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Foreword


Cliché as it may seem, one of my earliest LSD experiences was during my first year of college. The Grateful Dead were in town, playing at a stadium in Philadelphia within walking distance of campus, and there was plenty of low-priced quality blotter available in the parking lot for whoever would like. (This is how things were in the 1980s, friends. Acid aplenty.)

Forty years later, the memories of the show are patchy, but I know the night felt like it would go on forever. My freshman roommates and I walked home on what seemed like a giant treadmill. Once back at our dorm, the decision of what to do next felt overwhelming.

My friend began insisting that she was not capable of any cognitive processing, pleading with us to understand this basic fact about her experience: “I don’t know anything! I never knew anything!” (Needless to say, this quote stayed in our friend-group lexicon for years.)

The Don’t-Know Mind she had discovered on LSD is an ideal state of existence in Buddhist philosophy, allowing presence and openness. Part of the drag of being an adult is that our waking consciousness becomes one of “been there, done that.” On a neurological level, that’s known as relying on our priors. Obliterating our previous assumptions allows us to see life with fresh eyes and fresh minds. Many of us are rediscovering, as adults, what we first saw as children, with the help of psychedelics.

This ability to view anything from a different perspective—getting unused to something you’re used to—creates entrancing novelty. Variety may be the spice of life, but for some of us, it is more of a staple. We are the few, the proud, the psychonauts. If you’re not one of us, this book will help you catch up quickly, to learn some of what we’ve figured out so far.

Are we willing to boldly go where we’ve not gone before, to examine not only the intricacies of a flower but also our own inner worlds and galaxies? Are these formative experiences of our adolescence actually the “childish things” that we are meant to put aside as adults? Or can we integrate the visions and wisdom of youth into adult life?

Working, relaxing, talking to your lover . . . there’s a psychedelic for that. (And even though Joe doesn’t include the most common, desacralized, and disrespected psychedelic, cannabis, in this book, let us not forget its enormous value. You can learn more about that in his previous book, Brave New Weed.)

With so many new drugs, new drug policies, and the handy guidebook you’re holding, we are lucky to be living with such abundance. Likewise, this is an amazing time to be a psychiatrist. We’ve never had so many new medications to explore. The field of psychopharmacology had been stagnant for decades—the daily-dose approach to correct a “chemical imbalance” barely beats a placebo or a walk in the woods. With ketamine-assisted therapy available nationwide, people are getting used to the idea that a medicine can be helpful even though it’s not administered every day, and that we can participate in the work ourselves, inside.

Psychedelic medicines are powerful. They can remodel a person’s perspective and behavior. In a perfect world, they will not only help to change us as individuals, but they may also change how medicine is delivered; they will eventually transform psychiatry, neurology, rehabilitative medicine, and end-of-life care.

As I write this, there are wars, famine, fires, floods, and the very real threat of authoritarianism. We are watching our civil rights eroding in real time. Amid a background of political uncertainty and polarization, socioeconomic inequity and injustice, we are increasingly feeling fear and powerlessness. Our electronically connected lives allow us to experience terror and trauma far from our homes, while we are physically disconnected from ourselves, our communities, and the natural world that surrounds us.

These constant onslaughts are a lot to carry, and it’s no wonder so many of us opt to lay our burdens down and disappear into a dissociative concoction of deeper electronic distraction and other “drugs of abuse.” It’s also no wonder that rates of depression, anxiety, addiction, and particularly suicide are climbing. As access to traditional medical care is getting increasingly challenging, more people are experimenting with an alternative approach to treating their own fear, anxiety, and PTSD.

This approach is being bolstered by the research. Psilocybin reliably induces a mystical state, which correlates with the efficacy of the experience. MDMA can work for some veterans with PTSD. Ibogaine research and treatments, particularly with added magnesium, are being conducted to treat opioid addiction. And microdosing LSD shows promise for everyone from tech bros to your grandmother.

Two psychedelic conferences (the Multi-disciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies [MAPS] meeting in Denver in June 2023, and Horizons in New York City in May 2024) felt like the high-water marks of hype and optimism. Unfortunately, in the summer of 2024, the FDA declined to approve MDMA with psychotherapy as a treatment for PTSD. That was a gut punch for many of us that we’re still processing. More recently, the timetable for FDA approval of psilocybin with supportive therapy has been pushed back by a year or more.

We’ve come far, and the research is convincing, but it’s not simple, and we’ll clearly have to wait longer than we originally thought. It’s like the psychedelic community is now arriving at our awkward adolescent phase—we think we know it all when, in reality, we are suffering from the ignorance of not knowing what we don’t know. Psychedelics in the real world are even more complicated than in the clinical one. There are greater risks of careless, uninformed use; unethical practitioners; and self-anointed “shamans” behaving badly.

