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For Don Francisco Montes Shuña, my teacher, Joseph Kramer, weaver of magic, and Ken S., elder extraordinaire




Invocation to the Mother

Oh won’t you come into me

And flow like a river through me

Over me

Around me

Slipping around my stones

Tumbling over my waterfalls

Uncovering the hidden treasures

Known only in my heart of hearts

Trickling, seeping towards my golden Center.

Allowing me

Encouraging me

Teaching me

How to truly unfold

Like a flower

Naturally, unselfconsciously

Like the heart beat of time

Pulsing through me.

I think I may know it

Like a mantra

Woven into my memory

But oh, to repeat these precious steps

To walk the labyrinth of this life

To remember my soul’s desire.

As I feel the earth beneath my feet

And the Mother’s tender loving

I know that I have chosen well,

I have floated upon

This pond

Before.

And reflected myself towards

The same sky.

I have stumbled

I have wondered

I still wonder…

But with each drop of knowing

My thirst becomes less

I allow trust to mingle with my heart

I see the brave and beautiful dance

That we all dance

And I fall back on these tender ancient bones of the

Mother

And embrace this golden life.

Erin McAuley, Pisac, May 2009




Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness, that most frightens us.

We ask ourselves “Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented and fabulous?”

Actually, who are you not to be?

You are a child of God. Your playing small doesn’t serve the world. There is nothing enlightened about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you.

We are born to make manifest the Glory of God that is within us. It’s not just in some of us, it’s in everyone.

And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people permission to do the same.

As we are liberated from our own fear, our presence automatically liberates others.

Marianne Williamson1
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FORWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION

It has been over ten years since I first began writing this book. Back then Ayahuasca was just beginning to become the global medicine that it is today, and the writing of that first manuscript came out of a wish to dispel what I perceived to be some widespread confusion and misunderstanding about this medicine. Ten years later this reason seems to me more valid than ever: the rising popularity of this medicine is an invitation to approach this process with greater responsibility and awareness so that we can keep engaging with it in the future.

In addition to the original manuscript, which was written in order to support people in reaping the most benefits from this medicine while honoring both its traditional Amazonian roots and our present day needs and psychological make-up, I have added two final chapters devoted to our challenges in regards to sustaining a culture of safe and respectful use of this ancestral medicine.

As people in the Amazon need to go further and further into the jungle in order to harvest Ayahuasca vines for the local and global market, it seems more relevant than ever to approach this medicine aware of the fact that it takes years before this plant can be harvested, as well as the repercussions, ecological, ecologic, economic, and cultural, in the Amazon region of our desire to engage with this medicine. One simple way to address the issue of sustainability is not to take this medicine for granted in the same way that we do with any commercial medication or substance, and approach it each and every time with utmost respect and a sincere desire to heal rather than just entertain ourselves at the expense of important natural and cultural resources.

In my writing this book there is an implicit trust that we can indeed exercise the necessary maturity and personal responsibility so that this medicine can keep healing and blessing us and our descendants for as long as we may wish, and hopefully this book will help you make sensible choices and consequently make the most of this wonderful medicine.

J.R.




PREFACE

In the mid-1990’s I was invited by a friend to attend a ceremony to drink Ayahuasca for the first time. I was quite scared and excited at the same time. I had heard stories from friends who had partaken of this kind of ceremonies before, but my experience of hallucinogens in general and entheogens2 in particular was rather limited, and the fear of the unknown, of what may or may not happen to me, was quite strong. An aura of mystery and power seemed to surround this medicine.

My guide had recommended I start preparing myself physically for three weeks prior to the ceremony by following a diet without spices and fermented foods, and abstinence from alcohol and recreational drugs. At the same time I started taking a deep look at my own fears and resistances, as well as focusing on my personal reasons for participating in what was going to be a very profound experience. With a bit of honesty I quickly realized I was not afraid of Ayahuasca itself, but of what it may show me about myself that I may have hidden and repressed in some dark corner of my soul. 

On the day of the ceremony we were allowed only breakfast and by the time I reached the site of our ceremony my stomach was feeling quite empty: my body was hungry for food while my soul was thirsty for wisdom and healing.

All the participants had gathered in the late afternoon for an introductory talk about the evening ahead and at dusk, after some relaxation exercises, we finally entered the room where the ceremony was to take place. We sat down on mats laid upon the wooden floor like the spokes of a wheel and eventually, one by one, approached our guide to take our cup of this fabled “Vine of the Soul.”

I remember distinctly how I felt as I drank my first cup of Ayahuasca: I was like an empty vessel, totally ready to be filled with the healing powers and visions of this medicine – in a place of surrender. Fully aware that there was no turning back, I put aside all worries and opened myself to the best of my abilities to the medicine. 

All candles were blown out and we were left in almost complete darkness, with only some low background music to accompany us through our journey. Within twenty minutes I started seeing with my eyes closed the most amazing color patterns I had ever seen, the likeness of which I had only seen before in complex computer-generated images. I was lying down with my head towards the center of our circle and, after what seemed like fifteen minutes of this phantasmagoric light show, I instinctively sat up, reached for the bucket I had prepared next to me for such a situation, and threw up.

