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Preface

Until recently a field reserved for sensational newspaper reportage or for abstruse toxicology manuals, the particular history of drugs shines a special light on the general history of humankind, as when we open a previously closed window to the horizon, which suddenly reveals familiar objects under a new and different guise.

In 1989 as I was finishing a long investigation on this subject—which in the end filled three volumes in small print with narrow margins—it seemed that the probable future of that book was to rest in the bookcases of different university libraries, a summary of suggestions to students as to how to consider the effect of this or that drug in the evolution of medicine, morals, religion, economics, and the mechanisms of political control. The book was printed as Historia General de las Drogas in Spanish, my native language.

I could not foresee that it would later undergo five printings in four years, or that it would contribute to the start of a public debate on the subject, since I doubt that more than one in a hundred buyers took the trouble to read it in its entirety. I suspect the majority of them stored it at home as one would keep an atlas, to consult occasionally as required.

But the dramatic gravity that the subject has reached in our times, in addition to the fact that we are all involved in it—regardless of sex, age, or social position—suggests the need for a shorter summary, adapted to the speed of today, where instead of accumulating analyses and knowledge, I simply put together basic facts.

Whoever wishes to go beyond my schematic narration (or to know the background for my conclusions) may consult the longer Historia General de las Drogas in Spanish, which contains a detailed index and a meticulous bibliography. Those who just want an overall view, with main salient points, will be satisfied with a brief history. In any case, I dedicate this book to the second category of readers.


Introduction

A drug—whether or not psychoactive—is a term that still means what Hippocrates and Galen, fathers of scientific medicine, understood it to mean millennia ago: a substance that instead of being “overcome” by the body (and assimilated in nutrition) is instead capable of “overcoming” it while provoking—in ridiculously small doses compared with those of other foods—large changes: organic, or in mood, or in both.

The first drugs appeared in plants, or in their component parts, as a result of coevolution between the animal and vegetable kingdoms. Certain pastures, for example, began to absorb silicon, forcing the herbivores living in those areas to multiply the ivory in their molars or else lose their teeth in a few years. In a similar way, some plants developed chemical defenses against animal voracity, inventing lethal drugs for species deprived of gustatory glands or a fine sense of smell. It is not improbable that some human beings may have mutated when tasting psychoactives, and it is appropriate to interpret so many legends about the relation between eating a fruit and paradise—common in all continents—as an inbred memory about old encounters with them.

In any case, for millions of years, many vegetables and fruits were poisonous and small, such as the archaic corn (surviving still in Central America) or the wild grape. Only with the agricultural revolution of the Neolithic did a nontoxic, succulent grain appear in the cereals, as well as many edible leguminous plants, and a wide spectrum of fruits with plentiful pulp.

This set off changes with incalculable repercussions, since territories until then inhabited by fifteen individuals could now feed fifteen hundred. In some river basins—thanks to methods of irrigation and drainage—the animal-hordes model evolved toward forms closer to that of the beehive and the termite nest: self-sufficient paradigms, articulated above all upon groups based on sex and age, gave way to interdependent paradigms, based on compartmentalization by class, reflected by hereditary power elites. History in the strict sense was born, with the first written languages and the recording of great and enduring events. Hereditary servitude was also born, as were taxes on labor and production, and imperial wars of expansion.

Hunter-gatherer cultures—without a doubt the oldest ones on the planet—have in common an open or endless plurality of gods. We now know that in a great majority of those societies, subjects learn and reaffirm their cultural identity through experiences with psychoactive drugs. Such traditions constitute, therefore, a very basic chapter, often forgotten until recently, of what would be called revealed truth by later religions, more suited to sedentary cultures.

Before the supernatural became concentrated into written dogmas, when priestly classes interpreted the will of a sole and omnipotent god, what was perceived in altered states was the core of innumerable cults, precisely under the heading of revealed knowledge. The first hosts or holy sacraments were psychoactive substances, such as peyote, wine, or certain fungi.

On the other hand, only time will separate feast, medicine, magic, and religion. Disease, punishment, and impurity are the same thing at the beginning: a threat to be conjured by means of sacrifices. Some offer victims (animal or human) to obtain the favor of a deity, while others eat together something considered divine.

This second form of sacrifice—the agape, or sacramental banquet—is connected almost infallibly with drugs. Thus it happens today with peyote in Mexico, ayahuasca in the Amazon, iboga in Western Africa, or kava in Oceania; many indications suggest that other plants were used in the past in an analogous way. From remote antiquity, the ingestion of something considered “meat” (or “blood”) of a certain god can be considered a trait of primitive or natural religion, also common in initiation ceremonies or other rites of passage.