As a result, local governments have been quicker to pick up the slack, devising new regulations and psychedelic programs that the Feds won’t yet touch. There are newly launched regulated psilocybin programs in Oregon and Colorado, pilot programs for MDMA and psilocybin in hospitals in Utah, and state-funded psilocybin research in Indiana to benefit veterans and first responders. On the ballot in 2024 in Massachusetts was a proposal to decriminalize, in a therapeutic and regulated setting, the growing, consuming, and sharing—no selling—of five different psychedelics including ibogaine, which could make a huge difference for opioid addicts. It didn’t pass. Not even close. There’s been another new development since this momentous election: Many counties (nearly every one) in Oregon have opted out of their psilocybin programs. We are facing setbacks left and right, but don’t let them get you down. There are many who believe in this cause, and I would argue that, at its heart, psychedelic healing is a bipartisan issue. The Department of Veterans Affairs, running the nation’s largest health care delivery system, may well pick up the ball and run with it. And the laws are changing every two years, state by state.

What we need now is more education. As the research and legislation evolve, books like this one will help usher us all into a psychedelic adulthood, one where we are forewarned and forearmed with education, and more skilled at making responsible decisions for our spiritual growth.

Oh, the things you’ll learn, but painlessly! In Modern Psychedelics, Joe guides you through brain science, drug science, and social science. You’ll range from a “businessman’s trip” on DMT to the real businessmen of the psychedelic venture capital space. Do you need to discern kava from kratom from kanna? I would argue that this is crucial information for conversation in today’s polite society. What about the subtleties of DMT and 5-MeO-DMT, or the sexiness of 2-CB versus MDMA, or knowing how to mitigate some of the nausea from eating your magic mushrooms? Again, yes. And beyond learning the differences between LSD, ibogaine, ayahuasca, and mescaline, you may be able to save lives with purity- and potency-testing recommendations and a working knowledge of emergency psychedelic first aid.

The faster you’re moving, the farther ahead you need to look.

In these breathless days, there are tools to help us see what’s coming and teachers to help us use those tools safely. Venture forth, but be sure you have a good guide. As Joe says, “The better you prepare, the better your chances for a positive experience.”

Take your map and compass, your food and water, don’t forget the sunscreen, and, of course, pack your well-worn copy of this book.

Godspeed, my friends. Safe travels.


Julie Holland, MD

Cape Cod, November 2024
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Author’s Note


It’s often recommended that you enlist a guide when embarking on a psychedelic journey. As your guide through this book, allow me to introduce myself.

I’m a former journalist and editor who now makes my living as a communications and executive development coach. I teach people how to speak in public, spread their great ideas to large audiences, and lead their teams more harmoniously (without psychedelics thus far, though I can envision how they might be deployed to increase effectiveness in the future). It’s great work that keeps my mind ticking, and I’m privileged to practice it. I am not a scientist, but I understand science and have a knack for getting researchers who speak and write in unfathomably
technical ways to explain things simply and clearly. That’s my skill. I translate the arcane and complex language of science into words and concepts that people can understand.

I’m generally a happy person, but I suffered a two-year depression in my early fifties. I took the SSRI Lexapro, which lifted me out of despair, but it also squashed my libido and flattened the bright colors in the world into gray tones. Still, unlike half of the population who feel no positive effects from SSRIs, they helped me find beautiful moments that eventually led to beautiful days.

As for psychedelics—I am not the world’s most experienced user, nor do I aspire to be. In fact, meditation, which I’ve practiced fitfully for thirty years, is my preferred medicine. Psychedelics are an occasional, enriching adjunct to life, not its guiding purpose. As is the case for many people, my use has ebbed and flowed with the seasons of my life.

I dabbled with LSD and MDMA as an undergraduate at Northwestern University. (Chicago was one of the distribution hubs of MDMA in the 1970s and 1980s.) Until MDMA was outlawed in 1985, therapists were using it with impressive results. The general consensus was that it made people less afraid of confronting fears, which enabled more open communication with themselves and with others.

MDMA and I became instant great friends. For me, it was gentler than other psychedelics and didn’t cause ego dissolution; for this reason, it allowed for more presence of mind. On one MDMA-fueled excursion to the Art Institute of Chicago, I formed a brief, but deep, emotional attachment to Claude Monet’s Water Lilies. On what felt like a molecular level, I understood the vision underlying this masterpiece (I was never previously moved by impressionism, but on that day, I loved it). In college, I had no bad trips, though that wasn’t true for everyone in my circle. Psychedelics opened a window into the landscapes of my mind, but in retrospect, I wish I had known more about what they were capable of because my experiences might have been all the richer. Unlike people who relegate their psychedelic explorations to youthful folly, mine have grown more resplendent with age.

I entered adulthood during the War on Drugs and the DARE program, so in the 1980s I quit tripping, fearing that continued use would sizzle my brain—just as they sizzled that egg in the infamous thirty-second “this is your brain on drugs” television spot. (Side note: The American Egg Board took issue with that ad, saying that young kids would misconstrue the message and think eggs were harmful. C’mon, Egg Board, kids aren’t that dumb!)