It was once I threw up that my journey began in earnest as I started traveling down an endlessly twisting tunnel at an incredible speed: a scary roller coaster ride through all that I had considered until then my “reality.” It was not an easy ride: for two hours I was propelled forward while everything around me crumbled to pieces. Anything I would put my attention on, whether it was friends and family, past memories, or the whole planet Earth, would simply explode or vanish. This medicine was causing a relentless but unavoidable disintegration of my ego. It had a disorienting effect and I was scared.

Luckily, a friend had given me a most useful piece of advice for such a situation: whenever fear and panic arises, he had said, just tell yourself and the medicine “I am willing.” Over and over again, whenever I realized I was in fear and could find the strength to do so, I would recite this precious mantra; then my ride would come to a short but welcome stop, long enough for me to feel safe, before it would start again.

Every now and then our guide would come by to check on me. To ease my spirit he would sprinkle me with Agua de Florida, a cologne used in South American shamanism. In my altered state of consciousness his face had turned into that of an old and wise Native American medicine man; I could hear his soft voice whisper words of encouragement and I knew I was in good hands.

After two challenging hours of this and with nothing left anywhere around me but some kind of uncomfortable cosmic void, I found myself suddenly sitting on what looked like the top of a northern Californian cliff. I had turned into a giant baby in diapers looking out into the ocean. Shortly thereafter some kind of non-descript board game appeared on the ground in front of me, and a voice told me to look at it and eventually added, “This is your life, and you make the rules.”

These few words carried to my consciousness the wisdom I was to receive that night: the knowledge and experience that I was indeed the creator of my own life, not just a pawn in some bizarre cosmic plan but its very source and therefore its master. The implications and consequences of such a revelation were many, but in the heightened state of awareness that I was experiencing, this simple truth shone in all its power and sank deeply into my spirit, not as a simple statement or theory, but as a piece of my own truth I would not ever be able to forget.

I spent the rest of the ceremony mimicking the movement of the strange spring-like creatures of all colors that were surrounding me, in a state of unparalleled gratitude, thanking everything and everybody in my life as I had never done before.

It was an amazingly deep experience and for one whole year I stayed away from all kinds of recreational mind-altering substances. For one thing the experience of drinking Ayahuasca in a ceremonial way had turned off all desires to take mind-altering substances in a recreational, casual way. On the other hand, the experience was so important that it took me that long to integrate it.

It was not until two years later that I drank Ayahuasca again and many more before I first visited Peru for an Ayahuasca retreat in the Peruvian Amazon jungle: in 2004 I traveled to the Pucallpa area together with a group of other foreigners for an Ayahuasca retreat.

Despite the warnings that this was not going to be a holiday but a challenging experience in the middle of the Amazon, faraway from all the comforts of modern life, I felt right at home and enjoyed my stay there, feeling very much like in a Garden of Eden. The poor diet and consequent pangs of hunger were not easy to embrace, but overall I enjoyed my experience in this amazing environment, totally surrounded by the magical greenery of the jungle and its endless music of insects and animals.

My soul had been aching for quite a while and the retreat proved to be exactly what I needed: the ceremonies were very powerful and the medicine helped me reconnect with myself, letting go of the resentments I had been carrying inside of me for much too long. I left the jungle renewed and once again optimistic about my life and purpose here on this planet.

Two weeks later, as I was approaching the sanctuary of Machu Picchu on the Inca Trail, the rather unexpected thought of studying Amazonian shamanism and plant medicine somehow occurred to me. It left me pretty confused yet excited and curious; so the next year, following a hunch I headed for Iquitos, the largest urban center in the Peruvian Amazon, to work with two different plant medicine people, Don Leoncio Garcia and Don Francisco Montes Shuña. My intention was to see if I really wanted to enter this medicine path or whether it had been just a passing thought.

Traveling this time to the Iquitos area and without anybody I knew, I felt I had gotten myself into more than I had bargained for. I was picked up at the airport by some relatives of Don Leoncio and headed to their small camp a few kilometers from the city. That evening I met with Don Leoncio, an old Shipibo3 medicine man in his seventies with a smile that instantly dissipated all my concerns and fears. We started drinking Ayahuasca every other day the very next evening. Having had until then only a handful of Ayahuasca experiences under my belt, I quickly forgot my main intention for being there and put all my attention instead towards surviving every ceremony, to the point of even listening to relaxation tapes before each one of them. The first time we drank it was only the two of us and when after a couple of hours he came closer to me to sing, I realized I had entered a magical world far away from the familiar rationality of my own Western culture and upbringing – I could either embrace it or resist it. I chose the former without hesitation, and let Don Leoncio’s songs envelope me.

