came to be. The legend tells that the “Sun-father of the world” impregnated the “Woman of the Earth” with his divine gaze. The child that came from this pregnancy was the ayahuasca vine. The woman who conceived ayahuasca came from ancient times and is referred to as Gran Abuela (Great-Grandmother). In the Kobi tribe, the ayahuasca vine is known not only as the vine of the soul but also as El Cordon del Universo (the Cord of the Universe).11
Another ayahuasca legend is found in the lore of the Cashinahua tribe native to the Purus River. The story goes that in ancient times their ancestor shaman Yube was walking by a river and accidentally dropped a fruit in the water. A giant anaconda covered in designs emerged from the river to eat the fruit dropped by the shaman. As she emerged from the water, she turned into a beautiful woman. Yube instantly fell in love with her, and the next day he went down to the river and threw fruits in the water to see her again. When she emerged from the water, Yube jumped at her and confessed his love to her. The woman said that if he wanted to make love to her, he must come and live with the snakes, to which he agreed. One day the snake people were to drink ayahuasca, and Yube joined in without knowing exactly what it was. After having ingested the ayahausca, Yube then cried in horror because snakes attacked and swallowed him in his visions. The snake people were embarrassed by his behavior, and no one wanted to speak to him. He was then warned by the fish of the river that the snake people had planned to kill him because of his behavior and was led by them to his wife, who he had left three years ago. Yube’s wife had spent many nights crying in the same place since he left, and this was the place that they again were reunited. While he was gone, she had given birth to a son whom Yube painted in the patterns that the snakes had taught him. One day, however, the waters rose and the snake woman emerged from the water and tried to swallow Yube, but he managed to escape with broken bones with help from his tribe members. To heal his bones, he then ordered his tribe members to bring him all sorts of vines until he could recognize the plants he needed to make the nishi pai, ayahuasca, that the snakes had taught him how to make. Yube then taught his tribe members how to make it, and together they drank it while he sang the songs taught to him by the snake woman. The shaman then died after he had sung, but the songs and the recipe were handed over to his tribe. This was how they came to know of the ancient medicine and its profound properties.12 The lore of several Amazonian tribes, such as the Ashaninka, claim that the recipe was a gift from the gods. Many shamanic tales of origin mention a celestial anaconda who came down from the heavens and taught the first shamans how to brew ayahuasca. They say the tail of this giant serpent joins heaven and earth and is the road to the Tree of Life.
One of the gnostic texts found in the Nag Hammadi library in Egypt was called On the Origin of the World. The text addresses the Genesis of the Bible and puts forth a new and radically different way to understand it than the modern interpretation. The gnostic text argues that the episode in Eden was not the fall of man. Quite the contrary. Eating the fruit of the divine tree was not a sin for which humankind must ever repent, and the snake was not an evil creature of temptation. The snake was a divine messenger sent by Sophia, the goddess of wisdom, to propel humankind toward enlightenment and gnosis by eating the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge. It is interesting to consider that this divine fruit could have been a psychedelic plant and, more specifically, the ayahuasca vine. The ayahuasca vine grows along trees, is rumored to connect you with a goddess, and the visions are often dominated by snakes. Although being a specular hypothesis, it seems like a good match.13 The fall of man was not a consequence of eating the fruit of the divine tree. The fall of man seems to have occurred when we stopped eating it.

THE QUEEN OF THE FOREST
Over the past several hundred years, the use of ayahuasca has reached into Peru, Colombia, and Ecuador among indigenous Mestizo populations, where it was integrated into folk medicine. These practices evolved during the early 1930s for use as a sacrament in Brazilian syncretic organizations, which combine indigenous and religious traditions. One of them is União do Vegetal (UDV). This is a beneficent spiritist center, founded deep in the forest by José Gabriel da Costa. It has the objective of “bringing peace to the world,” as he himself said to his disciples. The objective of the UDV is to contribute to the spiritual development of the human species and the improvement of intellectual abilities and moral virtues, without distinction of race, sex, creed, social class, or nationality. UDV seeks to achieve this with the help of loving, helpful communities, teaching the youth that they are a part of nature and the sacred plant medicine, ayahuasca. After his passing in 1971, these founding “Masters of the Origin” continued the work, expanding the UDV with the establishment of new congregations in Brazilian cities and other foreign countries.