My reacquaintance with psychedelics occurred several years ago after I wrote Brave New Weed, an investigation into the science and sociology of cannabis, a plant that has been used medicinally for four thousand years and was also grossly maligned by prohibition. I learned then that our brains produce endocannabinoids, which can be loosely described as endogenous versions of THC and CBD. No one knows quite why, but our own brains are factories of illegal drugs! Clearly, there is more to these substances than meets the eye.



“A self that goes on changing is a self that goes on living.”

—Virginia Woolf
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There was another factor driving my curiosity, one that members of my generation will understand. By my mid-fifties, I knew that I had to take steps to actively avoid becoming an ossified old man. Even though inwardly I still feel like I’m forty-two, I’ve seen firsthand that, along with a rigidity of joints and bones, age can too easily bring with it a rigidity of thinking. Habits make life easier—less thinking equals fewer decisions to make. I see it in myself and with friends who are growing disinterested in learning new things or are growing cynical and dismissive about the wonders of life. This can leave them feeling left behind or isolated from culture and society, or worse, bitter. Maintaining a flexible mind, tapping into some of that childlike awe, felt paramount to staying vital—even as my body continues its inevitable decline. Having been through years of fifty-minute talk therapy hours and any number of fitness regimes and healthy diets, I had reached the limit of what they could offer. I wanted a deeper jolt, something to make me slightly uncomfortable with my own, privileged status quo. It’s an urge adjacent to the urge to travel. Being in a place that’s unfamiliar and uncomfortable forces you to see the world with fresh eyes. You may lose your footing, but you learn something about the world and, if you’re lucky, about yourself.

Part of my anti-ossification plan came in a heart-shaped chocolate infused with 5 grams of magic mushrooms. That heroic dose, and the subsequent hours of giddy laughter and travels through the contours of my mind, shifted something inside of me that’s not easily captured in words. Psychedelics defy conceptual thinking, and mushrooms enabled me to see beyond myself and hold my problems and concerns more lightly. At the time, I knew nothing about what’s commonly (and often incorrectly) called neuroplasticity, but that fungus sprouted a slew of new perceptual and neural connections that gently altered the course of my life.

My next experience occurred a year later when a friend invited me to an ayahuasca ceremony in upstate New York. (Once I started to speak openly about my newfound psychedelic path, I seemed to magnetically attract others stumbling forward in a similar direction.)

Two dozen people were spaced out like numbers on a clock around the perimeter of a large yurt on a snowy winter evening. I drank the bittersweet liquor of boiled leaves and bark and waited for the infamous purge that promised to unleash encounters with spirit images. But it never happened. Instead, I endured six hours (it felt like six days) of whiz-bang auditory distortions and visual hallucinations that were more geometric and industrial than inspirational. They were interesting, but emotionally cold. At four in the morning, I visited the bathroom where the purge occurred exuberantly from the other end. It was as if I had let go of something greater than the prior day’s meal, the final event of the evening’s physical thrashing.

I woke up the next morning feeling mushy and flooded with memories that hadn’t visited me in years. In the sharing circle that followed the journey, the ayahuasquero advised me to dive into those feelings of vulnerability. I nodded in silent agreement but had no idea what he was talking about. In the next weeks, I noticed subtle and, at first glance, unremarkable changes. I wasn’t craving my regular two cups of morning coffee, and my taste for wine had all but vanished. But when a remastered edition of Bach’s cello suites brought me to tears, I understood that the medicine had softened me in an unexpected way. And here we are today . . .


A Few More Practical Things . . .

This book does not offer medical advice, nor does it recommend that you try psychedelics. In fact, if you encounter anyone who tells you that you absolutely positively definitely must take psychedelics, run the other way. Whether to use them is a conversation you should have with yourself, a trusted health practitioner, a mentor, or a spiritual guide. Good guidance is one of the best insurance policies you can obtain.

Just as dosing guidelines on cannabis products have changed the game—users now know that a 5 mg THC gummy is a gentle enhancement, while 100 mg can knock an inexperienced user flat—dosing is key to skilled psychedelic use. The recommendations found under “The Substances” are not infallible—everyone’s metabolism and mental condition are different—but they are a good starting point if you’re looking to experiment with different magnitudes of journeys. That chapter also outlines the duration of effects, adverse reactions, and drug-drug interactions—all things that skilled users should bear in mind.

Even if you are armed with knowledge, psychedelics can be tricky. It’s wise to approach them with respect or, as Terence McKenna counseled, fear. They can take you places you can’t imagine. James Fadiman, the author of The Psychedelic Explorer’s Guide and Microdosing for Health, Healing, and Enhanced Performance,
who has researched psychedelics since the 1960s (but no longer indulges), echoes Mc-Kenna’s warning. “When someone says, ‘I want to take LSD but . . . ’ I tell them to steer clear until they understand the full depth of their objection.” Both men are OGs of psychedelic exploration. Heed their advice.

