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      “The twentieth century was the great age of physics, and the twenty-first is the age of biology. According to Stephen Harrod Buhner, we must interact empathically with the biosphere by opening our perceptual gates to perceive through all body sensations. He deliciously explores music, writing, art, and plants as tools for reclaiming our feeling sense of nature. Plant Intelligence and the Imaginal Realm is a work of heartfelt wisdom written so exquisitely that it took my breath away, a must read for anyone who wants to achieve keystone intelligence—empathic immersion within Earth’s dreaming.”

      BARBARA HAND CLOW, AUTHOR OF AWAKENING THE PLANETARY MIND: BEYOND THE 
TRAUMA OF THE PAST TO A NEW ERA OF CREATIVITY

      “Stephen Harrod Buhner’s The Lost Language of Plants and The Secret Teaching of Plants taught a generation of herbalists to trust our sense that the world was alive and speaking to us. Plant Intelligence and the Imaginal Realm takes us further down that path of remembering and re-enchantment, awakening our capacity to tap directly in to the Gaian mind. Be warned: if you read this book, you will never be the same again.”

      SEAN DONAHUE, TRADITIONAL HERBALIST AND INSTRUCTOR, SCHOOL OF WESTERN HERBAL MEDICINE AT PACIFIC RIM COLLEGE
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      A NOTE TO THE READER

      
        Watch with glittering eyes the whole world around you, because the greatest secrets are always hidden in the most unlikely places. Those who don’t believe in magic will never find it.
      

      ROALD DAHL

      This book is a user’s manual about the techniques and states of perception necessary for directly interacting with the Gaian system, perceiving the deeper patterns in Gaian movements, and understanding the meanings within those patterns. In many respects it is a manual for becoming a nondomesticated explorer of the natural world, something that used to be called, long ago, a natural philosopher, what might now be called a wild scientist as opposed to a domesticated one.

      Unlike the majority of books being written about the state of Earth/human relationship and the problems that face us, this book does not list all the troubles and then, at the end, call for more regulation, urge you to write your congressional representative, insist you recycle or buy an (absurdly expensive) environmentally friendly car, or plead for you to give money to nonprofits. As Einstein so eloquently put it, We can’t solve problems by using the same kind of thinking we used when we created them. So, this book is about how to actually think differently, the processes involved, and how they will alter your perceptual frame if you use them. It then urges you to do one thing: whatever the hell it is that you think you should do in response. It is in your own individual genius that the answers lie, not in the pronouncements of experts who have no conception of the local environment in which you live every day of your life. Letting the experts run things is how we got into this mess to begin with.

      Thus this book is specifically meant for those who understand what it means to look with glittering (i.e., luminous) eyes. For that is the understanding that binds us together, that lies at the heart of thinking differently. If you are a mechanicalist or die-hard reductionist (or even someone who thinks humans are somehow innately different, i.e., more special, than all other life-forms on this planet) this book will only irritate you, upset your stomach, and cause you to mutter over and over again, “Wrong! Wrong!” Please read Richard Dawkins instead.

      Plant Intelligence and the Imaginal Realm is the fourth in a series of five (or perhaps six, or seven, or eight) books that began, long ago, with Sacred Plant Medicine (Inner Traditions, 1996), and which also includes The Lost Language of Plants (Chelsea Green, 2002) and The Secret Teachings of Plants (Inner Traditions, 2004). (Note: Lost Language contains a depth look at chemical communication among plants and their ecosystems; Secret Teachings a depth look at heart perception, synchronization of heart fields, and EM field dynamics.) As with those latter two works, some of the material in this book, especially in the first half, is somewhat technical. That density exists as part of a long-term project to create a map of human interaction with the natural world that actually has something to do with the real world, an area in which our current maps, inherited from the late nineteenth century, are tremendously deficient. You don’t have to read those parts—you can just skip around if you wish. In fact, I urge you to have fun and from now on take in what has relevance to you and to ignore the rest. After all, it’s your life, you should spend it how you want.

      THE GILA WILDERNESS, 2013

    

  
    
      FIRST MOVEMENT

      
        
          Touching the 
	Foundations of the World
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          	Any intelligent fool can make things bigger, more complex, and more violent. 
	It takes a touch of genius—and a lot of courage—to move in the opposite 
	direction.
        

        ALBERT EINSTEIN

        
          	In the pronoun we, I of course included the starfish and the redwood forest, 
	the segmenting egg, and the Senate of the United States. And in the 
	everything which these creatures variously know, I included “how to grow 
	into five-way symmetry,” “how to survive a forest fire,” “how to grow and 
	still stay the same shape,” “how to learn,” “how to write a constitution,” 
	“how to invent and drive a car,” “how to count to seven,” and so on. . . . 
	Above all I included “how to evolve,” because it seemed to me that both 
	evolution and learning must fit the same formal regularities or so-called 
	laws.
        

        GREGORY BATESON

        
          	We have learnt that nothing is simple and rational except what we ourselves 
	have invented; that God thinks in terms neither of Euclid nor of Riemann; 
	that science has “explained” nothing; that the more we know the more 
	fantastic the world becomes and the pro-founder the surrounding darkness.
        

        
	ALDOUS HUXLEY

        
          For we now 
	recognize the nature of our disease. What is wrong with us is precisely the 
	detachment of these forms of experience—art, religion, and the rest—from 
	one another; and our cure can only be their reunion in a complete and 
	undivided life. Our task is to seek that life, to build up the conception of 
	an activity which is at once art, and religion, and science, and the rest.
        

        
	R. G. COLLINGWOOD

        
          On earth there is no 
	escape, no exit, from global ecology.
        

        DORION 
	SAGAN

      

    

  
    
      
        
          Prelude
        
      

      THE SOFT FLUTTER 
OF 
BUTTERFLIES

      I never 
was a good student in school—though first grade was fun. We made hand prints in 
wet plaster and walked in the woods looking for butterflies and learned the 
Spanish words for chocolate and hello.

      That first summer after school was 
wonderful. I got bright new shoes and ran and played with my friends and we flew 
kites whose tails fluttered in the wind and the days were as long as forever. 
But next year, school was different.

      Our teacher stood ramrod stiff at the 
head of the class and she was tall and thin and the mole on her chin quivered 
with indignation. Her face disapproved of itself and she wrinkled her nose when 
she talked as if she were smelling something polite people didn’t mention.

      She marched to school wearing a backpack filled with rocks (to make her posture 
better) and she hit our hands with a ruler if we were naughty and gave us 
demerits if we talked out of turn and taught us that every word could only be 
pronounced one way and that the dinosaurs were giant cold-blooded reptiles who 
died because their brains were too small and it took a week for the nerve 
impulses to get from their tails to their heads.

      I didn’t like her very 
much and I began to think that school was something I would rather not do.