Another well-known organization is the Santo Daime (or Sacred Ayahuasca). This is the oldest, also known as the “Eclectic Center of the Universal Flowing Light.” It is a spiritual work that aims at self-knowledge and the experience of god, or the “Superior I,” that resides within. To accomplish this task the members use, within a ritual context, the sacramental entheogen ayahuasca. They believe that the “Queen of the forest” resides in the drink and refer to her as the “teacher of all teachers.” The Santo Daime doctrine was born within the jungle. It is said to have blossomed from the people of the forest. The cult originated when the founder, Raimundo Irineu Serra, is said to have received healing and guidance directly from this queen of the forest. She appeared to him as a luminous female character who told him to retreat into the forest, diet, and drink ayahuasca for several days. As the days went by, Serra started to feel the magical forces flowing through himself and in the nature around him. Then the queen of the forest appeared to him once more. She instructed him to build a church that was to be centered around the direct experience of the divine mystery by drinking ayahuasca. The tea was given the name “daime,” and the church came to be known as “santo daime” (sacred daime). The spirit of the daime also taught him to sing the songs of the spirits, which he initially refused because he thought himself a lousy singer. She told him to just open his mouth, and the spirits of the plants are said to have sung through him. The first hymn he sang that day has come to be known as “Lua Branca” (White Moon). Several hymns followed this first one. They are seen as a connection between the spiritual and material and deemed of great importance to the Santo Daime Church to this day.14 The Santo Daime Church “preaches love for nature and consecrates the vegetal world and all the planet as the sacred scenario of our earth-mother.”15
Although still shrouded in mystery, ayahuasca is reaching outside its Amazonian home. The native shamanic lore surrounding this ancient plant medicine has penetrated the psychedelic underground communities of Western society. This archaic plant concoction reintroduces the spiritually depleted Western society to the animistic, magical, and interconnected world of the shamans.

AN ARCHAIC RECIPE
Ayahuasca is considered not only one of the most sacred hallucinogens but also a revered medicine. The indigenous people of the Upper Amazon call it la medicina. The plant teachers are considered divine and sacred mediators in indigenous culture, and they connect with the spirits through plant medicines, such as ayahuasca. The rituals they perform with this medicine bring healing and insight. Luis Eduardo Luna is an anthropologist who was fascinated by the sociocultural traditions of indigenous peoples. He studied a type of shamanism in the Peruvian Amazon called vegetalismo. This shamanic practice included the ingestion of hallucinogenic plants, singing, chanting, and dieting. He writes: “They say that ayahuasca is a doctor. It possesses a strong spirit and it is considered an intelligent being with which it is possible to acquire knowledge and power if the diet and other prescriptions are carefully followed.”16 In one of his books, Luzifers Lichtgarten (Lucifer’s Garden of Light), Olaf Kraemer writes something similar: “The natives use ayahuasca in ceremonies for healing and to obtain visions and describe the liquid as their ‘university.’”17 And Edmund Wade Davis also notes: “To drink yage is to learn. It is the vehicle by which each person acquires power and direct experience of the divine.”18
The ayahuasca brew is dependent on a synergistic interaction between two jungle ingredients. The first ingredient is derived from the Rubiaceous genus Psychotria, primarily the leaves of the Psychotria viridis bush. This bush is known in Quechua language as chacruna, often referred to as “Queen’s leaves” by local tribes, and is found in the low wetlands of the Amazon. These leaves contain a high amount of the psychoactive substance N,N-dimethyltryptamine (DMT). In non-Amazonian ayahuasca concoctions, substances such as acacia or Syrian rue are substituted for chacruna.