Along the same lines, beware of what health care professionals are now calling the Pollan Effect. Michael Pollan’s bestselling book How to Change Your Mind so effectively made the case for psychedelics that he is now being held responsible for the sky-high expectations people bring to the experience. That’s a testament to his estimable narrative skills, but no substance is a direct route to “fixing” your problems or finding yourself. Just like Alice, you will have to tumble down many rabbit holes to find your own Wonderland or whatever it is you’re searching for. Science itself is also wandering down a lot of rabbit holes as it struggles to understand psychedelics. Having researched this book, I’m now convinced that wandering seems to me an essential and undervalued part of any quest worth taking.

Another ingredient to wise use: Is your substance itself safe? Psychedelics are not physically harmful (the exception is ibogaine, which at high doses appears to exacerbate arrhythmia), but if they’re tainted with chemicals such as fentanyl, or in some cases taken in combination with certain other chemicals, they can kill you. Harm reduction is an inconvenient but necessary conversation today. Chapter 7 introduces you to valuable resources, among them: new-to-market QTests, which determine potency, and the Fireside Project, a hotline service that provides someone to talk to, no matter where in the world, or where in your journey, you happen to be.

And finally, listen to your own voice. If you’ve decided psychedelics are not for you, follow the advice of the philosopher and writer Alan Watts: “Once you get the message, hang up the phone.” On the other hand, if, like ethnopharmacologist Dennis McKenna, you’ve attended five hundred ayahuasca ceremonies and are still learning, heed the call of the 501st.


Final Words of Caution

While most people who use psychedelics report positive experiences, using them is not without psychological risks.

It’s unwise to try high-dose psychedelics—especially on your own—if you’re schizophrenic, bipolar, highly anxious, plagued by emotional trauma, or have any serious psychiatric conditions. People who are vulnerable to psychotic processes or who have a family history of them are at increased risk, particularly if they are in their late teens or early twenties.

Research shows that among people who’ve used magic mushrooms:


	11 percent report putting themselves at risk or in risky situations.

	3 percent sought medical help.

	10 percent reported adverse psychological symptoms that lasted over a year; 8 percent of those who reported adverse reactions sought treatment.1




A year is too long to suffer from unhappiness, especially self-inflicted unhappiness. Another small subset of users attributed the onset of psychosis to having used psychedelics in their youth. That’s a lifelong nightmare from which there is no recovery. Chapter 7 discusses some of the underreported psychological and spiritual emergencies that can and will most certainly occur more frequently if and when prohibition is lifted.


Skilled Use Is Cautious Use

There will be casualties in the psychedelic renaissance. We’re already seeing a parade of dodgy gurus, cults, and false messiahs; transgressions will occur, and people will get hurt. But you can arm yourself and find ways to be more supported. Use this book as a support.

A small percentage of people become terrified or engage in dangerous behavior while tripping. The probability is low, but it exists. Don’t trip in public where you can stumble into others or into traffic, and never trip with people you don’t trust.

I refer to challenging trips in this book, but in all honesty the word challenging is about as descriptive as calling a climb to Mount Everest hard. A challenge can include big emotions such as grief, anguish, sadness, or despair. It can be a frenetic encounter with weirdness or trauma, confrontations with family dynamics, painful insights, or downright scary imagery. A challenge can also be something you learn from.

No two people respond the same way to any substance. I once tripped with a group where we all took 3.5 grams of Penis Envy (PE) mushrooms. One man spent the day in bed, nauseated. Another woman felt nothing. Someone else danced among the trees for four hours. The rest of us lay on a beach, went swimming, and giggled away the day.

In most places, psychedelics, with the exception of ketamine, are illegal. This is changing, but if breaking the law makes you anxious, skip it. Why subject yourself to the stress?

Ram Dass once said, “For grass you should have the equivalent of a driver’s license. And for LSD you should have the equivalent of a pilot’s license.”2

This book won’t provide the license, but it will offer you some help in getting the plane off the ground, into the right flight path, and safely landed. It will help you reduce unexpected turbulence and alert you if you shouldn’t be flying at all. The best way to ensure a good journey is to be informed, because here, at the beginning of the psychedelic resurgence, curiosity is outpacing laws, sensible regulation, and best practices.

So be smart. Prepare for your experience. Understand your intent. Have a mind-blowing
or—as research seems to be indicating—a mind-growing time!
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Chapter 1 Welcome to the Psychedelic Resurgence


The way we see the world shapes the way we treat it. If a mountain is a deity,not a pile of ore . . . if a forest is a sacred grove, not timber; if other species are biological kin, not resources; or if the planet is our mother, not an opportunity—then we will treat each other with greater respect. This is the challenge, to look at the world from a different perspective.

David Suzuki, Canadian geneticist and environmental activist


The following conversations occurred over two days in 2023. I did not initiate these conversations, and there isn’t one word of writerly embellishment in these accounts.


	A psychologist acquaintance tells me he’s going away for two weeks to Mexico. I love Mexico, so I ask him where he’s heading. To an ibogaine clinic to help him kick a substance abuse problem he has grappled with for years, he tells me. He’s excited but nervous because one ibogaine trip can last for a grueling thirty-six hours.