Even if there is a great difference between cruel and not cruel rites, between the gift of a victim and a sacramental banquet, both can be joined by rites such as a mass, where the memory of the scapegoat Christ (“lamb that washes away the sins of the world”) creates a blessed bread and wine, body and blood of the sacrificial victim.

It is curious to note that the Greek word for drug is phármakon and that pharmakós—by changing only the final letter and accent—means “scapegoat.” Far from being a mere coincidence, this demonstrates to what degree medicine, religion, and magic are inseparable in their beginnings.

The oldest fusion of these three dimensions is shamanism, an institution originally extended throughout the planet, having the objective of administering techniques of ecstasy, where ecstasy is understood to mean a trance that erases the barriers between sleep and wakefulness, sky and the underground, life and death. Taking some drug, or giving it to another, or to the whole tribe, the shaman builds a bridge between the ordinary and the extraordinary, which serves for magical divination as well as for religious ceremonies and for therapy.

It is interesting that in his Metaphysics (A984 b 18), Aristotle attributes to Hermothymus of Clazomene, an individual with an evident shamanic profile, the invention of the word nous, which we translate as “intelligence.” The traditions about Hermo-thymus tell that he frequently left his body, sometimes to reincarnate in other living beings, sometimes to travel to celestial or subterranean dimensions.

Very significantly, the level of knowledge about psychoactive botany depends on the survival of natural religion in a territory, administered by male or female shamans. This is indicated by a comparison between the American and Eurasian continents: while the mass of the former is by far inferior—as the general botanical variety may be inferior—the New World possesses ten psychoactive plants for every one known in the Old. This fact becomes more important when one considers that some of those in the Americas, or similar ones, are abundant in Europe and Asia. But the Americas, contrary to Africa or Eurasia, have not known the great monotheisms until just a few centuries ago.

Inebriation is an experience sometimes religious in nature, sometimes solely hedonistic, which ancient humans practiced with various psychoactive substances. The Ahura-Mazda, sacred book of Zoroastrianism, says “without trance and without hemp” in its text (XIX, 20), and there are also references to psychoactive mushrooms in other hymns to archaic divinities of Asia and northern Europe. The old Indo-Iranian word for hemp (bhanga in Iranian, bhang in Sanskrit) is also used to mean the trance induced by other drugs. Bluntly opposed to any alcoholic beverage, the archaic hymns of the Rig Veda refer to inebriation as something that “carries you to the chariot of the winds,” and much later, in the first century, Phylon of Alexandria continued linking it to acts of sacramental celebration; in his treatise on agriculture he affirms:

Since after having implored the favor of the Gods . . . radiant and happy they gave themselves up to relaxation and enjoyment. . . . It is said that thence came the name inebriation, because in prior epochs it was already customary to indulge in inebriation after sacrifice. (De plantatione, XXXIX, 162–63)

Nevertheless, within sacramental inebriation, it is useful to distinguish between possession and journey inebriation. Inebriation of the possession type, resting upon drugs like alcohol, tobacco, daturas, belladonna, and their analogues, induces raptures of bodily frenzy where critical consciousness disappears; accompanied by music and violent dancing, these raptures are all the more healing the less they evoke lucidity and memory. At the opposite pole, the inebriation of the journey type leans on drugs that spectacularly empower the senses without erasing memory; their use may be accompanied by music and dance, but it requires above all a conscious psychic excursion, which is introspective at that time or later.

Journey inebriation, which is by nature shamanic, could have originated in central Asia, whence it extended to America, the Pacific, and Europe.

Possession inebriation reigns in Africa, and from that locus it passed perhaps to the Mediterranean and to the great arch of Indonesian islands, where “running amok” is one of its clearest manifestations; in historical times it invaded America with the slave trade, and under the names voodoo, candomble, or mandinga today enlists many adepts.


CHAPTER ONE

Remote Antiquity

The poppy plantations in the south of Spain and Greece, in the northeast of Africa, in Egypt, and in Mesopotamia are probably the oldest on the planet. This explains why their opium contains two to three times more morphine than that of the Far East.