Although the molecular structure of this plant alkaloid is rather simple, the ways in which DMT affects consciousness are anything but ordinary. In terms of relative strength and effect, DMT is the strongest and most powerful and transformative of all hallucinogens. Terence McKenna describes its potency: “DMT is hands down the most powerful of hallucinogens. It is so powerful that whatever is in second place is lost over the horizon.”19 What this peculiar molecule can induce in the drinker would be impossible to describe with words. One might think that a molecule that induces such powerful effects would be rare, but this is not the case. DMT is present in numerous life-forms on Earth. It is found in flowers, mushrooms, trees, roots, leaves, bark, animals, and even within the human body. At this moment, every single human being on Earth is having DMT synthesized, activated, and degraded in the synaptic membranes of their brain. It is quite paradoxical that the most powerful hallucinogen is also the most benign and harmless. One would not need to look far to encounter this fascinating molecule, because it is literally everywhere. The psychedelic alchemist Alexander Shulgin wrote in his book Tryptamines I Have Known and Loved: “DMT is . . . in this flower here, in that tree over there, and in yonder animal. It is, most simply, almost everywhere you choose to look.”20
The second ingredient of this jungle tea is a vine that Richard Spruce in 1851 named Banisteriopsis caapi, which like the tea itself is also called ayahuasca. It is a huge jungle liana, or vine—a woody creeper that attains gigantic size in the Amazon basin. Although this vine has healing and psychedelic properties when ingested by itself, it also acts as the monoamine oxidase inhibitor (MAOI). Normally, when DMT-infused leaves or rues are eaten, certain stomach enzymes, known as monoamine oxidase, break down the DMT almost immediately. Ingesting plants that contain DMT thus has no effect. However, if DMT-infused leaves or rues are ingested in combination with the ayahuasca vine, the alkaloids from the vine temporarily suppress the monoamine oxidase enzymes, which allows the DMT to be processed in the body to induce an unrivaled psychedelic experience.
These two ingredients are boiled together for ten to twenty hours, reduced and with more vines and leaves added to it depending on how strong a brew is preferred, and then drunk to explore the architecture of eternity.

AYAHUASCA IN THE BLOOD
The effects of many drugs are somewhat easily categorized. Marijuana often surrounds the user in a comforting and relaxed haze. Cocaine gives a rush of energy and alertness, and morphine not only inhibits pain signals but also induces a feeling of euphoria. The effects of ayahausca, and other psychedelics for that matter, are a lot more difficult to pin down. The extraordinary nature of the ayahuasca intoxication seems to support the intuitive notion that there is far more to the unconscious than day residue and manifestations of repressed sexual desire, as Freud would have it. This powerful plant tea has the potential to open the lost doorway to the vast landscapes of the unconscious.
DMT binds to the serotonin receptor, yet unlike the effects induced when serotonin acts with this receptor, ayahuasca evokes a much wider spectrum of peculiar phenomena. It can lead to everything from tingling fingers to encounters with entities, and the same amount of ayahuasca that makes one person feel nothing, might catapult another into the heart of the Milky Way. The psychedelic experience is like sailing on a vast and dark ocean on a fragile raft. Much can happen. One might drift about in calm waters looking at the starry skies, land on lovely islands of extraordinary beauty, or desperately cling to the wood of the raft while twenty-foot waves come crashing down one after the other. It is quite similar to what Forrest Gump said about life: “It is like a box of chocolates; you never know what you are going to get.”
It would be reckless and inherently reductive to try to categorize the phenomenology of the ayahuasca experience, yet there seem to be recurring themes. It frequently leads to a distorted sense of perception and what Terence McKenna calls “boundary dissolution”—that is, the boundaries between you and other people, you and your body, you and nature, you and your unconscious, you and the Gaian mind, male and female, life and death. The walls that frame the reality of normal waking consciousness suddenly seem less sturdy, and their breakdown facilitates the meeting with a whole new world that resembles Alice’s journey to Wonderland. It is outrageous, beautiful, confounding, and completely out of your control, opening you to worlds of inconceivable beauty, autonomous life, and a wealth of information. Everything seems to flow together into an awe-inspiring unity, while at the same time each distinct phenomenon, whether a raindrop or a cornea, seems in itself like a whole world of infinite detail and ethereal individuality of which a thousand stories could be told. One’s ontological compass starts to spin, and it is hard to tell what’s up and down anymore. Depending on one’s affinity for comfort zones, this can be either terrifying or confounding, or somewhere in between.
People having ingested ayahuasca report a wide range of experiences that seem obscure to the rational person of modernity. A list of some of them would include geometrical patterns of color, magical flight, second sight, states of bliss or horror, depersonalization, experiencing ancestral history, rebirth, seeing strange cities, magical journeys to the heart of the Milky Way, newly gained understandings of death, interconnectedness, altered perception, reliving memories, meeting with spiritual entities or jungle beasts, profound insights, shapeshifting, life-like nightmares, renewed organs, experiencing what the famous Swiss psychoanalyst, Carl Gustav Jung, called the “collective unconscious,” and much more.