	A publisher exec I know is away for a weekend ayahuasca ceremony in the hope of getting a new perspective on her working life. She has arrhythmia and is wondering if two ceremonies back-to-back will strain her heart.* What have I heard?

	Two months ago, my friend JJ found Joyous, a service that mails a two-month supply of low-dose ketamine lozenges to his home. “A life changer,” he told me. After sixty days and a few Zoom check-ins with a doctor, he’s finally beating a lifelong struggle with depres-sion. He wants to know if the happy effects will disappear if he stops.**

	Robert, a retired communications exec-utive in the nonprofit sector, joined the Zide Door Church in West Oakland, California. The church legally dispenses entheogenic plants (magic mushrooms and cannabis) to “parishioners.” He bought 7 grams of mushrooms ($60) and calls to ask how much he should take and if I know any hack to avoid getting nauseous.

	A neurodivergent colleague read in an online forum that LSD helps people break free of the behaviors that emo-tionally cage them in. I have no knowl-edge, but I sent him Aaron Paul Orsini’s book, Autism on Acid.***

	A client confides that he read my book Brave New Weed: Adventures into the Uncharted World of Cannabis, and that he’s been microdosing with psilocybin for five months. (Apparently Brave New Weed is a gateway book—people pre-sume, not unreasonably, that I know a lot about every substance because I know a lot about cannabis.) He wants to switch to LSD because dosing is easier and more consistent than with the many varieties of fungi that grow in the ground. Do I have a source?****

	I was struggling with the lingering effects of COVID for three weeks—lightheaded, exhausted, and foggy brained. I shared my woes with my LSD microdosing buddy—we began together three years ago—and he fired back, “It’s not COVID, dude. It’s with-drawal! You stopped cold turkey two months ago when you went to Mexico. LSD takes weeks to clear the system.” I scoured half a dozen papers, books, and online forums on the topic but not one mentioned “withdrawal.” Most forums say that LSD clears the brain/body in three days, but there’s no definitive research about microdosing. Some claim the benefits I feel are the result of expectancy effects. I’m okay with that.




It’s an exciting and confusing time in the world of psychedelics. There’s a lot of hope and an increasing amount of hype about these substances. Drugs that twenty years ago were said to sizzle the brain or make you crazy are now being used to make you saner. The US Controlled Substances Act still outlaws psychedelics as Schedule 1 “narcotics” that have “no medical value and have a high rate of addiction.” Although Phase III clinical trials for MDMA to treat post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) concluded with promising results, and despite the fact that the country of Australia has legalized MDMA-assisted therapy to treat PTSD,***** the US Food and Drug Administration has—frustratingly and sadly for the thirteen million Americans suffering from the condition—refused to approve its use in the States. This has dampened some of the effervescent optimism, but the correction has also attuned the public to the hype and made people more aware of risks as accessibility to these substances increases. This is a good thing as it paints a more realistic safety profile for all users.

Of course, people aren’t waiting for legal or scientific permission to try psychedelics. One 2010 study1 estimated that thirty-two million Americans called themselves lifetime psychedelic users. There’s no way to know how many millions more there are today, but stellar books like Michael Pollan’s How to Change Your Mind and Ayalet Waldman’s A Really Good Day, as well as films like Fantastic Fungi, have pushed these compounds out of the shadows and into the spotlight. Psychedelics are at a tipping point (or “tripping point?”) of acceptance.

The excitement is apparent in popular culture as well as the more sober reaches of science. Not long ago, psychedelics were career killers in scientific research; they were only whispered about in back offices. Today, if chemists and neuroscientists don’t mention them, it’s to protect the patents they’ve applied for. August institutions—Yale, Harvard, Berkeley, New York University, and Johns Hopkins among them—have established research centers that are turning out studies showing that psychedelics when combined with therapy can effectively treat depression, PTSD, end-of-life anxiety, and a host of stubborn illnesses that elude modern medicine. Not uncommonly, one or two treatments offer relief that endures for months, sometimes years. That’s an entirely different paradigm from the  one-pill-a-day-for-the-rest-of-your-life solutions currently offered by psychiatry.

The boom isn’t only happening in academia. Institutes are popping up across the world to train guides and therapists, and at the moment, demand far exceeds supply.****** While a host of early-to-market companies have fizzled, the surviving biopharma start-ups are racing to synthesize next-generation “pseudodelics” that deliver therapeutic results without the “side effects” of the trip. Psychedelic advocates view this as an apostate attempt to medicalize the magic of these compounds—the trip is where the revelations occur!—and a robust movement has sprung up to counter such pursuits. In June 2023, the Psychedelic Science conference sponsored by the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS) drew twelve thousand participants—four times the size of its conference three years before and the same number of attendees as the American Psychiatric Association’s meeting. Melissa Etheridge, Jaden Smith, and conservative Republican governor Rick Perry (!) were among the star speakers.