The first written evidence concerning this plant appears in Sumerian tablets of the third millenium B.C.E., through a word that also means “to enjoy.” Poppy heads also appear in the oldest Babylonian cylinders as well as in images of the Cretan-Mycenaean culture. Egyptian hieroglyphs mention the juice extracted from these heads—opium—and recommend it as an analgesic and sedative, in ointments as well as orally and rectally. One of its recognized uses, following the Ebers papyrus, was to “prevent babies from screaming too loudly.” Egyptian or “Theban” opium stands for high quality throughout the Mediterranean basin, and was mentioned by Homer, in the Odyssey, as something that “makes one forget any pain.”

Poppy cultivation appears to have originated in Europe and Asia Minor, and that of hemp relates to China. The first remains of hemp fibers (dated about 4000 B.C.E.) have been found there, and from a century later in Turkestan. A Chinese medical treatise—written in the first century, even though based on material going back to the legendary Shen Nung, composed thirty centuries before—affirms that “hemp taken in excess makes one see monsters, but if used over a long time, it can establish contact with spirits and lighten the body.”

The use of hemp in India also goes back to time immemorial. The Atharva Veda considers that the plant grew at the spot where drops of divine ambrosia fell from heaven. The Brahman tradition believes that it makes the mind agile while granting long life and renewed sexual prowess. The principal Buddhist branches celebrated its virtues in helping meditation. In medical uses, the plant was the basis of treatments for ophthalmia, fever, insomnia, dry cough, and dysentery.

Not until the ninth century B.C.E. is there a Mesopotamian reference to hemp, during Assyrian times, and it mentions its use as a ceremonial incense. The open burner was already common among the Scythians, who threw great lumps of hashish on heated stones and closed the room off to prevent escape of the fumes. A similar technique was used by the Egyptians for their kiphy, another ceremonial incense loaded with hemp resin.

Hemp cultivation is also very old in western Europe, according to paleobotanical data. By the seventh century, the Celts were exporting hemp ropes and fiber from Massilia (Marseilles) to the rest of the Mediterranean. Many extant pipes (and the very caste of the Druids, experts in philters and medicaments) indicate that their culture knew about its use as a drug.

The use of hallucinogenic solanaceous plants—henbane, nightshade, datura, and mandrake—also goes back to very old testimony in the Middle and Far East, although the diversity and quantity of this type of plant is very high in Europe. The Gallic god Belenus—the Celtic version of Apollo, the most shamanic deity in the Greek pantheon—gives rise to the modern Spanish word beleño (henbane). Traditionally linked with the sorcerer and his profession, these plants allegedly have powers of causing levitation, fantastic physical achievements, telepathy, delirium, and even death by acute intoxication. Judging by medieval Sabbats, it was perhaps the ancient Druids who learned to tame these violent drugs, using them in ceremonial as well as therapeutic contexts, and also to create philters.

Henbane, mandrake, and belladona (nightshades) were unknown in America until the arrival of the Europeans, but daturas of the brugmansia species are indigenous there, and most of all tobacco, another psychoactive solanaceous plant, which is the queen of the drugs of that continent. Tobacco, of major or minor potencies, is smoked, chewed, and drunk from Canada to Patagonia with recreational, religious, or therapeutic intent as well as in rites of passage.

Evidence of the use of the visionary type of plants in Europe and Asia is much less clear, no doubt because of the dominance of later monotheisms. Although Amanita muscaria is indigenous and very abundant in Eurasia, as are also some varieties of psilocybian mushrooms (in places as far away from each other as Bali and Wales), the use of potent visionary drugs, more active than hemp, was either hidden as secret mysteries or else later abolished. Only shamans in Siberia and other northern European zones seem to have continuously used psychoactive mushrooms in rituals.

In America, on the other hand, dozens of highly visionary plants are known. Seeds from this family have been identified in preagricultural sites from the seventh millenium B.C.E. Beginning in the tenth century B.C.E., mushroom-shaped stones appeared in the monuments of the Izapa culture, in present-day Guatemala, and continued to be sculpted for more than a thousand years at different sites throughout Central America. Divinities of the Chavin culture, in present-day Peru, shown holding visionary cacti, also date from the tenth century B.C.E. A ceramic pipe in the shape of a deer, with a peyote button between its teeth, dates back to the fourth century B.C.E.

The American painted and sculpted masterpieces related to this group of drugs have no parallel in antiquity: some of the more astounding ones are the Tepantitla mural, in one of the temples of Tenochtitlán, and the statue of Xochipilli, god of flowers, whose body and pedestal appear covered by psychoactive plants.