      But when I told my mother I was informed that I didn’t have a choice in the 
matter and that school was good for little children and that go I would. So, the 
years went by, as years do, and some teachers were better and some were not and 
I became as unconscious as unconscious could be.

      I remember the day I 
began to wake up.

      Our sixth-grade class was being unruly and the teacher 
was suffering from it and we were informed that the only thing she wanted to 
hear out of our mouths was nothing. A girl in the next seat asked if she could 
borrow a pencil. I turned to her and said, “Sure. Here.” And so I was sent into 
the hall for talking out of turn. It was winter and I wore short sleeves and 
thin brown pants and the hall of the new school was as cold and dim and empty as 
damaged hearts.

      The hall lights were turned off during class to save 
electricity and the pale winter sunlight trickled in from the windows at each 
end of the long hall and the floor was linoleum and the walls lined with metal 
lockers and the ceiling lights were little square recessed boxes and every 
little tiny sound echoed as if I were in a metal tube and the alienation and 
loneliness of the place went through me like a sigh from the mouth of god and 
left me trembling in its wake.

      And then, for some reason that day, I got 
mad.

      It occurred to me there was something wrong with this place and 
though I did not know it at the time I was beginning to realize there is a 
difference between schooling and education. And I just decided that I wouldn’t 
put up with it any longer and so I walked.

      I left that place and walked 
the three miles home, down the endless winter sidewalks with their stark 
leafless trees and the long, snow-plowed streets, and took the key from under 
the milk box and let myself into the silent and empty house. And later still, I 
carefully watched from behind the pale window curtains as the blue car, with the 
teacher and the vice-principal inside, pulled slowly up in front of the house. I 
watched as they opened the car doors and got stiffly out. I watched as they 
walked up the frozen flagstones and then the icy steps to the front door. And I 
remained silent all through the ringing of the bell.

      And I remember later 
the 105-degree fever and the bed-and-myself floating in space and the visions 
and the voices and my wonder at what I was experiencing. And then I went back to 
school and I was once again quiet and good but some sleeping thing inside me was 
stirring and not god nor parents nor school systems could keep it much longer in 
its box.

      Then my parents moved to Dallas, Texas, and it was 1966 and I 
began to listen to the Beatles and the Stones and Bob Dylan and the sleeping 
thing inside me began to rattle the lid of its box and sometimes the sounds it 
made were really, really loud.

      It was a bad time and a bad place for that 
sleeping thing to make noise.

      The suburbs of Dallas were filled then (as 
they are now) with the Avon-decorated faces of our mothers and the absence of 
our fathers and a generation of children were growing up displaced persons and 
some kind of wildness was beginning to creep out of the emptiness inside us. Our 
hair grew longer and a strange light began to gleam in our eyes and we 
discovered words like “fuck” and “shit” and “No.” And our elders began to fear 
us and I found it was possible to be arrested for walking with long hair.

      Handcuffed and taken to the local lockup, my mention of the Bill of Rights was 
greeted with laughter. I was denied a phone call and held without knowing if 
anyone knew where I was. I was told I had no right to counsel and my jailers 
amused themselves by telling me I would never get out, that they had called my 
mother and she said for them to keep me, and that I would soon be put in general 
lockup with “the others.”

      But, perhaps, if I told them who I bought my 
drugs from (assumed from my long hair), they would “go easy on me.” Perhaps, if 
I were cooperative, they could intervene, tell the judge I had been helpful, and 
arrange my release (I still wasn’t sure what the charge was—I didn’t know, then, 
about walking with long hair). But I didn’t cooperate and even so, twenty-four 
hours later, my mother did show up to take her wayward, fifteen-year-old, very 
terrified son home. They had collectively felt some experience with Texas 
justice would teach me something. It did. I have hated the abuse of power ever 
since.

      And the lid of the box came off and that sleeping thing inside me 
came out and I have never put it back again and I never will.

      
        How hard it is to honor these most important of our teachers.
      

      
My school, of course, was not amused and informed me I no longer need attend (I 
was a bad influence on the other children) and I finally knew too deep for words 
that they were not interested in me as a human being but only in my compliance 
and I filed emancipation papers and worked that summer emptying garbage cans 
(learning a lot about my neighbors’ lives) and saved my money and then, just 
after Christmas, I left that town, hitchhiking West. I was sixteen and on 
January 1, 1969, I arrived in Berkeley, California, with $50 in my pocket and a 
tattered Boyscout backpack with two changes of clothes.

      The Berkeley 
protests had been going on all that summer and fall and the students at the 
university still carried gas masks to class every day. I met some people who 
lived in a flat on Telegraph Avenue and they said I could live in their walk-in 
closet for $25 a month. They kept green cans of military rations under their 
beds and hung gas masks on a coat-rack near the door and after a while one of 
the guys said he thought I should take a high school equivalency test and go to 
college and so I did.

      That first day of class, sitting right in front of 
me, there was a transvestite and s/he had long purple fingernails and a lot of 
makeup and I never had seen anything like that in my life.

      There was a man 
with a wild red beard and wild red hair and he told me stories about living for 
a year in a cabin he’d built in the mountains after he’d left high school and 
about building a ship and sailing around the world and about the typhoon that 
hit him off the coast of Madagascar and wrecked the ship and cast him, wretched 
and gasping, on the shore. Then he was found by a beautiful woman who offered 
him fruit and nursed him until he was well. And then they had great sex for the 
longest time. Then, much later, he decided to leave and he worked his way back 
to America on a tramp steamer with a load of green hides and he never could get 
rid of the smell. And I am sure that he (as I do) smells it yet.

      A boy in 
my class knew Cesar Chavez and he’d helped him organize the first migrant worker 
protests in California and he was Hispanic and played the guitar and was 
handsome and could sing so beautifully that it almost broke my heart and he told 
us not to eat grapes because of the boycott.

      One of my roommates was 
called Stone and she was from Georgia and was a stripper in the Tenderloin in 
San Francisco. She made more money than the rest of us together and was putting 
herself through school to become a psychologist. Another was a 
psychopharmacologist who used to get pure liquid LSD from Sandoz in Switzerland 
for his master’s degree program at the University of Iowa but they all injected 
it instead of giving it to the chimpanzees and now they couldn’t publish their 
research. And he knew Owsley and sometimes I would see Jerry Garcia walking 
along the street and James Taylor played at a little venue and only eighty 
people were there and I had never had such fun in my life.

      The university 
didn’t care if I came to class, nor how I looked, and my professors weren’t 
interested in their students complying or conforming, only in their learning. 
And I loved it. But then the People’s Park Massacre happened and the war went on 
and the riots grew bigger and the years got longer and I didn’t know what I 
wanted to do—or be—so I left and moved to the high mountains of Colorado and 
rebuilt a nineteenth-century cabin in woods.

