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ETHNOllOTANICAL SEARCH FOR HALLUCIt':OGENIC CACTI' 

By JanG. IIruhll 

Summar), 

The j\!cxll':,1n"'pe:.o[t.''' CletllS1 [aphop/;ara willimnsii, i~ one of the best known 
tit h.;lHtH.:inog.cnic p],Hlrs. S\.-'veral botanical, chemicll JnJ pharmacological studies 
h.wc centered on this small cacms, In view of this great interesT ir is surprising [() 
jlud a Luge prohlem complex closely connecrcJ wi[h rhe pc)'ore ca(rus~ bur 1l1Ui:h 

k:::.s ~tudi~J, This ';pcyorc complex" covcr~ all {he mh~r McxiCJIi (,.:leu wirh 
!lUppost'J hal!udnogcnic or psychoacrivc properries. 

We hare p~rformeJ ..l liu:mmre search for (;Jefl which arc either riwaJJy em~ 
ployc~1. Ihcd fur their slImul.lIU or narcoric propcnics, or (alleJ Pt:'F}[(,,\ P.ll.."/l)" 
II n..:II:i /1t'C1t./lhlbongtllltnt, Ma1llmi/Jup:;is $ewlis and l\tiammi/lario IlI!)'deri h.l\l' 

bl'cn rtporreJ in the lircrawrc as being uscJ by rhe T.lrahulHara ludi.HIS of 
nonhcfIl .\kxlco) bur rhese rcporrs seem to have been largely O\'crlooked. 

St:rt'cnillg for JlkalOids and dH.:mi(al smJles provide furrher starritlg paims for 
,hc crhnobomnisL A Lophophortl popubtion 1n Queretaro, .Mexlco, has been 
shown [0 proJuce preJonlluanrly terrahyJroisoquinolinc alk,doids Jllt.1 almlJs[ 110 

11Icscallllc, H::1.s rhis "pe)·on:" been useJ (cremoni'llly by rhe Illdi~lI1s? We don'r 
know JS rer, 

CaTnrgiea giga/Jtea :.mJ Cor),phautlHl JHdtromeris h;g·c yidded psychoJ.crirc 
:.l1l~~\loIJSl bm in our search far the c{hnobOlJny of (hese CH.:ri) we kl\'C so f.u i!Q( 

found them used aborigin.ll1y as hJlJucinogens. Recem lay pnblicarions lu\'e 
ho\vc\'cr suggesred Coryplmntha macromeris as a "n:l rural J.nd legal" psycho~ 
,1('tiveJrug, 

To furrher ollr undcrsrJnding of CJcrus halludnogens. morc stuJics :.houJd be 
performed by boc,misrs anJ chemists working togerher. Above all, hnwever) there 
is J. greJ.[ need for ethnobot~llliCJI field srudics of ,his interesting group of plants. 

A IUt'lllber of {he C.1Ctus i;101ily~ Lophophora wiltimllsii, is one of the be~r known 
of hJ.lIuclllogenic planrs. This 1\.1cxican caCllIS, caUeJ pc),mt:, has hCL'1l used for 
l'i.:muri.."s h~ (he Jndi;lI1s to induce vi!)'ions anJ .lS a medicine. and sevcr.tl botani(11) 
litt..'mic:l1 :\IlJ pharm:u.:oiogical studies have t.:emcfed 011 this smaH planr. In vicw 
1.)( [hi:. 1,!,ft'.1r llUcrest if is so rprj:,ing ro find ;l large prohlem comp1ex closely conncct­
('.I \virh (he pc)'orc: (actus) hur much less 5wdieJ, This "peyore complex" coverS 

I TIII~ 1',lper was prcH'lued :u the "20, T;lgllng Jer Gc"dlschafi H't _-\nnclpJl;\Jm:l1(ul}-.hulJg", 
Ikl~ll\tl, hllbllJ, lu1r 22-29.1971. . 
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dU (he other ~1cxican cacti with ~uppo~cd hallucinogelHc or p~ydlO.Ktiye propet~ 
tics. 