In Africa, where field studies are still incomplete, iboga is without any doubt indigenous, and it is venerated by the Fang people in ceremonies similar to those of the Huichols in Mexico. The active principle belongs to the same family as LSD 25.

Pure stimulants, based on drugs such as caffeine and cocaine, also trace their history to primordial times. The coca bush originated in the Andes, and since the third century B.C.E. there have been sculptures of faces with cheeks enlarged from chewing coca leaves. Guaraná and maté, both of which contain caffeine, are also American, as is cacao, which contains theobromine, a similar substance. Equivalent effects are obtained in India and Indonesia thanks to betel, a drug little known in the West, which is chewed by one-tenth of the world’s population today. In China, tea, which contains caffeine and tannin, has been used for four or five millennia, as well as ephedra, a much more concentrated stimulant. From Africa come the cola nut, a common caffeine stimulant on the western coast, and khat, a bush consumed in Yemen, Somalia, and Ethiopia. Although coffee originated in Arabia, its discovery as a drug came very late, about the tenth century C.E. Europe and the Middle East were the zones most bereft of vegetal stimulants in antiquity.

The generic effect of these drugs is an injection of energy, enabling us to eat less and work more. They have never served to produce possession or journey trances, and were profane pharmaceuticals from the very beginning, used by the well-to-do for pleasure, and by the poor out of necessity. The nature of the effect also dictates that the user be a regular one, resorting to their use several times a day.

The plants producing alcohol are practically infinite in number. To manufacture a coarse beer, all one has to do is chew some fruit and then spit it into a container; spontaneous fermentation of saliva and the plant will produce a low-grade alcohol.

A cuneiform tablet from 2200 B.C.E. recommends beer as a tonic for lactating women. Somewhat later, about 2000 B.C.E., a certain Egyptian papyrus carried the message: “I, your superior, prohibit you from frequenting taverns. You are degraded, as an animal.” In another papyrus, we find the fatherly admonition to a son: “They tell me you abandon your studies, to wander in the streets. Beer is your soul’s perdition.” But beers and wine are listed in about 15 percent of the healing treatments preserved, a notable thing in such a sophisticated pharmacopoeia as that of ancient Egypt, which describes almost eight hundred different drugs.

A little later, in the eighteenth century B.C.E., the black diorite stela that contains the code of the Babylonian king Hammurabi protects the drinkers of beer and palm wine: the 108th ordinance decrees death (by drowning) to “any tavern owner who degrades the quality of the drinks.” Rarely has there ever been such a drastic remedy to prevent drug adulteration.

The Hebrew Bible has many references to wine. After the Great Flood comes the story of Noah, who “went naked and drunk” (Genesis 9:20–21). A few chapters later, the disinhibiting drug reappears in the seduction of Lot by his daughters. Leviticus prohibits the rabbi from being drunk when he holds a service or deals with affairs of justice, but the attitude toward wine—demonstrated in Psalm 104, which celebrates it almost with Bacchic accents—is undoubtedly positive. That is why it becomes impossible for one to live by the letter of the law while abstemious, because in all occasions of social importance (circumcision, feasts, marriages, banquets for the soul of the dead), it is correct to drink at least one glass.

Nevertheless, the Old Testament punctually distinguishes between wine and “strong drink.” Isaiah and Amos—the prophets most critical of drunkenness in kings and judges—almost always speak about “strong drink,” a fact that by no means refers to preparations of higher alcoholic content (since distilled liquors would not come onto the scene for at least one thousand years) but to wines and beers loaded with extracts from one or more other drugs. Traditions regarding such mixtures are evident in Asia Minor—to begin with, the resinated wine referred to by Democritus and Galen—and this practice explains various enigmas, for example, Homer’s mention of wines that could be diluted in twenty parts of water (Odyssey, IX, 208–11), Euripides’s reference to those which needed an 8:1 dilution to avoid the risk of disease or death (Cyclops, 145 ff.), and reports about banquets. Since three cups sufficed to approach the edge of delirium, a master of ceremonies determined, after consulting with the host, the degree of inebriation appropriate for the participants.

This basically favorable attitude toward alcohol has an exact opposite in the religious hymns of India from the very beginning. Sura, the term for alcoholic drinks in Sanskrit, symbolizes “falsity, misery, darkness” (Satapatha Brahmana, V.1.2.10) and will continue to symbolize that in post-Vedic Brahmanism. For different reasons, alcoholic beverages were not welcomed by Buddhism; the Buddhist saint prefers hemp as the inebriation agent, while the Brahmin guards a rigorously closed society, where disinhibiting substances as powerful as alcoholic beverages threaten the principle of absolutely no communication between castes.