      I learned to work a 
wood-burning stove and to cut firewood and to survive 32 feet of snow over a 
winter and to put snow chains on my car and how to build an outhouse that didn’t 
smell and to identify wild plants in the mountains and sometimes to use them for 
my food and medicine.

      But I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life 
so I went to university again and the teacher in my first class looked like 
Santa Claus. He had a big stomach and a huge white beard and he laughed a lot. 
He told us his name was Ben Sweet (Sweet by birth, sweet by disposition) and the 
name of his class was “On the challenge of being human.” My other teachers did 
not seem to care about the challenge of being human and instead they taught us 
to think about mathematics and analyze different chemicals and as the months 
went by I felt further from myself. And the only thing that seemed to make sense 
was Ben Sweet and the way he talked to us and urged something in the deeps of us 
to come out—the way he looked, and listened, as if he had no other place on this 
Earth to be except with us, as if there were nothing more important in his life 
than what we had to say at just that moment in time.

      And one day I found 
myself thinking that I wanted all my teachers to be like that and realized I 
didn’t care if I never did learn to “make a living” and I thought, “Why not?”

      So, I made a list of every person I had heard of that had moved me the way Ben 
Sweet did and I decided I wanted to meet and learn from every one of them. And I 
kept thinking, “This is crazy,” but some other part of me kept saying, “Why 
not?” And for some reason I listened to what it said.

      That paper is old 
now, as wrinkled as this face I see every morning in the mirror. We both have 
the marks of years upon us; the houses we’ve lived in and the moving vans and 
the storage boxes and the mountains of Colorado and the high plains desert of 
New Mexico and the long nights when the deeps rose up and demanded answers and 
all the friends who took a different path and that I’ve never seen again.

      I take it out and spread it on the table. The childish scrawl of my younger self 
looks up at me from that ragged, lined notebook paper. The names, filled with 
their simple hope, straggle over the page . . .

      
        Buckminster Fuller, Robert Bly, Jacques Cousteau, Robert Heinlein, Joan Halifax, 
Stephanie Simonton, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, William Stafford, Jane Goodall, 
Gregory Bateson, Eric Fromm, Frank Herbert, Ashley Montagu, Margaret Mead.
      

      I was so young then and the world was so new and my whole life was before me.

      Elisabeth Kübler-Ross dressed with no sense of fashion; she was plain and tall 
and thin. Her body was always moving, so full of energy that it quivered, 
constantly seeking an outlet in some comment, gesture of hands, or facial 
expression. Elisabeth’s face was strong and masculine and she chain-smoked and 
didn’t care if people didn’t like it. Her eyes penetrated everything they 
touched and they were the deepest blue and looking into them was like peering 
into some deep mountain pool that’s so clear you can’t tell how deep it is. Down 
in those deeps were things I couldn’t quite make out, things I didn’t 
understand, experiences maybe or some aware part of her that looked back, 
waiting for me to notice it. I could feel whatever it was deep inside, touching 
parts of me that I did not know I possessed. And those parts of me . . . I could 
feel them begin to stir under its touch.

      When she talked to me—or to 
anyone the week we spent with her—she was fully present; she looked back, she 
really looked.

      “How did you come to your work?” someone asked. And she 
told us, her intonations filled with the thick shapes of her German-Swiss 
language.

      “I was a young doctor and it was just after the war. I had heard 
stories of the terrible things that had happened in the concentration camps and 
I wanted to see for myself. So, I went to Majdanek in Poland. It is just outside 
the town of Lublin.

      “The gates of the camp stood open, raggedly smashed 
back as if a tank or truck had burst through them. Rusting barbed wire straggled 
away, as far as I could see, in either direction from the gate posts. There was 
a feeling about the place, or maybe it was just a feeling in me, as if I were 
standing at the opening of a huge, dark room—a room that contained some immense 
presence.

      “By the gates there was a table and a young woman with dark, 
raven hair. She had to ask me several times for my name. She carefully wrote it 
down in the book where they kept a list of all the visitors. Then she looked up 
and smiled a sad, quiet smile, and waved me in. And so, I began to walk, to see 
the camp, to see the truth of that place for myself.

      “There were rusting 
railroad tracks and weeds growing up between them, and abandoned railroad cars 
sitting on the tracks, the doors thrown open. Inside the first one were 
thousands of shoes, tiny children’s shoes, quiet now from their running and 
laughing, no longer a part of children’s lives. I could not take it in, 
thousands of children’s shoes, all moldering together. Then I looked into the 
next car and for the longest time I could not make out what I was seeing. 
Suddenly I realized . . . it was filled with tangled mats of human hair, hair 
that the Nazis had shaved from the heads of the people in this camp, hair to be 
used for mattresses.

      “There is a shock that comes when you see something 
that the world you have grown up in has no place for; the mind cannot conceive 
it and it feels as if the fabric of the world has torn and you have stumbled and 
are falling through into some in-between place that you never knew existed.

      “So, in shock I stumbled back from the railroad cars filled with hair and 
children’s shoes and turned and began walking. I don’t know where I was going.

      “Soon, I found myself in front of a wooden barracks. The interior was shadowed 
and empty and my footsteps echoed on the rough floorboards. I stood a minute to 
let my eyes adjust to the pale light filtering in from the doorway in which I 
stood and the small windows up under the eaves of the roof. In the shadowed 
gloom I could see the tiers of wooden bunks where the people had slept, one 
above the other, three in all, the last one close against the ceiling. There was 
still a faint odor of unwashed bodies—of fear, and of ancient grief.

      “I 
walked down the long passageways that ran between the tiers of bunks on either 
side, looking around me. Then I saw—on the walls, roughly scratched, sometimes 
carved, into the wooden planks—hundreds of initials, and names—the last 
desperate messages to the living. And among those messages—I couldn’t believe 
it—were hundreds and hundreds of butterflies. Butterflies, everywhere. In the 
midst of that horror, the children had scratched butterflies into the walls!

      “I still remember the pale sunlight and its touch on that room. The light seemed 
worn and tired, as if defeated over the course of days and years by what had 
been held in that shadowed building. I remember the feel of the wooden floors 
beneath my feet, and the smell—of wood, and people, and lost hope—and the 
silence touched only by the slight echoing of my footsteps—as if the whole world 
had stopped breathing. And the feeling, the feeling that was consuming me as I 
stood there under the impact of those butterflies.

      “Then I felt someone 
behind me and I turned and found the young woman from the gate standing there, 
watching me. There was a sweetness about her and her eyes were calm but there 
was something else, too, in the lines of her face, as if a great wave filled 
with grief had swept across it and left traces of its touch for all the world to 
see.