1 would like here to llis(uss .'iolll(, JdterclH Jppru;1l..:hl".'.'i lh:u l:.Hl be} and have 
been followed in rhe crhllohor:wlLll sL'ardl for these pI.UHS. SOInt: adJirwlls wm be 
maJe to the publbht:d lists of psydlOpharmJ(ologk.llly illu:n::-.rmg cJt:ri, anJ th'e 
need for crhnobotanical .lilt! phY[QI..-hemll".'al research W IU be poinrcd our. 

rew fidd 'lUdies of the peyote (ollIplex Ilave bee II puhli,lmL Slich >tuJies may 
huwcvl'r still be the best way ro Jearn about (he HJrlVC u:.t:s of rlh.*SC cacti. Two 
Indian rrjbes in Mexico. rhe Tarahumaras anJ the I--iuicholcs) s.uU g.uher and Use 
Lopbopbora uII//iamsii jn ;1 liVIng rraJirion, Recently ;.ln AlilcricUl .1Iuhwpologist 
studying ,he Huicholes r'ported th.I! the Indial1s have a knowledge 01 "other 
cacrus pbms which resemble the "ue peyote - Lophol'iJOTa willi,jll/;;i - but which 
l.ave unJcsir,ble psychological effce,,". One 01 these "false perm",' known '0 
Ihe Huicholes and now Jisi..ovcreJ IS 11rlOcarplis retllslIs [4J. Further invesrigarions 
wlH (err.aiuly rcvcJl mort! facrs and prohably ;llso orher !o.peciL's which arc ,onsid~ 
.red e\ il by these ludialls. 

COin pared wifh tilt Hllil"h(.llt:'s.. [he '1 Jr. .Iullll,Ha IIIJI.m~ :'('I,.'m m rc(ognize a 
wider yaricty oE sacred anJ magical c1crl [8). Their main pS),llio;1Give species is 
also 1.0/,/'01'/'0'" williamsii. b,,, 1 lIlll h v It z [ct. 1, 11 J tells of sever,! c,cr; mat 
.trC lIsed in the saine way or avoiJcJ becau~e of their properties. Some ot chest 
ClC[J are Mill unidcnriticd, others Sf'em {O have been IJrgcly overlouked by bmanis($ 
anJ t:hem,sls ;llike. 

I h,l\'c for ~omc time IhlW bt:cn scrutinizing .:111 L,;';I((US pLlbli(;.uioIlS chat have 
\.-OIHC to my atrention, :.mJ it is Illy hem belid th.tr much is left [0 do in rhe lircearure 
!leaI'd. tor haUucin9genic Coler!. To exemplify this, 1 would like [0 draw anenrion to 
three of these overiookeJ cacrus species whidl h.l\~c been tl~ed hy the TarJ.hul'naI'a 
Indians. The plants in question ;uc J-..1ammi/lopsis seni/is, J-..J.unmiJlaria heyderi 
and P""h),C-erells pecten-aborigimwl. 

A1ammillopsis sewHs W.lS described as a "sacred racws" ot rhc T3r3humaras 
by J. N. Ros., outstanding botani>r and co-anthor 01 rhe classic work "Tbe 
eaerac.a,". In an 1899 publicat,on, emitled "Nores 011 usef,,1 pbms of }'1exico·, 
Rose wdtes: "ConsiJcrable h3S been wrirren of a more or less fanciful characrer 
regarding planr worship among the Mexican lndi,ns. While I obt.lined no spe­
cial informarion along this Jine, I sllcceeded jn obfJinlng spc~~imells which have 
enabled me to identify acclIrarely some of the plJnrs reponed ro be nsed ior this 
purpose", Ont:: of these planrs was A1amm£lIupsis sellllis, bur rhe Illformarion was 
not rept'JteJ ill the larer work "The C3ctaCe~leu, anJ [ ha ve nor seen ir memioned 
anywhere else [9). 

J\ior~ information rcsarJil1b the Tar3humar.l Jlll..Hans ('\Hl be found in the 
J",lt"... IHlIIl.lra Fnblj:..l~ di(tion~H)' (I.HHl'ill..·J by lhe SwcJish t.'xplorer (va r Th 0 rd­



llwhll.l-bllucinogcnlt.: C;j~fI 31. 
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,; r J Y (1 Jj. Among other rhing'. we ore tolJ rhat "only the shaman is umCflhlllk 

\POWt.'ftui) enough to locate wizJ.rJs anJ wi[dl.t:s. To Jo this he WIll make mediCitK 
frum bal1-!.:a([U5 wichu~ri-ki (Mui1l1mllaria heyderi. rv1cx. bizl1agJ), w}lH:h IS great!} 
feareJ for its IHagtcaJ powers. Tills medicine will dear hi$ v,sian, It Ina Hers no: 
how well the $ukuwru~Jltlc [wizarJ) witch] is hiJJen) the Silan1lll can sec hllH 

dearly." 