The only thing that can be said is that ayahuasca opens a doorway into something incredibly vast. It reveals that the mind has almost cosmic proportions, and to try to explain exactly what is going to happen upon ingestion of this plant medicine would be a fool’s errand. It would, however, seem that there are several recurring themes in ayahuasca ceremonies. An ayahuasca intoxication lasts for about six to eight hours, and a set of physiological processes is said to characterize its effects. It is not uncommon to experience episodes of sweating, tremors, nausea, dizziness, vomiting, and possibly diarrhea as the ayahuasca finds its way into the bloodstream. The drinker might experience a change in perception and most often begins to feel easily influenced. Psychological defenses diminish, and the drinker might relive traumatic memories or witness extraordinary hallucinations. These visions are often dominated by great snakes and ferocious felines. These jungle beasts are often reported to be humiliating the drinker because he or she is a mere human. Some shamans even report having transformed into a panther or a jaguar when under the influence of ayahausca. The shamans of the Yekwana tribe are known for howling like jaguars during their ayahuasca ceremonies.21 Without losing consciousness, the drinker enters a world that has the quality of a dream yet appears just as, if not even more, real than the “normal” world. Ayahuasca has a reputation as a curing panacea and is said to be one of the most powerful hallucinogens—once the “mother of all plants” opens these gates to the lost continents of the mind, it is said that they will never completely close again.
Although, as the indigenous Peruvian shamans wisely say, it can also lead to horrifying nightmares. Ayahuasca can open the gates to the lost garden of Eden as well as to the darkest depths of hell. For example, it is most likely no coincidence that in Incan tradition, Huascar is the “gatekeeper of the underworld.” From an Incan perspective, the mythical content of an ayahuasca ceremony refers to a journey into the shadows of the soul, through the dark world of the unconscious. The spirit doctor ayahuasca knows that the path to peace and light is often found through gripping horror and inescapable darkness. Although possibly terrifying, the integration of these dark corners of the unconscious is said to be essential for the healing that the plant tea has the potential to offer. Carl Gustav Jung wrote that one must master and assimilate the shadow side of one’s self to reap the fruits of individuation: “No tree, it is said, can grow to heaven unless its roots reach down to hell.”22
The peculiar effects of ayahuasca on consciousness frequently appear inexplicable and are often reported as divine and magical. Little wonder that this plant has played such an important role in religious rites of early civilizations. Most indigenous societies consider ayahuasca and other psychoactive plants as divine teachers. It is fairly obvious that contemporary Western culture does not view hallucinogenic plants in that light. They are frowned upon, along with the “primitive savages” who hold them so dearly. In many nonindustrial societies around the world, hallucinogens are considered holy mediators between the human and the spirit realms; a shamanic means of communication. Like the doctor uses a stethoscope to listen to the heartbeat of his patient, the Amazonian shaman uses ayahuasca to connect with the spirit realms for healing, teaching, and guidance.
The ancient indigenous ayahuasqueros of the Peruvian Amazon claim that their plant knowledge comes from the plant spirits themselves. Anthropologist Jeremy Narby consulted a shaman about their ways of connecting with plants, to which the shaman replied, “That is how nature talks, because in nature, there is God, and God talks to us in our visions.” When an ayahuasquero drinks his plant brew, the spirits present themselves to him and explain everything.23 As legendary chief of the Amawaka tribe, Ino Moxo, said, “The rope of the dead is never wrong. It knows . . .24
Peruvian ayahuasquero and artist Pablo Amaringo also commented on the presence of spirits within plants: “Every tree, every plant, has a spirit. People may say that the plant has no mind. I tell them that the plant is alive and conscious. A plant may not talk, but there is a spirit in it that is conscious, that sees everything, which is the soul of the plant, its essence, what makes it alive.”25 At first this may sound ridiculous to a modern mind. How can this be true? Surely plants can’t communicate. After all, they are plants. One might be tempted to think that these individuals have been in the forest for too long and lost their minds. Jeremy Narby later found out that this explanation was not unique to one single group of indigenous peoples. Wherever Jeremy Narby traveled to study these native peoples’ way of life, he would ask them the same question: “How do you know what you know about plants?” They would all give him roughly the same answer. They ingest their plant mixtures and are guided by the essences or spirits that are common to all life-forms, and that is how they learn.26

LA PURGA
While this may sound magical, drinking ayahuasca is often reported to be rather unpleasant, to phrase it mildly. The Canadian anthropologist Edmund Wade Davis rightly said, “Yagé is many things, but pleasant isn’t one of them.” Ayahuasca is a thick, acrid, brown liquid whose taste is often reported to be bitter, vile, and vomit inducing. When it has been swallowed one might think the worst part is over, but that is unfortunately seldom the case. An important part of an ayahuasca ceremony is called la purga—the purge—because users tend to purge themselves. The Ashaninka tribe members call ayahuasca 
kamarampi—which comes from kamarank (vomit) or kama (death), or perhaps draws from both. Often, everyone who participates in an ayahuasca ceremony is given a bucket to vomit into. Although often considered unsavory, it is one of the most effective healing elements of ayahuasca. It is a process that not only heals physically but also emotionally, mentally, and spiritually.