      “I, still caught under the spell of the place, did not know what to 
say, what to do. I had never conceived of such things happening. She saw that in 
my face and gestured and we walked outside.

      “‘My name is Golda,’ she said, 
and then told me her story.

      “She was born in Germany and was half Jewish. 
Her father was taken by the Gestapo in 1939 during the early arrests. She and 
her mother, brother, and sister lasted longer; they were taken in 1944 and, 
eventually, sent to Majdanek.

      “‘After we arrived,’ she said, ‘they herded 
us into a line at the door of the gas chamber. My mother, my brother, and my 
sister were in front of me but the room was filled after my sister was pushed 
in, crying. They tried to force me in as well but the door would not close no 
matter how hard they pressed it against my back, so they pulled me out and 
slammed the door closed. And so, for some reason that I will never know, I 
survived.’ She looked toward the crematorium, pointed to the chimney. ‘The ashes 
of my mother, brother, and sister floated up from there that day.’”

      Elisabeth looked at all of us in the room. None of us were moving. We were 
still, hardly breathing, caught spellbound. “I had never experienced such 
cruelty,” Elisabeth said, “and my heart was being crushed. But the young woman 
seemed oddly unaffected by it, so I said to her, ‘But you look so peaceful. How 
can you be peaceful when your whole family was killed here?’

      “Golda looked 
back at me—those peaceful eyes!—and said in the most penetrating voice I had 
ever heard, ‘Because the Nazis taught me this: There is a Hitler inside each of 
us and if we do not heal the Hitler inside of ourselves, then the violence, it 
will never stop.’”

      Elisabeth stopped then and waited, letting what she had 
said reverberate in the room, penetrate into the depths of us. Then, softly . . 
. “So I asked her, ‘What are you doing now?’

      “She told me she was working 
in Germany, at a hospital for German children injured during the war, the 
children of the Nazis who had sent her family to Majdanek. I was shocked. I 
asked her why. ‘How else,’ she asked, ‘can I heal the Hitler inside me but to 
give to them what they took from us?’”

      When Elisabeth was done many of us 
were crying, some were weeping deeply. She looked at us in that way she had and 
said, “Now you are feeling like human beings not acting like 
dispassionate scientists.” Then she paused and said again, so softly . . . 
“There is a Hitler inside each of us, and if we do not heal it within ourselves, 
these things will never stop.”

      There was something in her voice that day, 
some invisible thing that my younger self did not consciously understand but 
could only feel. And it went into the depths of me and there it remains still. 
And sometimes when I feel the cruelty in callous and indifferent men, when I 
hear the velvet violence hidden in the innocuous-seeming words of a mother 
speaking to her child, when I see the people among us from whom the powerful 
have stolen the future—and the present, when I feel some rage inside me wanting 
to do harm because I feel so helpless that I can find no other thing to do, that 
teaching, in the depths of me, rises up again into awareness and I see that 
young woman in Majdanek and I feel her eyes looking into me and I hear 
Elisabeth’s voice once more and I begin to think outside the box again.

      There is a difference I learned, long ago, between schooling and education. Do 
you feel it now, in the room with you?

      I was never able to find it in the 
analysis of chemicals or in degree programs or in any of my schools. But 
sometimes I find it in the soft flutter of butterflies, in the wildness of 
plants growing undomesticated in a forest clearing, in the laughter and running 
of young children, their hair flowing in the wind, and sometimes, sometimes I 
find it in the words of teachers who come among us from time to time—out there, 
far outside these walls, in the wildness of the world.
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RECLAIMING THE INVISIBLE

       

      
        The most beautiful thing we can experience is the mysterious. It is the source 
of all true art and all science. He to whom this emotion is a stranger, who can 
no longer pause to wonder and stand rapt in awe, is as good as dead.
      

      
ALBERT EINSTEIN

      
        I am made to 
love the pond and the meadow, as the wind is made to ripple the water.
      

      
HENRY DAVID THOREAU

      
        I hold to the presupposition that our loss of the sense of aesthetic unity was, 
quite simply, an epistemological mistake. I believe that that mistake may be 
more serious than all the minor insanities that characterized those older 
epistemologies which agreed upon fundamental unity.
      

      GREGORY 
BATESON

      There are experiences we 
have as children, each and every one of us, that find a place deep inside us 
where neither time nor wounds can reach or damage them. And those experiences? 
They light our way through the world for the rest of our lives. Many of us 
forget them as we grow older, yet still they remain, shaping who we are at a 
level too deep for words. They shape, yet they also wait. They wait to be 
remembered, wait for the time when we need to remember them, when we need 
a particular kind of light to find our way in darkness.

      Some of those 
experiences are memories of moments when, for some reason, never to be 
completely understood with our rational mind, the day-to-day world changes. In 
those deeply charged moments, the very quality of reality shifts and the 
alteration is so striking, the feeling impact so strong, the effect on psyche so 
deep, that it is not possible for the depths of us to truly forget.

      As if 
it were happening now, I remember the first time . . .

      My grandfather was 
sitting at his desk . . .

      
        the very one where I now write 
these words
      

      and I was walking along the hallway, going 
outside to play, when I caught a glimpse of him and stopped at the door of his 
room, hesitating tentatively on the threshold. Then, for some reason that day, 
my internal world quieted in a way I had never before experienced. I became 
aware of a special quality to the sounds in the room. Silence itself took on a 
penetrating quiet-sound of its own, like a word filled with deep meaning which 
has reached out and touched the very foundations of the self. Every tiny noise 
emerging in that magical silence took on, itself, a special kind of sound, a 
special kind of meaning. It seemed to me that I could hear, truly hear, for the 
first time: the creak of the chair, the slight rustling of drapes, the movement 
of my grandfather’s hands among his papers, his breathing—and the simple, quiet 
susurrus of my own inhale and exhale. Each sound seemed almost to shimmer and 
each and every one of them resonated deeply inside me. I felt some kind of 
communication coming out of those sounds into me.

      The light, filtering 
in from the windows, was charged with a quality I had never seen before; it 
seemed to glow with a special light of its own. A shimmering luminescence came 
from inside it, as if I were seeing a deeper form of light, quietly existing, 
normally invisible, inside the day-to-day sunlight I was used to. Sensuous, 
liquid, alive, luminous. And everything in the room was immersed, literally 
bathed, in it.

      I remember seeing the dust motes as they slowly moved in 
the quiet air currents, each catching a piece of that golden light, then 
vanishing again as they turned in the slowly drifting air—a light rain of golden 
sparks of light, appearing and disappearing to my wondering eye. And like the 
light itself, every object in the room seemed to gently shimmer, a soft 
luminescence emerging from inside them, bringing out colors in their surfaces I 
had never noticed before. They seemed almost like living stained glass, lit from 
within.