Nfmnmillaria heyderi is also used OlS a medtcine co cure or relicvc he.lJ;}(.:hc':> 
1i3J. "This medICine will also mJke the foot ligllr .1IlJ increase ,he sp«J ()f .1 

,,,nner in a cace." The known cacrus alkaloid N·llIethyl·3,.·dime,hoxl'phmcrhyl . 
. Jlnille has now beell iJentined by tiS ill cXI!'at:ls of rhis pl:ulf.z 

According [0 Pen n i n g ton I young branches of PacbycerclIs /Jt!clt:II-JbungiHwH 

Jre crushed and rhe expressed juice is mixed wirh water. This mixHlre is drunk 1!1 

(dClIlOnies Olnd is sliJ to produce "dizziness Jnd 'r'lsiolls" (81. TctLlhyJrolsoqui­
Ildlinc and pheneth}'lamine alkaloids have been found in 1'llcby(urcIf5 pea!!1t I 
.,:!origiwIJIJ [11, but llHI{.-h more crhnobO!anicaJ anJ chemiC'd informarion I~ IlccJeo . 
011 this and all the other cacti employed by the Torahum,,, Indians. I 

, 
Valuable data may also be hidden in unpublished field Ilores. We hal, beerf 

told by caClUS bmJnis[s rhat fJe!ecyphora pseudopectiuata is somerimes calico! 
'peyote" ill Mexico 15J. This caClus is nor included in rhe published lists of pcyot(~ 
(Jcti [10, II), and erhnoboranically we know nothing about it. The ",,,ill alk,'loid.! 
huwevcr, is horJenine, wellknowo from several other cacri.2 i 

The name "peyote" alooe must not lead us (0 belieye that all planes So cll1ed a"l 
[file hallucinogens. An exaulplc is Ouregonia dencgrii. which has been rept:JfeJIr, 
published as a perote cactus [10). When we collected this pianl ill rhe ""lley ol~ 
Jaumavc) Mexico, OtIr native guide explained very dearly thar "reyO[~" is ;1 

diifcrenr plant and tnat Obregollia denegrii is nOf employed in folk medicine. 

Obviously [hcolJer liter:nure reports neeJ J eriric:1i reCYJIUJlion. Also, rhe H,lme 

"peyote" may be gh'en co :1 pbnr nor only Oll ;'lCCOllfll of its toxic properftt:s? our i 

ju,t because it looks like Lop/wphora. 

Peru has Ions had i[s counterpart ro the 1\'1cxican "peyote" in "San I\~droJ\ 
kll()WI1 to botanists as T ritlmcerells p,'C/UIIlOi (Ill. This plJli[ is the d\ld ill!!rt:Ji~IH 

in ,1 mixture of several planrs, called "cimara", which IS lIsed 111 e(licmall,' .lIlt! for 
Ji\ ination. Among [he ingreJients in this olixturc are IWO O{hcr (Jetl, Ncor.unwn­
di,l mucrostivas Jnd a member of rhe genus Cacttt;; [31. The'Sc p!anrs ~ho{dd ht.' 
intercsrlllg objects for phyrod)cmic.l} studies. Our limited kno\\Jcdgc of the 

! Bruhn, J. C. an~J C Bruhn, Tu be p(!vilsneJ. 
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p;,:lclioanin.: cadi of Pent 1n.1)' indu....Hc [iI.lf the "San PeJro" complex is slllalier 
than its Mcxit.'.m cqUi\'.lk'Jl[, bur It could .lls(} point co rhe LH.:k uf fidJ stuJies. 