Remember how people once asked, “What’s your sign?” The opening question at MAPS was, “What’s your medicine?”

As word spreads, access is expanding. If you’re depressed and the ketamine-in-a-box method mentioned above makes you nervous, pop into a center in a growing number of cities for an IV or nasal infusion. Companies like Nushama administer ketamine in a comfortable yet clinical setting at a steeper price than home delivery—$400 to $850 a session compared with $200 a month. A more sensual therapeutic experience is offered by Cardea, a ketamine-assisted wellness and treatment clinic in New York City, where every element of the decor, from window shutters to lamps and tables, is constructed from sheets of dried mushroom mycelium—an interior design truly befitting the word trippy. After an hour of intention setting, you’ll be tucked into a cozy, fabric-draped, iron-frame bed. The medicine sends you into space while a therapist guides your journey with a live sound bath of singing bells and gongs to melt your normal beta brain waves to a more relaxed alpha frequency and potentiate the healing effects of ketamine. It worked for me!

If you’re eyeing a retreat, you might head to a center in Jamaica, where you’ll trip on psilocybin Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and do art or music integration on the off days . . . or maybe you’d prefer Tandava, the world’s first 5-MeO-DMT wellness center in the village of Tepoztlán, Mexico’s newly minted center for healing. There are psilocybin retreats for couples in the Catskills or so-called Medicine Women’s Retreats for women over fifty. The Jungle Gayborhood in Costa Rica gathers queer men to “consciously explore embodiment practices, sacred plant ceremonies, permaculture, and sacred sexuality.” For a more indigenous ayahuasca experience, consider flying to the Peruvian Amazon, where you might live in a hut, eat the traditional restricted dieta, eliminate all sexual activities including with yourself, and attend ceremonies led by a native shaman, or in some unfortunate cases by a native huckster parading as a shaman. The rush of tourists to the Amazon has sparked protests by environmental groups concerned that the rising tide of cultural appropriation and so-called extractive capitalism is threatening the limited supply of visionary plants and the indigenous ways of life.

If you’d rather exercise your green thumb, there is no shortage of inexpensive instructional courses (or free YouTube videos) on home cultivation of magic mushrooms. It’s legal! Home cultivation too messy? Scroll through Instagram to locate a service that will deliver mushrooms to your home or office.

There’s a deluge of information swirling around the internet—some of it good, lots of it suspect, most of it marketing—but there are still so many unknowns. As the shackles on the almost sixty-year-old prohibition loosen and curiosity skyrockets, there’s one thing missing: a judgment-free handbook that draws together contemporary science, ancient wisdom, and best practices to guide people in using these powerful substances to their maximum benefit and to avoid preventable problems. I suspect you agree, since you’re holding such a book in your hand.


Mindful Use Is Smart Use

What exactly is mindful use of psychedelics? I believe it begins with education. Education about what psychedelics are (and are not), what they can do (and cannot), who should use them (and who should not), and what elements of a trip you can control (and how to best prepare for what you can’t). It’s knowing how to dose, what to expect, and how to arrange your external and internal conditions to maximize benefits, mitigate risks, and make meaning from the jumble of images, thoughts, visions, and mystical/magical moments that will occur.*******

Having a trusted guide is another key to ensuring the best outcome. Consider this book one of your trusted guides.

As the author of Brave New Weed, which sought to set the record straight on cannabis, I have spent many hours speaking to advocates and foes of substances. I can assure you that the two groups are equally strident in their positions. But skilled use is not binary; it’s neither all pro nor all con. It’s understanding that there is a middle ground that can be safely navigated.

So before digging in, let’s get a few things straight.


	Psychedelics are drugs, but they don’t act like pharmaceuticals.
The term pharmaceutical generally refers to a compound that acts the same way each time it is administered. This is not the case with psychedelics. Even when dosing is consistent, the effects are predictably unpredictable. Albert Hofmann, the father of LSD, said, “In spite of a good mood at the beginning of a session—positive expect-ations,beautiful surroundings, and sympathetic company—I once fell into a terrible depression. The unpredictability of effects is the major danger of LSD.”2 The same is true for every substance in this book.

Also, the category of psychedelics has expanded from the so-called classic psychedelics: LSD, psilocybin, DMT/5-MeO-DMT, ayahuasca, peyote/mescaline. MDMA is clas-sified as an empathogen or entactogen. Ketamine is a dissociative anesthetic. Ibogaine is an oneirogen, something capable of iducing a dream state. Classifications aside, all of these substances work by changing the per-ception of reality and the circuitry in the brain.



	Psychedelics have been misunderstood for centuries.
Although they have been used on every continent since long before history was recorded, psychedelics are disruptors. They are understood by the people who use them but feared by the powers that want to control them. That fear is not unwarranted. Traditionally, psychedelics have been administered in group settings led by a curandero, shaman, or healer. He (and it is more often than not a “he”) is responsible for dosing and watching over the proceedings. He chooses who gets which substances and how much, and ensures that the participants understand the rules of engagement. Rather than upsetting the social order, psychedelics are used to preserve it. When a young Huichol is initiated into manhood, drinking peyote allows him to know for himself the spirit world that rules the entire tribe’s worldview. The Huichol don’t use laws to control “drug use”; their rituals control it.