Renowned physician and addiction and trauma expert Gabor Maté comments on the purging element of ayahuasca: “It’s nothing I particularly either look forward to or enjoy as it happens, but after it happens, there is a kind of clarity and lightness that is powerful. Because what is being purged, is psychic contents that you have been holding onto. You are purging anger, you are purging pain, you are purging some false story about the self.”27
Before attending an ayahausca ceremony one is instructed to follow a strict diet, referred to as la dieta.*1 This is normally to be done for approximately two weeks prior to the ceremony. The original shamanic preparational diet is slightly more demanding, but no matter how the diet is practiced, the intention is the same. It is done to prepare the whole system for the meeting with a powerful plant spirit and to show them one’s respect and determination. It is not only a physical diet but also an energetic diet. One must also prepare the mind and soul for this meeting; it is often advised to refrain from sexual activities and parties and to practice silence, meditation, yoga, t’ai chi, or other kinds of grounding practices.
In addition to practicing the diet one must fast several hours prior to the ceremony—although an empty stomach won’t necessarily diminish the purging effects. Purging during an ayahuasca ceremony is not like normal vomiting. Ayahuasca works with all the bad energy that has accumulated in one’s body throughout life—all the things one carries around that drag one down. Emotional baggage and mental disturbance can affect one’s balance, and one can only carry around so much garbage before the legs start to waver. There is a common cross-cultural idea that time heals all wounds. As great as that would be, it is unfortunately not the truth. Time does numb them, and the pain eventually becomes second nature. Human beings are remarkable at adapting to different circumstances, and this includes the ability to ignore the inner festering wounds. One begins to think it is normal that one’s default state of being is uncomfortable. If these inner wounds are left untreated, they will inevitably begin to leak out into life until one starts the healing process.
The spirit of ayahuasca reaches deep within and uproots all the junk that is stored there through a process that is powerful and at times excruciating. A purge is a release of not only physical toxins but also destructive thought patterns, latent emotions, and energetic blockages. One fasts to ensure an empty stomach. In this way the spirit of ayahausca can work with the energetic body instead of the dinner. Instead of purging spaghetti and asparagus, one purges jealousy, toxins, self-hate, energetic blockages, and traumas. This process can be not only painful but also frightening. As the Catalan pharmacologist Jordi Riba states in an article about ayahuasca: “If you are trying to run away from your problems, drinking ayahuasca is the last thing you should do.”28
Although not unique to ayahuasca, there are many reports of people who have been healed from comprehensive problems such as addiction, anxiety, PTSD, or depression following one or more ceremonies. Unfortunately, most people must be appropriately discreet about even mentioning their illegal activities after having returned from an ayahuasca ceremony. DMT is classified among the most dangerous and illegal substances with no medicinal or therapeutic value by the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA). People having ingested various plant hallucinogens are often treated very differently in the shamanic traditions. A professor of medicine at Harvard, Ted Kaptchuk wrote in his article about the Navajo tribe of Arizona: “For four days after the conclusion of the ceremony, the patient is considered by family and friends as if he or she is a holy person, and given an opportunity to focus, evaluate, interpret and experience a new self.”29

THE DARK SIDE OF AYAHUASCA
Riveting tales of astounding and magical experiences with ayahuasca have propagated throughout the internet and have caught the attention of a great number of curious Westerners. The most popular stories are often those of people having profound spiritual experiences and psychological transformations. Most people are not always interested in sharing or reading about a disturbing or traumatic ayahuasca experience. They might fear being ridiculed or reviled for “undervaluing” this plant drink. This tends to be an issue on certain ayahuasca retreats as well. People who don’t benefit from the medicine are occasionally shamed, accused of having “low energy,” and sometimes excluded from the group. For an open and fragile individual who has come to heal and grow, this can be psychologically painful and very damaging.