      Time itself had changed, as if it were suspended—like the dust 
motes in the air. There was so much time and it was so slow I could take 
as long as I needed to sense each and every thing. And what is more, I felt 
companioned. Companioned by everything in that room: the sunlight, the 
sounds, the smells, the desk, the lamp, the papers and pens, the curtains, the 
chairs, every physical object. Everything had taken on a kind of 
intelligent awareness and caring and each and every thing in that room was 
gently companioning me in that single, suspended moment in time. I felt part of 
a living, breathing, aware, intelligent universe, and what is more . . . I felt 
wanted by that universe, as if I had come into the arms of my deepest and truest 
family. I felt at home in a way I never had before.

      I had entered some, 
heretofore unknown, magical world, a world that lies underneath and behind the 
one that most of us see every day. And oddly enough, I could tell, even at that 
young age, that my grandfather was caught up in that world with me. Somehow, we 
were caught spellbound in a special time and place, where the usual rules of 
this world were, for a brief moment, suspended. Our breathing slowed, our very 
being paused a moment and calmed, and in some way that I did not understand, we 
were connected. I could feel a current of energy moving between us, and both of 
us were joined similarly to the room and the light and the sounds all around us 
and to every physical object in that room.

      Everything seemed to have 
somehow become more itself. Everything seemed charged with meaning, some deep 
meaning that I could feel but not understand, at the time, with my mind. There 
was a look of understanding that passed between my grandfather and myself that 
day and a closeness that I have never forgotten. And for a brief moment in time, 
something from inside me flowed into him and something from inside him flowed 
into me. And our bodies and our eyes acknowledged the reality of it in that 
simple glance even though our minds had no words to describe it.

      Then, in 
an instant, it passed, and we were left as we had been, but . . . changed. A 
powerful wind of deep meaning from the heart of the world had passed through 
that room, and we, standing in its path, had felt it move through us, and, in 
that moment of touch, it opened our eyes and our ears and our hearts to 
something deeper in the world around us and in ourselves. Then it was gone, 
leaving us changed, different, in its wake.

      It was much later in life that 
I came across these sentences by the poet William Stafford, a man I deeply 
admire . . .

      
        I was as if in a shell that glowed. All 
the big, dim reading room became more itself and had more meaning because of 
what I was writing. The alcove at the east end where the literature-browsing 
books were (a favorite of mine) was darker and more velvety. My steps, walking 
back to the boarding house to work, were ritual steps, feet placed carefully on 
the storybook world.
        
          
          1
        
      

      and began to understand that such moments happen for all of us. My stumbling 
upon that magical world was not an isolated event, not something unique to 
myself. And as I began to look for them, I found the tracks of others who had 
passed this way before me. Manuel Cordova Rios spoke of it this way . . .

      
        As my glance wandered in the treetops I became aware of undreamed beauty in the 
details of the textures of leaves, stems, and branches. Every leaf, as my 
attention settled on it, seemed to glow with a greenish golden light. 
Unimaginable detail of structure showed. A nearby bird song—the irregular 
arpeggios of the siete cantos (seven songs)—floated down. Exquisite and 
shimmering, the song was almost visible. Time seemed suspended; there was only 
now and now was infinite. I could separate the individual notes of the bird song 
and savor each in its turn. As the notes of the song were repeated, I floated in 
a sensation that seemed somewhere between smelling an elusive intoxicating 
fragrance and tasting a delicate ambrosia.
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      And Thoreau like this . . .

      
        In the midst of a gentle 
rain . . . I was suddenly sensible of such a sweet and beneficent society in 
Nature, in the very patterning of the drops, and in every sound and sight around 
my house, an infinite and unaccountable friendliness all at once like an 
atmosphere sustaining me. . . . Every little pine needle expanded and swelled 
with sympathy and befriended me. I was so distinctly made aware of the presence 
of something kindred to me, even in scenes which we are accustomed to call wild 
and dreary, and also that the nearest of blood to me and humanest was not a 
person or villager, that I thought no place could ever be strange to me again.
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      And Albert Hofmann like this . . .

      
        There are experiences 
most of us are hesitant to speak about, because they do not conform to everyday 
reality and defy rational explanation. These are not particular external 
occurrences, but rather events of our inner lives, which are generally dismissed 
as figments of the imagination and barred from our memory. Suddenly, the 
familiar view of our surroundings is transformed in a strange, delightful, or 
alarming way: it appears to us in a new light, takes on special meaning. Such an 
experience can be as light and fleeting as a breath of air, or it can imprint 
itself deeply upon our minds.
      

      
        One enchantment of 
that kind, which I experienced in childhood, has remained remarkably vivid in my 
memory ever since. It happened on a May morning—I have forgotten the year—but I 
can still point to the exact spot where it occurred, on a forest path on 
Martinsberg, above Baden, Switzerland. As I strolled through the freshly greened 
woods filled with bird song and lit up by the morning sun, all at once 
everything appeared in an uncommonly clear light. Was this something I had 
simply failed to notice before? Was I suddenly discovering the spring forest as 
it actually looked? It shone with the most beautiful radiance, speaking to the 
heart, as though it wanted to encompass me in its majesty. I was filled with an 
indescribable sensation of joy, oneness, and blissful security.
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These experiences are not strangers to human beings. They have accompanied our 
species through millennia. As children all of us experienced them in one form or 
another—even if we no longer consciously remember that we did. Such moments are 
an integral part of what it means to be human and someplace in all of us such 
memories are tucked away. But as we are schooled, as life has its way with 
us—and with our hearts—those memories come less and less to the conscious mind. 
We learn . . . not to follow our hearts, not to grow 
outward into the world . . . but to grow up, away from those kinds of 
memories and experiences, and away from the world. In so doing, we grow away 
from something essential to our humanness, to our habitation of this world. We 
can no longer see or feel what is within the surface sensory 
inputs that we receive; we can no longer experience the luminous with which we 
are surrounded. We have lost, as James Hillman once put it, the response of the 
heart to what is presented to the senses. The early-twentieth-century German 
writer and poet Gottfried Benn captured this state of being, our almost 
fanatical orientation toward surfaces, in his observation that, “[for those in 
the West,] reality is simply raw material, but its metaphysical background 
remains forever obscured.”5

      “Its metaphysical background.” What a beautiful phrase, what beautiful 
implications in that line.

      Albert Hofmann describes the impact that the 
loss of the metaphysical background, our loss of the sense of aesthetic unity, 
has on us as human beings.

      
        The experience of such a 
comprehensive reality is impeded in an environment rendered dead by human’s 
hands, such as is present in our great cities and industrial districts. Here the 
contrast between self and outer world becomes especially evident. Sensations of 
alienation, of loneliness, and of menace arise. It is these sensations that 
impress themselves on everyday consciousness in Western industrial society; they 
also take the upper hand everywhere that technological civilization extends 
itself, and they largely determine the production of modern art and literature.
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      And that is why, you know, that literature, that art of any sort, is so tightly 
controlled now, that it is so schooled. For

      
        You 
must not extend awareness further

than your culture wants it to go.
      