When psychedelics were unleashed in the 1960s with no one in charge, a form of societal chaos ensued. In their panic, the authorities clamped down, imposing draconian laws and halting research into what were, at the time, considered promising medicines.



	Psychedelics don’t impose anything on our minds; rather they amplify access to what is already there.
The word psychedelic comes from the Greek psyche—mind—and delic, which means “manifesting.” Dr. Stanislav Grof, a pioneer of psychedelic therapy who administered over four thousand trips, called psyche-delics “nonspecific amplifiers” of thoughts, emotions, and perceptions. Grief that you may not have fully metabolized may surface. You might hear colors, or you might be walking through a meadow and suddenly understand the sound of a bird in a way that makes you cry.



	Most psychedelics are not physically harmful or addictive.
Unlike opiates, alcohol, cocaine, or tobacco,psychedelics taken on their own and in proper doses will not kill you or cause dependence. (Ketamine excepted—it can be habit forming when used off-label.) Nor do they typically create drug-seeking behavior.The probability of getting baboons to self-administer cocaine in lab experiments is 100 percent. This is not the case with psychedelics, because unlike cocaine they don’t directly drive the dopamine system. Rather, most psychedelics tend to leave you satisfied and not wanting more for months or years, or in some cases ever. That said, certain psychedelics do have drug-drug interactions that can put people with heart or psychiatric conditions at risk.



	Psychedelics are not an escape from reality.
Plumbing the depths of your psyche to get to an insight usually requires work, and what is revealed is not always beautiful or pleasant. The insight may come instantly or it may unfold over time. Nor do psychedelics make returning to “ordinary” life more difficult.They can, however, make ordinary life less ordinary.

If you’re trying to escape reality, it’s wiser to try to change that reality than run away from it.



	Psychedelics are medicines, but wholly distinct from other medicines we know.
Modern medicines target specific disease states, but psychedelics display a category-busting cross-diagnostic efficacy. In addition to depression, PTSD, and cluster headaches, they are now being tested to counter opioid, alcohol, and tobacco addiction; the pain caused by fibromyalgia; early Alzheimer’s; OCD; stuttering; Parkinson’s disease; the lingering effects of Lyme disease; and anorexia, which has recently been identified as the deadliest mental illness. Preliminary results across the board are promising.



	Psychedelics enable new connections in the mind, in the brain, and between people.
Each substance causes a distinct set of subjective feelings. LSD, for example, is said to be pushier and more insistent—a bit bitchier—than the warmer, gentler, and generally uplifting state brought on by magic mushrooms. The effects of mesca-line are described as more numinous than those of a reality-shattering blast of 5-MeO-DMT. But all these substances create neuronal and synaptic connections in the brain that can, under the right conditions, enable new learning and healing—even in older brains. How we take advantage of these openings is up to us.



	Psychedelics don’t only treat illnesses.
Most clinical research focuses on medical conditions—no institution is going to fund a study on increasing awe or fun. But psychedelics can be used to access more of your human potential. They can help you circumvent a creative rut or break free of habits that no longer serve you. MDMA can help couples connect and care for each other or fight in more compassionate ways. This has been known since the 1970s.



	Psychedelics can enable feelings of oneness with humanity and the natural world.
Psychedelics enable a unity consciousness with animals, plants, trees, and other beings.Experiments from the 1960s that were followed up in the 1980s, and replicated again under stricter research conditions in 2006, showed that psilocybin sparked mystical or spiritual awakenings that subjects rated among the top five most important experiences of their lives—not just a fun memory from a party weekend, but something as resonant as the birth of a child or death of a parent. The late Roland Griffiths, the founding director of the Johns Hopkins Center for Psychedelic and Consciousness Research, believed that these feelings of connection could “provide the basis for moral and ethical principles that would lessen the likelihood that humanity will drive itself off a cliff.”

Whether or not psychedelics can stave off Armageddon, it’s important to know that Griffiths was no wishful dreamer. He was a strict evidence-based psycho-pharmacologist and drug abuse specialist who over five decades published 402 papers and was cited almost forty thousand times. He was the first to study the effects of psilocybin therapy on people with end-of-life anxiety; his 2006 study on mystical experience and the alleviation of depression got the research ball rolling. His thoughtful opinions were based on rigorous clinical investigations. He’s worth paying attention to.



	Psychedelics can be great fun.
Aldous Huxley called a psychedelic trip a “holiday from the self,” a busting-out from our own small egos. (In the still-Puritan culture of the US, joy may be a more acceptable word than fun.) While some people don’t think fun is the highest order or best use of these substances, I respectfully disagree. I have used MDMA and LSD at raves and festivals and experienced an emotional openness and collective effervescence with everyone around me—I’ve often suspected that the social and relational aspects of the experience, not the drug, are the real medicine. These celebrations are also among the few non-religious rituals available in our data-driven, hyper-individualized, screen-based culture. At average doses, they also enable laughter and fellowship, not to mention jubilation, glee, delight, and exuberance, all excellent ingredients for well-being, especially since they place no burden on anyone else.