For better and for worse, ayahuasca tourism has boomed over the past years. Traditional shamanism still retains its roots among the indigenous peoples of the world, but ayahuasca culture has also fallen victim to cultural colonialism and attempted syncretism. While some shamans still give ayahuasca with the intention of healing, its popularity has at least partly made it into a commercialized business.
Like any other place in the world, Peru is also home to those with ill intentions. Some Peruvian locals seize the chance to take advantage of naive foreign adventurers. Marlene Dobkin De Rios was a medical anthropologist who did pivotal work in the field of ayahuasca and was a strident critic of “drug tourism.”30 She referred to these ill-willed opportunists as “neo-shamans.” These men and women have rarely been taught by shamans or undergone the long and strict plant diets of the ayahuasqueros. They still, however, offer ayahuasca retreats to unwary tourists. These neo-shamans have little interest in healing and are motivated almost exclusively by the profits to be made from incautious Westerners. They claim to be shamans, but most of them simply scam people for the money they have. Sadly, there are also those with even darker intentions. Many young women have been misled and sexually abused by these fake shamans. Shamans are often held in high regard because of the wisdom projected onto them, along with their presumed healing capabilities. This blind trust gives them ample scope to commit sexual assault. When under the medicine one is rather defenseless and an easy target for a shaman with predatory intentions. Some of these neoshamans try to spiritually manipulate women, referring to this pathetic act as a “transcendent initiation process” or something similar. The local Peruvians are aware of this, but unfortunately this is not yet common knowledge for foreigners. It is an enduring and unresolved problem that has and will leave serious emotional and psychological damage in its wake. The golden rule of shamanic work is to know the shaman.
Set and setting is of critical significance. Set refers to feelings, expectations, fears, and hopes about the experience. It is all that which concerns the inner being of the individual. Setting refers to the external aspects of the environment in which the journey unfolds. This consists of the place, the people, and so on. The importance of being in a safe and supportive environment with kind and experienced facilitators cannot be overemphasized. People who drink ayahuasca should do so only in the presence of people whom trusted individuals have recommended—and previous shamanic experience would by no means hurt. Ayahuasca is an incredibly strong medicine, and beginning one’s shamanic journey with ayahuasca would be equivalent to learning to ride a bike downhill without training wheels. Psychedelics are powerful tools that must be used with the greatest care. One wouldn’t just hand someone a chainsaw and assume it would go well without instruction and facilitated experience. Furthermore, even when set and setting are superb, this does not mean one will find what one has been seeking. There are plenty of stories about people having been on retreats and not experiencing anything noteworthy. Other people have returned confused, traumatized, or even more depressed. What many facilitators and shamans say about this is that one must feel called to do this. They also advise against having expectations. One can set an intention of what one hopes will happen, but she won’t give you what you want, she will give you what you need. Ayahuasca seems to adapt itself to the needs and intents of those who use it, much like the vine adapts its form to the shape of the tree on which it grows. Many Westerners come to drink ayahuasca with an appetite for enlightenment but arrive with inflated ideas of themselves. Then they must bang their heads for a while until they learn to humble themselves and shed their foul-smelling auras of self-congratulation. Then the learning can begin. The plants reintroduce disintegration of self, healing, and gnosis, which naturally bring humility.
It should not be left out that deaths have been associated with ayahuasca ceremonies. However, according to several reports, these deaths were not caused by ayahuasca itself. Professor of psychology, Robert Gable read and recapitulated the reports and concluded: “There have been no deaths caused by huasca or any other traditional DMT/B-carboline ayahuasca brews.”31 The International Center for Ethnobotanical Education, Research and Service (ICEERS) 
issued an “Ayahuasca Technical Report” in 2017 by the leading researchers in the 
field. The report concluded the following: “Both the currently available scientific evidence on the acute and long-term effects of ayahuasca and the studies that employed it as a therapeutic tool with psychiatric populations suggest that ayahuasca is a substance with an acceptable physiological and psychological safety profile and with therapeutic potential.”32
Although ayahuasca in itself has been found to be safe, there are reasons to be cautious about drinking it. The deaths occurring during ceremonies were due to an unsafe environment. Accidents have been reported with individuals under the effects of ayahuasca who were left by a river in which they drowned or wandered off and fell from heights. People should never be left alone when under the influence of this powerful medicine. People have also died from ayahuasca interacting with certain pharmaceutical medications. Ayahuasca used in combinations with stimulants, such as Ritalin or Adderall, can induce serious elevation of blood pressure that can be fatal. Additionally, people taking selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) are almost always prohibited from participating in ayahuasca ceremonies. SSRIs block the natural reuptake of serotonin, which when combined with ayahuasca can lead to a potentially lethal condition called serotonin syndrome. This condition is caused by an overflow of serotonin within the body. It can also be difficult to tell whether a person is suffering from serotonin syndrome or is just feeling the natural, powerful effects of ayahuasca. Furthermore, these retreats are often deep in the jungle, and it would take awhile for qualified medical assistance to arrive. Thus, if one is on any type of medication it is highly advisable to do some research and listen to the recommendations.