      Do you understand what 
I mean here?

      Art—real art—connects artists, and their art, and 
those who experience their art, to the metaphysical background of the world, to 
the imaginal world that lies deep within the physical. That is, in part, its 
ecological function. And that is why the continuing assaults on the imaginal 
(and its explorers) are so pervasive, why the schooling of artists—of writers, 
musicians, painters, sculptors—has become so mechanical, so oriented toward 
surfaces, toward form. For if we should recapture the response of the heart to 
what is presented to the senses, go below the surface of sensory inputs to what 
is held inside 
them, touch again the “metaphysical background” that expresses them, we would 
begin to experience, once more, the world as it really is: alive, aware, 
interactive, communicative, filled with soul, and very, very intelligent—and we, 
only one tiny part of that vast scenario. And that would endanger the 
foundations upon which Western culture, our technology—and all reductionist 
science—is based; for as James Hillman so eloquently put it, “It was only when 
science convinced us that nature was dead that it could begin its autopsy in 
earnest.” A living, aware, and soul-filled world does not respond well to 
autopsy.

      Nevertheless, despite our cultural immersion in surfaces, our 
“growing up,” and our schooling, somewhere inside each of us, those memories 
reside. Someplace deep inside, we remain children, those younger parts of 
ourselves woven into our being just as the rings of trees—and their earlier 
stages of growth—are still within them. These parts remain accessible within us, 
natural expressions of our aliveness. All of us have the capacity to free those 
parts—and their unique perceptual experiences of the world. All of us still have 
the capacity for a deeper kind of perception.

      
        and from 
time to time

it still breaks through our habituated notperceiving

. . . despite what our culture wants
      

      Sometimes, merely 
reading about it can again bring the experience alive once more. Robert Bly, 
speaking of Thoreau, talks about that this way . . .

      
        As 
we read Thoreau’s work, especially his prose, we slowly become aware of a light 
in and around the squirrel, the ant, the woodchuck, the hawk, that belongs to 
them and not to the eyes observing or the brain producing words.
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      Throughout the years, I have met many people who have had moments of perceiving 
the light in and around the squirrel.

      
        for that is what 
all my years of teaching have been about
      

      Without 
exception, all of them have reported how difficult it has been to keep that 
perceptual experience alive. From every corner of life it seems, has come the 
demand to abandon it: from school, religion, culture, and family. The pressure 
to abandon the metaphysical background of the physical world is immense. There 
is not a one of us who feels the movement of the invisible inside us who 
does not experience that pressure, nor struggle with the demand to conform to 
surfaces as our orienting position. To discuss openly this deeper kind of 
experience, to conversationally mention that

      
        yesterday 
as I sat among the rock formations and trees of the Gila I felt a change come 
upon me. I could feel the soul of that place as a delicate feather touch upon 
all my senses and, in that moment, a light began to emanate from every stone, 
every plant and tree, even the soil itself. I dropped then, into a silence as 
deep and still as any I have known. And as I listened I began to hear, as Aldo 
Leopold said I would, the music that lies deep within these hills.
      

      
        
It seemed as if I had come home to a place I had always known, the place in 
which my true family resides. I felt companioned, and loved, and as I began to 
look deeper, I could sense, even see, the living connections between everything 
around me; there were golden threads moving through the world, weaving all the 
apparently separate organisms and objects together. I reached out and touched 
the nearest and a certain feeling came over me. And I suddenly realized I could 
follow that feeling through my enhanced sensing, home to where it originated, 
deep in the foundations of the world.
      

      
        I let myself 
go. And as I moved deeper, following the thread home, I began to discover 
unexpected truths about each and every thing that that particular thread passed 
through. I saw that flowers menstruate and that pine pollen is filled with 
testosterone and that our sexuality is only a specific instance of a general 
condition. And as I continued on, I began to understand that the innovation we 
call sex is woven deeply into every aspect of what we call Earth.
      

      
        
Then, as I grew tired, my gaze began to relax. I realized, irrevocably, there is 
no part of this world, including myself, that is not connected to every other 
part; the surface that we have taken to be the world is but the beginning.
      

      is to break incredibly strong conventions of what is allowable to speak of in 
our culture. If, instead of talking about the weather, one were to say, as the 
poet Theodore Roethke once did, that

      
        Suddenly, in the 
early evening, the poem “The Dance” started, and finished itself in a very short 
time—say thirty minutes it was all done. I felt, I knew, I had hit it. I walked 
around and I wept; and I knelt down—I always do after I’ve written what I know 
is a good piece. But at the same time I had, as God is my witness, the actual 
sense of a Presence—as if Yeats himself were in that room. The house was charged 
with a psychic presence: the very walls seemed to shimmer. I wept for joy.
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      one would suddenly find that conversation has ceased, that conversational 
companions are looking uncomfortable, that an awkward silence has fallen, that, 
if the companions are scientists, they have become twitchy and soon will begin 
to argue with what has been said—with the reality of what has been said, 
that if they are fundamentalist religionists of any sort (even of science or 
humanism), they have become afraid. How difficult it is to speak of these 
things, of this kind of experience. And how much have we lost in consequence.

      Those of us who have experienced a light in and around the squirrel, 
those of us who have kept those memories, and experiences, alive inside us, find 
ourselves, in the West, in a strange country, strangers in a strange land.

      The remarkable writer Terry Castle wrote of what this experience is like, not 
for us who experience the livingness of the world, but for women who one day 
discover they love women. The discovery that one is fundamentally different from 
the others with whom culture is shared is a difficult, sometimes insurmountable, 
experience. But for some, as Castle comments, there is the “potential for a 
certain radical mental freedom.”

      
        It makes sense: to 
embrace one’s sapphic feelings—to come out to oneself—is necessarily to rethink 
the world. For not only is one made at once to confront one’s apparently 
permanent alienation from the “normal” or mainstream, one finds one has to 
adjudicate, in the most piercing and personal way, on a raft of ethical, 
religious, and scientific questions. Are one’s desires felonious or unnatural, 
as most traditional belief systems (distressingly) continue to insist? Or are 
they something rather more benign—simply a “variant” expression of human 
sexuality? If the latter is the case, couldn’t one view same-sex passion, in 
turn, as perhaps a useful evolutionary adaptation? As an age-old demographic 
reality, possibly hardwired into the souls of some, that actually enriches and 
diversifies human civilization? Such questions are unavoidable and pressing; for 
no matter how timid and law abiding one is by nature, at the moment of 
self-recognition one suddenly finds oneself conspicuously in the wrong in the 
eyes of the world—caught out in a posture of stark and shocking defiance. By 
merely existing, one does fairly spectacular damage to entrenched presumptions 
about sexuality and society.
      