The better you prepare, the better your chances for a positive experience. Thoughtfully honing your intentions, choosing the company you’re with, creating a comfortable setting, and knowing where not to go when high are key ingredients to safer, wiser use. Chapter 4 offers practical and imaginative ways to better set yourself up for success.



	Psychedelics lift the hood on consciousness.
Even if psychedelics can’t provide answers, they do provide clues that, under the right guidance, can be revelatory of the way our minds work. This causes me, and many others, to wonder if there isn’t a larger reason why these magic plants and molecules were put on earth.



	Psychedelics are not the only way to explore the workings of your mind or heart.
While headlines froth over psychedelics as the latest, greatest quick fixes to everything that ails us, meditation, yoga, prayer, music, journaling, art, and psychotherapy also offer insights into the mind and psyche.There are many commonalities among these internal, reflective practices and psychedelics. I look forward to the lifting of prohibition so those intersections can be more fully understood. Until then, we will continue to explore on our own or with our communities.








“Hallucinogens are the shamanic medicine par excellence, but now they’re finding their way almost magically, almost shamanically, into very traditional halls of Western medicine.”

—Mark Plotkin, ethnobotanist, conservationist, and president of the Amazon Conservation Team
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Will Psychedelics Make Me Fail a Drug Test?


If your work subjects you to drug testing and you feel anxious about it, don’t risk taking any substance. However, bear in mind that the current standard ten-panel drug test detects marijuana, amphetamines, opioids, barbiturates, PCP, methadone, methaqualone, and propoxyphene but not psychedelics. Please note: MDMA (which is confusingly classified as an amphetamine but does not contain the drug amphetamine) will show up on a standard urine test up to seventy-two hours after use. The ten-panel test does not look for any other substances covered in this book, but for your information, here is a list of detection windows for urine tests:


	MDMA—72 hours

	Ketamine—14 to 30 days, depending on quantity used

	LSD/DMT/psilocybin/mescaline—1 day, super hard to test for, almost never done

	Marijuana—1 to 30 days





A Word about Sources


Where possible, I have included the findings of clinical trials in all discussions. I understand the irony that clinical trials, which are based on defining and constraining variables, are the least psychedelic way of exploring these mind-expanding compounds, but science and measurement are the best tools we have to distinguish fact from fiction.

Beyond fMRI scans and clinical protocols, though, it would be impudent to ignore what millions of users have reported about psychedelics over the decades. The thousands of “citizen scientists” in Reddit forums, or who have joined the Microdose.me study, also have insights worth noting, especially because there are few sources of funding to study illegal substances for the purposes of “increasing motivation,” “augmenting sexual pleasure,” or “feeling more focused” even if scientists were able to measure such states. Some of the common hacks that people are using every day are covered in this book.

And crucially, the wisdom accumulated by indigenous peoples over thousands of years must have a place in this book and in all conversations about psychedelics going forward. No one knows how our ancestors learned to prepare decoctions from visionary plants or what led them to create ceremonies that support transformational healing. Shamans like to say the plants gave them the instructions, and as confounding as this is to the Western mind, there’s no evidence to the contrary. The practice a mystery that I can’t explain but that I humbly accept as another of life’s many mysteries, an acceptance based on my own experience and that of wise explorers and esteemed scientists. It’s too compelling to dismiss as woo woo.

Clinical trials are the gold standard in Western medicine, but many gold-standard professionals believe different investigative tools are needed to truly understand the workings of these substances. Until those methods are developed, there’s a rich body of knowledge within the worldwide community of practitioners and celebrants. This book values and collects wisdom from these sources.





*DMT, a key ingredient in ayahuasca, can raise the heart rate.



**It’s not definitively known how long the antidepressant effects of ketamine last, but indications are that treatments have to be continued. Ketamine does enable plasticity in the brain, but the window of plasticity is thought to be the shortest of all psychedelics—about four days.



***In Autism on Acid: How LSD Helped Me Understand, Navigate, Alter and Appreciate My Autistic Perceptions, neurodivergent author Orsini cites research that LSD appears to ease the social anxiety that accompanies autism.



****My source, a chemist, doesn’t accept referrals.



*****As of this writing, regulatory issues have restricted the number of therapists approved to prescribe MDMA to a few dozen.



******One example: The UC Berkeley Center for the Science of Psychedelics offers a $10,000 Facilitation Certificate Program that includes two hundred hours of instruction, weekend immersions, online learning, contemplative practice, and a five-day psilocybin retreat.



*******It’s also knowing that eating a healthy diet, getting good sleep, staying hydrated, and choosing not to combine substances wantonly are essential elements to all drug experimentation.
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