The same cannot be said about China or Japan—areas addicted to rice wine, apparently since the beginning of time.

About Africa we know very little, except for the fact that there is no wine-fermenting tradition, but beers made from a variety of plants are plentiful.

In forms such as pulque, the Americas also have known low-grade alcoholic fermentations from the very beginning. But there were no cultivated grapes there until Columbus’s second voyage.


CHAPTER TWO

The Greek World

Up to the time of the polis, or Greek city-state, the only human options were the self-sufficient nomad, living in small groups surrounded by great virgin territories, or the ant-man of the great agricultural and urban cultures, subject to the capriciousness of a king-god and a rigid caste system. But the Greeks inaugurated an intermediate type of society, where dense populations were compatible with a scrupulous respect for individual liberty. The result was a dazzling birth of knowledge and artistic expression.

Therapeutically, this attitude was reflected in the Hippocratic school, which presented the disease and its cure as a result of natural processes. In distancing his acts from magic and religion, the Hippocratic adept negated the validity of any cure based on a symbolic transference of the malady from one person to another, thus breaking up with the institution of the scapegoat. Instead of using some pharmakós or goat to absorb the alien impurity, the new medicine used the phármakon, or a suitable drug. In the case of a cholera epidemic, for example, it was sensible to use an astringent pharmaceutical, such as opium, while it was eminently unsuitable to sacrifice youths—with the litany “become our excrement” or “pay the debt of the people”—because that seemed now such a cruelty, as monstrous as it was useless.

Drugs were no longer supernatural things, but—as stated in the Corpus hippocraticum—“substances that act by cooling, drying, wetting, contracting and relaxing, or inducing sleep” (IV, 246). Their nature was to cure by threatening the organism, as fire cures a wound by disinfecting it, or as the surgeon’s scalpel solves a pathologic condition. The essential in each one was the proportion between the active dose and the lethal dose, because only the amount distinguished cure from poison.

Theophrastus, a direct disciple of Aristotle and author of the first known treatise on botany, clearly states this point of view in referring to Datura metel (one of the most active solanaceous plants) in the following terms:

One administers one drachma, if the patient must only be animated and made to think well of himself; double that, if he must enter delirium and see hallucinations; triple it, if he must become permanently deranged; give a quadruple dose if he is to die. (Hist. Plant., IX, 11, 6)

Nicandrus of Colophon, a pharmacopolus, or expert in drugs, of the second century B.C.E., evaluated the margin of safety for opium in a similar way.

The Greeks also perceived the phenomenon we today call tolerance, even though they saw it not as the tracks of an undesirable habit but as a mechanism of autoimmunization. According to Theophrastus:

It seems that some drugs are toxic due to the lack of familiarity, and it may be more exact to say that familiarity robs them of their venom, because they cease to intoxicate when our constitution has accepted them and prevails over them. (Hist. plant., IX, 17, 2)

In addition to wines and beers, the Greeks used hemp and other solanaceous plants (henbane, nightshades, and mandrake) with ceremonial and healing purposes, sometimes as incense and in fumigations. They also knew about a hashish extract made with wine and myrrh, used to stimulate private gatherings.

Nevertheless, no drug was more popular than opium. In the time of Hesiod, the city later renamed Sicion was originally called Mekone (that is, poppy), and that plant was always a symbol for Demeter, goddess of fecundity. Childless married women wore brooches and pins with the shape of its fruit, and those in love rubbed dry petals to determine by the sound the future of their relationships.

The medical uses for it perhaps go back to the first temples to Aesculapius, institutions similar to our hospitals, where patients were put through an incubatio, or healing dream, as soon as they arrived. The Hippocratic treatise on hysteria—an affliction attributed by the Greeks to “uterine suffocation,” anticipating Freud—recommends opium as a treatment. In fact, it is from Hippocrates that the name for the plant originates, as a translation of opós mekonos: poppy juice. Heraclides of Tarento, physician to Phillip, father of Alexander the Great, promoted it, advocating it to “calm down any pain.”

Poisonings obsessed the people of antiquity, especially the wealthy, and that fear fueled the search for an antidote—the theriaka—which taken daily would immunize the user. What’s interesting is that together with pure poisons—like hemlock and aconite, in homeopathic doses—and many other substances
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