      
        For some women the 
challenge is too much. . . . Yet in others, the experience prompts an 
intellectual liberation. . . . An entire edifice of socially imposed sexual 
myths, assumptions and taboos suddenly begins to look termite-ridden, carious, 
morally indefensible. The world itself is seen to be wanting; everything must be 
adjusted accordingly.
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Castle refers to this adjustment as adapting “to the cognitive challenges of 
self-acceptance.” That is, once we can deny our nature no longer, no longer 
force ourself into the paradigm of “normal” that the cultural and social world 
around us insists upon, we begin to accept that we are different, fundamentally 
so, from those around us. We encounter the cognitive challenges of 
self-acceptance and, in so doing, begin to come to terms with what and who we 
really are.

      Although Castle’s linguistic tour-de-force is about women 
loving women (in particular three women of note born in the 1890s) it is 
applicable to any person who finds their personal orientation to be outside 
social norms. And here, when talking about a light that is in and around the 
squirrel’s body, we are talking about perceptual sensing outside the norm. To 
rephrase:

      
        Are we engaging in a “variant” expression of 
human perceptual sensitivity? If so, couldn’t this be viewed, in turn, as 
perhaps a useful evolutionary adaptation? As an age-old demographic reality, 
possibly hardwired into the souls of some, that actually enriches and 
diversifies human civilization?
      

      And is it not true that 
we, by merely existing, do fairly spectacular damage to entrenched 
presumptions about the nature of reality and society? Those of us who 
carry the seed of this perception within us, as something we cannot and do not 
particularly want to repress, by our mere presence upset the “normal” 
orientation of our Western society and culture. And once we begin to truly 
accept ourselves and our perceptual experience as normal . . .

      
        An entire edifice of socially imposed reality myths, assumptions and taboos 
suddenly begins to look termite-ridden, carious, morally indefensible. The world 
itself is seen to be wanting; everything must be adjusted accordingly.
      

      We, in accepting what we do and are, in accepting the reality of 
what we perceive, have come out to ourselves.

      We extend our awareness 
further than society wants it to go, specifically through our capacity for 
shifting consciousness in a particular way. And when we do this, when we open 
those perceptual doors to see deeper into the world, we begin to enter another 
world entirely; we begin to leave the merely human world behind; we begin to see 
from the world’s point of view. And the view from there is much, much 
different than the view from our cultural orientation, irrespective of our 
particular subculture. Taking on that view, being able to see deeper into 
the meanings within material forms, does disturb the existing paradigm. Simply 
by existing, by reflecting back to the culture something outside its frame of 
reference, those of us who perceive in such ways really do fairly spectacular 
damage to entrenched presumptions about the nature of reality. But there is 
every reason to view this capacity as a crucial evolutionary adaptation, a 
capacity hardwired into all living organisms and which serves a specific 
purpose. Given the situation we find ourselves in, as individuals, as a culture, 
as a species, it is a capacity that is essential, for as Albert Einstein once 
said . . .

      
        We can’t solve problems

by using the same kind of thinking we used

when we created them.
      

      Which seems obvious but what is 
actually believed by most people (including most scientists) is that if we only 
do what we have been doing, just more vigorously, things will turn out 
differently.

      
        You do know that is the definition of 
crazy, don’t you?
      

      What is really true is that we must 
abandon the normal channels of thought we, as a species, have used the past 
century or more, step outside of our habituation of perspective, and enter new 
territory. Not just put our toe in the water, but immerse our whole being, our 
whole mind and spirit in a very different paradigm and perceptual experience. 
This means that

      
        You must abandon your preconceptions
      

      and travel into the world itself, as it really is, and find out for yourself 
what is true, and find, as well, just what you, yourself, are meant to do in 
this lifetime. And to do that, to really see deeply into the world, means using 
perceptual capacities that our culture habitually denies.

      Despite our 
culture’s willful ignorance, deeper perceptual experiences and paradigmatic 
shifts in cognition are spontaneously emerging with more frequency, and much 
more strongly, into the human species. For using this different kind of 
perception and thinking is the way out of our predicament, the way to 
solve the problems that those older kinds of thinking have caused. It is an 
evolutionary necessity.

      This book is about developing the skill of 
intentionally altering perception in order to perceive the light in and around 
the squirrel. It is about learning how to consciously use it as a tool of 
perception and cognition. But it is also about what happens after that initial 
step. Once you see again with the eyes of a child, feel with the undefended 
heart, once you can enter that state at will, then what? That first step, 
essential as it is, is merely opening the doors of perception. What happens then 
if you walk through those doors, into the heart of the world? What happens to 
you as a person? What do you find out there, far out there, in the wildness of 
the world, far away from all human habitation and thought?

      Come, journey 
with me, and I will show you.
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      “THE DOORS OF PERCEPTION”

       

      
        First you must learn to see.
      

      BARBARA MCCLINTOCK

      
        Listening means learning to hear.
      

      ROBERT WISE

      
        Music is feeling, then, not sound.
      

      WALLACE 
STEVENS

      
        There are things known and things 
unknown, and in between are the doors of perception.
      

      ALDOUS 
HUXLEY

      All organisms encounter a 
specific kind of environment from the moment they are born. And every one of 
them has to be able to perceive that environment, take in information about it, 
and process that information in order to survive. There are no organisms that 
can or do exist in complete isolation from their environment and there never can 
be.

      
        not even scientists
      

      There is 
no way to stand here and look at the world over there, as if there were no 
connection between the two except an observing brain.

      
        such dissociation is in fact pathological
      

      Every organism 
is deeply interwoven into the ecological matrix from which it is expressed. And 
every organism possesses an interface, a place where the outside world and it 
touch.

      
        and that touching is continual
      

      At that interface are located specific organs for the perception of the exterior 
world—for the perception of not me. This is true even of the tiniest of 
life-forms, such as viruses.

      
        and of bulkier ones, such 
as neuroscientists
      

      Viruses have, just as we do in the 
skin that covers our bodies, an outer protein envelope. The surface of the viral 
protein envelope is studded with receptors (just as the surface of our 
envelope is). These are the unique sensory organs that the viruses use to gather 
information about their surroundings. They are the interface portals, the doors 
of perception, that allow the viruses to survive, that allow them, as well, to 
find the cells they are most suited to live within.

      As physician and viral 
researcher Frank Ryan comments . . .

      
        Viruses have a 
kind of sensation that could be classed as intermediate between a rudimentary 
smell or touch . . . they have a way of detecting the chemical composition of 
cell surfaces. . . . This gives a virus the most exquisite ability to sense the 
right cell surfaces. It recognizes them through a perception in 
three-dimensional surface chemistry.
        