Screenmg ior alkaloids aud dlCmlGd srudks ptoviJc further starring poilUs for' 
the crlH1obor~H1i~l. Anal}'~is uf .Mc,jcm popuhuJons ot Lopbopbofd Il,ts shown 
rh;:u the mo~' soutiH.'rII popul.Hiull l sometimes catleJ Lop/JopiJofn £IiI/usa. proJuces 
pre'Jominamiy tt.·trahyJroisoquinolinc .Jjkaioids ;\nJ ~lllH(}s[ no mescllilH: [14]. 
1\·1csc;.l~ine is so far the oniy pcYO{t: alkaloid rhat is visually halluc'Bogenic, and. so 
[here l1\.lY he a dirtcn':llce ill '*h.tllUl.:lilogcnic value'" between various populations. 
h \vould he all inh:rcsring prohlem, trying co vertfy whcrha tophophora dil/usa 
Ius beell rttu:d1r ;:mplo}'cJ or is regarJt:l1 as inferior to rile ll1\."scalint>proJucing 
nonhclll I(pcyO{C", 

On the othcr h.II1(J, rHl.."C:.\.-;dim' j:) rhe mJin a~kJloid !lor only of I.tJll/Jop/;ofa 
ti,jl/ilml5ii ;m..1 Tfi.l)()a'rL'tl~-I',,,b.1Jwi. bur ot orhcr TtldwCCfl!IIS ~pc(ics as well (1]. 
So br we dlHl't know ~t rh ...·:-,\., nrhn sj1I.."\... ics h3VI.." ht'cl1 mili:t.cJ hy 50uth American 
InJi,lUs for tllt.:ir p~rc.:hO;lCtl\ c pr()~1cnjcs. Among rhc:.~ Illcscalincrit:h Tridwccrells 
~p('cics :He Tfh/Jol-t:rt'lis r.,.1I1imh,llcIl5i .... Tridwcef£'tjj I'alidl/j and (uhns. 

l\\'u C,H.:llI::,: .11k.:doiJs th.\[ h.n c bct:n f~porrcJ {() ":.l1lSC h;lilucin;uiolls in leSE 

:mlm.lb Jrc t;ig'IIHine :;lIId lll.ll:romerinc (6]. Gigaluim: W~lS isolarcJ from Camegiea 
.~jgIHlIt'd. rhe gl:HI( C.1({LJS ot Arilon.l~ \'tr'hit:h h.IS been ex[cnsivciy useJ by the 
Jl.ui\'CS for lll.1ny purpo::...:s..\ \Vine is terlllt:nn.'d from [he fruirs of rllis GH:rus and 
u&cd in the R.lin Ccu:l1lonit:S of rhe P.lpago Indi;lll~. The JlkaloiJs, howe\'er, Jre 
,lPP,lfcntly not Ill\olved in ,IllY (Crl.."ilwilial or drug use [2]. 

In our search tnt rhe eriluoborany uf COfyp/Jrll1th,l Hlacromeris, rhe source of 
JllJCfomerillc, we have :IS yer not el1(OlllHcn:J an)' .d1Origin'11 lLSC. After [lie publi~ 
\...nion ot the phrwchemic;:-d fepOrts, rhis cactus \V,IS suggested in by publkarions 
35 a ~'na(lIfal a.nd legal" lutillcinogcnic drug [12]. 

As scen frum {he above, rhere js a great nceJ for crhlloboranicaJ fidJ sruJies 
of this iJ](crcsring group of plants. !viore smJies should .lIsa be performed by 
hu(anisrs ;tlill ...h . .'lllisrs working togcrher. The best way ro finJ and understand 
the: GlelliS h:llhJ(illogens is. probJbly rhfOllgh such integra red rcseaf..:h. 

'lhe- ~Wt:,ll~h N.tHluJ S .. Il'lh': HC~l'.l{... h Council IS Ih.Hlkcll for .1 H;IVd gr.HH P4il-9j, We. 
ih.lUL: ~1t. eh,III,,';' CI,\!>'l, Rnc..l,I, Cllil!lfni~l. for .)h.1riuf!. HilI! U~ hl~ 111.1£1,'\ \)11 Pdt:t.\i,/JorJl 
#',j·/t,/"/I.',WU!,t l)r ; leI II .111 .1 (j ~.I It (" II ~ '- . M c i ti' f.1 ~1.\ > i\l\1 inllo ..Ie niHIII~1.1, Univl:csidat1 

:--'.IUUU.I! ,\Ut\'UHhl.l.k 1vk.,,,,,,, \k"ilH Cit:. kill~lIr WHL: u:.. 10 J,lIIll1.Hl' .Hld h.l~ hc:cn J coust:!nl 

hdJlltll.l!.HI\. m.Hlers. 
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