THE PSYCHOTROPIC RIDDLE
Compounds that induce unusual psychological effects are found only in a limited number of plants. These psychoactive substances have very different chemical structures from those of “normal” plants. It remains unknown what function these mind-altering substances may have in the life of these special plants. Several theories have been proposed to explain the presence of these peculiar compounds. One hypothesis argued that these alkaloids are just a useless waste product of some other essential chemical process going on in the plant. Most of the promising theories involved the presence of nitrogen. The majority of psychoactive compounds in these mind-altering plants contain nitrogen, so it has been suggested that the psychoactive compounds may be a plant’s metabolic waste; their purpose being the elimination of excess nitrogen. The theory argued that just as nitrogenous wastes eliminate excess nitrogen in animals and humans, psychoactive compounds eliminate excess nitrogen in plants. However, if this theory were true, all plants should contain these nitrogenous compounds, but this is simply not the case.33 Furthermore, it also seems counterintuitive that it should be a metabolic waste product, since such a large proportion of the plant’s metabolism goes to produce these psychoactive compounds. If one ascribes to the belief that nature operates with a certain economy, this simply makes no sense.
Another theory was proposed. The psychoactive compounds in these special plants are often poisonous if taken in large amounts. It was thus suggested that they protect the plants from herbivores, just like roses have thorns protecting them from potential threats. Although this theory also lacks conviction because many poisonous plants are in fact eaten by animals that are immune to the psychedelic constituents, this might not be a coincidence. Plants have been shown to elicit interest in whatever animal by which it wishes to be consumed. Poison ivy, for example, contains an oily paste called urushiol that is well known for causing an annoying rash. Yet for some animals urushiol does not cause these undesirable effects—horses, deer, goats, cows, and beetles can eat poison ivy without any side effects. It is the same phenomenon with chilis. Taking a bite of a strong chili can produce an undesirable effect for humans and almost any animal, but it does not affect birds. This is no mere coincidence. Biologists state that the chili plant has evolved in this way because it needs its seeds to travel far.34 This theory might explain why only some species are negatively affected by the psychoactive substances. But what does this mean? Have these strange plants, which contain psychoactive substances, produced these compounds for human consumption?
These psychoactive substances can have undesired consequences, thus possibly functioning as a protective mechanism. They do harm or cripple insects, some animals, and humans, and can kill if taken in excess. But why not just be solely poisonous instead of having such an extraordinary effect on human consciousness? It also seems odd that these plant compounds happen to be so similar to endogenous neurotransmitters. Is it a mere coincidence that all these hallucinogenic plant substances act like keys in a lock in the 5-HT2A (serotonin) receptor in the human brain? Scientists have even found out that some psychedelics adhere “more stickily” than serotonin to this receptor. They are what pharmacologists call “competitive at the bond site.” It just might be that these compounds in the plant serve a function of which we are not yet aware, but it just seems like a peculiar coincidence.
A Mazatek shaman of Mexico had a third theory on this matter. In a lecture about shamanism, she said that “the mushrooms are from mother earth to heal us.”35 In her tribe the mushrooms are called niños santos, which translates to “little saints.”
A final theory that can’t be left out is the one of Terence McKenna. He has long pondered this mysterious riddle of hallucinogenic plants. He argued that despite lots of research in this area, it remains unknown what roles these psychoactive substances play in the plants that contain them. He also finds their remarkable effect on human consciousness to be a true botanical mystery. McKenna suggests that it is because there is an ancient connection between humans and nature, and these drugs are the switches that enable us to regress into the essence of the natural world
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