          
          1
        
      

      
Every living organisms has to have a means to perceive informational 
inflows in order to survive; every living organism possesses mechanisms 
to do so.

      Once environmental inputs are perceived, all organisms possess 
specific capacities for processing those informational inputs. Every one of them 
can determine the nature of the incoming information, its potential impact on 
the individual organism’s health, and can decide what to do in response. They 
have to be able to do this in order to survive.

      These truths are 
fundamental yet their implications are nearly always overlooked; it is hard to 
avoid the conclusion that this “overlooking” has been intentional. For the 
implications directly counteract nearly everything we have been taught about 
ourselves and the world around us.

      Because all life-forms, irrespective of 
their nature, must, to survive, have a sense of not me, they all have a 
sense of self, they are in fact 
self-aware. Because all life-forms, irrespective of their nature, must, to 
survive, be able to analyze the nature of the not me that approaches them 
and, further, must be able to determine its intent, and further, be able to 
craft a response to that intent, all life-forms are, by definition, 
intelligent. Because all life-forms have to be able to determine the intent 
of the not me that approaches them, they also have to be able to 
determine meaning. In other words, all living organisms can not only 
process data, they also engage in a search for meaning, an analysis that runs 
much deeper than linear cause and effect. Thus, three capacities—self-awareness, 
intelligence, and the search for meaning—that have (erroneously) been ascribed 
as belonging only to human beings, are in fact general conditions of 
every living organism.

      
        thus, the essential nature of the 
conflict between reductionists

and those of us who actively feel the living intelligence

of the world around us
      

      These three attributes of living 
organisms have an important place in this book but to get to them I need to play 
with something else first, something obvious, but something that is commonly 
overlooked. And that something is specific to experiencing the metaphysical 
background of the world, and that is the doors of perception.

      
        The Doors of Perception

        The 
doors of perception are in fact the sensory portals through which we experience 
the world. In human beings, as in most animals, informational environmental 
inputs are processed through the sensory modalities all of us are familiar with: 
sight, sound, taste, touch, smell, and feeling—which is similar to touch but 
different from emotion, i.e., how a place feels 
to you when you encounter it. (This is, in fact, a primary, and sixth, sense 
that all human beings possess—we could not survive without it.) We possess the 
capacity to perceive the world around us through the use of sensory capacities 
that have been developed over long evolutionary time. And these sensory 
capacities are deeply interwoven with the complexity that we know of as the 
world. They are a primary point of interface between me and not me. 
For the ecological sophistication that we call Earth to exist, those interfaces 
must, of necessity, be extremely sophisticated as well.

        The world is 
filled with sensory events that have to be processed; all living organisms are 
immersed in those events—continually. And every single one of those sensory 
events are filled with meanings, some relevant, some not. We (and every other 
self-organized life-form that exists) not only possess specific receptors on our 
body surfaces that allow us to process those inputs but our central nervous 
system possesses specific neural networks whose job it is to work with, or 
process, those sensory inflows as they move deeper inside us.

        All sensory 
inflows in every organism that exists are analyzed below the level of 
conscious awareness as to their nature and the meanings embedded within 
them. The function of the sensory-specific neural networks within us is to make 
sense of, and regulate the inflow of, the extremely large sensory data stream 
that touches us. And the amount of data within such sensory inflows is massive, 
though commonly we don’t notice that it is.

        If you

        
          look around the room, now,
        

        that you are in, and allow 
yourself to take in everything in your visual field, you can see just how much 
visual data there is.

        
          There is an incredibly rich range 
of shapes, and functions, and relationships of objects to each other, and 
shadows, and light reflections off surfaces, and subtleties of colors and 
textures, in fact millions of bits of visual sensory inputs in just this one 
place alone.
        

        But until you began to intentionally 
look around you, you probably had little conscious awareness of the amount 
of data in your visual field. Specific parts of your neural network were acting 
to reduce the amount of incoming data reaching your conscious awareness. Most of 
your (conscious) attention was on reading this book, not on the visual 
field in which you sat immersed as you were reading it.

        And even though 
these words are moving into you through a visual medium—the printed words on 
this page—as you became immersed in this book, you no longer saw the words as a 
visual input. You’d left that surface orientation behind. You began, then, to 
work with, and experience, the meanings that these words are only the containers 
for. Once you did, you saw, not words on a page, but pictures of the things I am 
speaking of and, too, into your experience came the sound of my voice and the 
feelings that accompany the meanings that these words have inside them. You 
were, until I woke you from it, engaged in a form of dreaming.

        
          A special kind of dreaming,

central to everything this book is about,

and one that no one had to teach you how to do either
        

        A 
rich sensory experience occurs during such dreaming but what you were not doing 
to any great extent was paying attention to the complex visual field that 
surrounded you as you dreamed. You were, at an unconscious level, restricting 
the amount of visual sensory information that flowed into your conscious mind.

        All organisms learn to do this after they are born, to restrict the background 
sensory inputs that are not relevant to immediate tasks. And the more familiar 
your surroundings are, as are those in your house or on your regular route to 
work, the less such visual inputs tend to intrude on your awareness. It is 
possible, as you probably know, to drive to work or back home from a familiar 
place and not remember any details of the trip. During such drives, a part of 
you filters out the sensory inputs of the drive from your conscious 
awareness—but the unconscious parts of you do pay attention to all the 
visual data coming in. They drive the car for you; they just don’t bother 
your conscious mind with the details. And they would not unless something 
actually needed your conscious attention, like a

        
          Garbage 
truck!
        

        suddenly emerging from a side street.

        This 
phenomenon is common to all living organisms. They all have mechanisms for 
taking in and processing sensory data—and they all have mechanisms for reducing 
the amount of sensory inflows. They possess what are called sensory gating 
channels—or as William Blake and Aldous Huxley more comprehensively described 
the phenomenon, we all have within us the doors of perception.

        Sensory 
gating channels can be thought of as tiny apertures or gates or doors in 
specific sections of the nervous system’s neural network. They are similar to 
the lens in our eyes

        
          you see
        

        that 
can expand or contract as needed to increase or decrease the amount of data 
allowed in. They act to prevent sensory overload. In other words, if we 
consciously perceived everything that was coming in simultaneously as it was 
happening we would be overwhelmed with sensory experience.

        
          This is, in fact, what many schizophrenics and those on hallucinogens 
experience—and it happens for a specific reason that is most definitely not 
pathological. It is crucial to our habitation of this planet and this book is 
about, in part, learning to open sensory gating channels at will to whatever 
degree is desired—to open the doors of perception.
        

        If there were no 
sensory gating, every sound, every
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