It didn’t take long for me to make up my mind about my future: during a ceremony I was in such awe of Ayahuasca that I committed myself to working for this amazing medicine that was healing me and opening me up to an experience of life that I had always longed for but somehow had felt was beyond my reach, at least in this lifetime.

Three weeks later I entered Sachamama, the ethnobotanical center created outside Iquitos by Don Francisco Montes Shuña, who was to become my main guide and teacher in the realm of Amazonian plant shamanism. For four weeks under his and Kevin Furnas’ care I dove deep into the practice of shamanic “diets,”4 which only confirmed my intention to further study plant medicine, an idea that was quickly becoming a reality for me.

Doors were opening for me effortlessly: during a ceremony there the spirit of the Datura plant (Brugmansia) approached me and offered to teach me all that I needed in order to start doing my work for Ayahuasca. Plants can be quite seductive, and the offer this plant was giving me was enticing and difficult to ignore.

Two months later, after leaving my apartment in Barcelona, Spain, and putting my few belongings into a storage space, I returned to the Pucallpa area for another two-week Ayahuasca retreat. At first I had to face the consequences of my attitude and judgments towards the shaman and the ceremonies there. It didn’t take long for the medicine to put me in my place and show me who (or what) was really in charge: during the first ceremony there I experienced an hour-long head-splitting pain in my brain, which had me begging for mercy. I felt like I had been poisoned by the brew, but what I was really experiencing was the effect of my own judgments.

I approached the following four ceremonies with renewed humility and remember distinctly the last one, during which I sat for most of the time on the ground outside the ceremonial space, bathed in moonlight. For the entire duration of the ceremony I was effortlessly surfing on the waves of the medicine’s energy, without any resistance or fear. The ten weeks of diet both there and in Iquitos had paid off generously: my body and spirit had been cleansed of many toxins and I found myself vibrating at a whole new level I had never felt before. Once the heaviness and sorrow I had been carrying was dealt with and let go of, I was able to be present, both to others and myself, with renewed enthusiasm and clarity. The physical and emotional purging had affected me deeply and its effects were indeed palpable and ongoing.

I returned to the Cuzco area at the end of October thinking I would return to Iquitos after the following Easter to start working with the Datura plant, but despite my resistances I ended up at Sachamama Ethnobotanical Garden much earlier than I would have wished, spending a whole rainy season in the jungle, battling with the ever-present mosquitoes and my recalcitrant ego.

Under Don Francisco and the Datura plant’s tutelage I began my apprenticeship, which at this time lasted five months. With divine help and the support and guidance of my human and plant teachers, I was able to undergo this process, which for me involved primarily a deep cleansing and the taming of my ego. Those were five long months of unsalted foods and endless patience as I hoped the spirit of the Datura plant would fulfill its promise but without seeing any spectacular results until, four months into this shamanic diet, I realized a deep shift inside me had indeed occurred: somehow after much painstaking polishing of the ego, I found myself open to spiritual and celestial energies that up until then had eluded me.

I had unconsciously entered this whole process with images and expectations of being able to learn how to heal people the same way I thought the shamans with whom I had worked did. I knew that they were able to see psychic and subtle physical energies until then obscure to me. I cannot deny that somehow I had fallen prey to the glamour and allure of exotic shamanic practices, but at the same time I was also aware that I had chosen Don Francisco as my teacher precisely because I knew that I didn’t have to imitate him but rather develop my own relationship with this medicine as well as my own medicine and healing skills. Eventually I stopped wishing for spectacular shamanic fireworks and began exploring and walking my own path.

Twice a week I would participate in the group ceremonies lead by Don Francisco, and once a week I would drink by myself in order to deepen my connection with the medicine. From the very beginning Ayahuasca told me that on ceremony day I had better skip lunch (and of course dinner) in order to let her work deeper within me, so I left the jungle at the end of the rainy season skinny as can be but radically changed by my experience, confident about my ability to lead people through the often choppy waters of Ayahuasca ceremonies, and with all the basic tools and the awareness necessary to support people in their healing process.

My commitment to making this medicine available in the best possible way to all the people who feel drawn to its healing powers is also what has eventually guided and driven me to write this book. I hope you find it a valuable guide for the journey ahead.







INTRODUCTION

This book is primarily directed to those people who are interested in drinking Ayahuasca but have little or no familiarity with it, as well as those people who, despite various experiences with this medicine, haven’t quite found the answers or have failed to achieve the results they were looking for.

In the years since I have been leading healing Ayahuasca ceremonies, I have noticed the incredible importance of adequately informing and supporting people throughout their process. As part of this process I share my view as to how I personally feel this medicine best benefits us and recommend the best way to approach it.

In my own work as an ayahuasquero, the process with my clients, begins with a thorough introductory talk about this medicine, continues by recommending certain dietary restrictions, then focuses on helping each individual with their intentions for each ceremony, and then offering the support in dealing with whatever resistances may arise during the process. Last but not least, we have some time the morning after each ceremony for sharing and processing the experience in order to clarify possible confusions and facilitate the integration process.
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