
Trichocereus pachanoi-A Mescaline Cactus 
Used in Folk Healing in Peru 

MAHJ,ENE DOBKIN1 

In 11nrt h ro:1sta l P eru, :1 lllescaline cact us 
r·all f'd S an l' eclro ( 'l'ri chocere11s pachanoi~) 
is l'llipl o)·<'d by fo lk hcaln s i11 tlH· cliagno sis 
and ,·ure of illn ess. Although stH:h prac ·tin• s 
hav,• h,·,·n Jll('lltirnH·d b.,· C:utifrn•z-'.\oricga 
(3). C:uti{!1Tez-No 1·ipga and Cr11z Siinch<'z 
(4) . Fric•d lwq; ( l , :2), La , tn• s (:i), ;111,! 
Schult<'s (6), JIO diseussinn has d<·,tlt ade­
yuat el.,· with the et hnob otan ic·al as }H'<·ts of 
s uch drug use in a healing ,·ontcxt. 

During the summer of 1967, unrl<>r the 
,l(>gis of the In stitute of Sor·ia l P sychiatry: 1 

pf San .i\f;irros lJ11ivPr.,it_,·. Li11i;1, I w;1s 
fonun a tP to hr abl e to c-onduct a n anthropo­
logi<·al pi lot s tudy of n tnasta l M1'slizo vil ­
lage so111e 500 111iles north of Li111a, whcrr 
folk hr11ling using this ps)·<:hod_vslcptil" sub ­
sta nce is a specialized sp here of artivity. In 
thi s small ag1·icultural co111111unity, whid1 
will hr ra iled Va.lleseco (a pse·tHlo11_\"111), !o­
rated in the Depa .rt111e11t of L:11111,ayc•qne·, it 
is rrputrd tha t nvc•r J 00 111C'll :ind :-l wo111<·11 
arc ,1c-ti\ ·ply ~11g·:1g-<·d in tl1t· diag ·11oslng- ,111cl 
eurin g of ill11C'ss in a pr :1,·ti<·<· i11,·xt ri,·;1l,h · 
link ed to thP llS<' of Trit"i 111u•rr•11., J)(lc/11111f1i. 

,\ lthou;.d1 111y st nd, · \\·:1, d,·sig 1u•<l to n •l:i!<' 
foll; h<•ali11g to the sor inl strudu, ·,• of" tlH' 
r·o111111unity, so 111r of tl1p d:1t:1 thnt ·1 oht:1i1u·<l 
nut)· he of in t.c•r<•st t.o <·tl11111h11ta11ists. /\ t t.11,· 
time of thi s writin g, fnrth<'1· i11trr<lis<·i­
pli11ar y st udiPs a rc bci11g 1·01Hl11..tc•d to <l,·,tl 
with suhjc cti vl' :ispects of th e use of thi s 
c·a<"tn,. I will li111it 111Y n ' 111:1rks to t.h<· 111orc• 
gPnenli area , of belief s,·ste111s eo 11,·,·rn111g· 

J (':ilif\n11i;1 St; l11• ('olll't!' t· :1t Lo :-,; .'\11g-1·l1·.-;, 
5 1:'i] St:itl' ('oll,·g-c ]>,-i,·,', L u, .\11g-,,J..s , (':ili ­
.fo rn i:1. 

~ In 19.,9 , t i "• l·'n• 11c·h eth11 .. Lot:11,ist ('J:,11,li11<' 
Fri, ·r!l,,•r g- n' Jl<>r k d tli:,t th,• ,·:1'"111, Sou P r·dro 
,·0111:iins 1-~ g. of 111,·s,·:ilin " pn / kg-. of fresh 
111:1 t t·ri:1 l. 

":'I I_,· d<'ep tl,:111ks to Jlr. e· .. -\. Sq.: 11i11, l>i­
rr·.-t"r of the I11stit11t c of S<>c·i:tl ]'sy .-1,i:tfr y, 
for hi s g11id«nec . 

R ,·ce i, ·ed for p111Jlica tio11 D,·ce nilw r 7, HHi7. 
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illne ss a nd the ,,,,u erin 111eclitu :111<1 .,,,agi c11 of 
the healer s. 

Folk Be1;efs Concerning · Illne ss 

.\ lthougli [hp l',•rnvi:111 ,·nastal pv:1s:111t 
rc•,·og11izcs c111piric·al <'liology of d is1•as,·, ulti -
111:ill' ("HII S(' of illll!'SS is ;J Sll}H'l"1111lllr:d (I IIC'. 

E111pirit:al <;un ·s, itltll()t1gh valul'<l, are Sl'<:Oil­

clar:, or . uppl e111e11t,:1ry to th e utilizatio11 ot" 
111agical and supplicatory technique s (7). A 
111ajor et iolog ical cntego ry of ill11ess is 111al 
,,ir es_. \\·hi,·h <'ll<:0111passcs disc•:1sc•-procluc:i11g· 
v:ipnr~ 01· n:rs hcll (JV(ld to t! 111,~n,1t(· f1·0:1 1 

to111bs or ruin s of sac red pla ces . Jn Yalll' S<'­
<·o, pain s in va riou s part s or the body , 
paraly sis of extre miti es, pncu111onia a nd gas­
tro-int!' stinnl dish1rhnnce s ar c oft<•n at­
trilmkcl to 1110/ oirr:~ (7,8). 

La ckin g 111C•diea l facilitie s and a \\·pJJ hal ­
:111C·C'd dic-t., poss<·ssing- poo r hygi P11i,· f;ic·ili­
ti,·s. 111:111.v villa g<·rs faee cl \\·ith the m1xidy 
:iri s ing frn1 11 illn!'s s, consult tl 1e u11·s11 ( liter­
:tll_\" tra11sl,1te·d "h 1bl<·") of a. folk hC'alC'r. I11 
:111 :tll-11:g·ht ritu a lis ti c curin g ,·,•rc•111<1n,·. thl' 
l1<•;tl..,. :111<1 p:1tiP11t drink n potion 111ad<' fn,111 
·'·,1111-l ',•ilro. \Yli il<' 1111<l<•r thr i11toxi,·:tti1111 or 
t.h,• dru g fo r so111c eig ht hours , tlt c h,•aler 
i1;,-i11C'S the· (":!Ilse• of thp ilillC'SS ,d1li,·ti11g· 
tl1,• p:iliC'11t a11cl p 1·c·snihc s l1,•1·hs to :1d111i11is­
t,·r to tile• s i,·k 1w rson. Patie•nts ,·rn11<' not 
01tl_,· lro111 th e villa ge, but frn111 111,111y distant 
pa rb of Pent to hea lers rer·o1111m·11cll'cl to 
tl11•111 hy friP11ds and relativ!' s. 

.\ ltliong-h all hC'ai!'l"s employ 'l'rirhn,-,,,.,•as 
JJlf(·h1111n1 : in thPir <·11ri11 g· <'('rt' I IIClllic· ~ . \·;11·i.1-

tio11s in a,lditi\',· S to th, • potion :1s \\·I'll ;is 

1·it 11:tl ist ie· di ff,·rc·11,·,·s ex ist. ~01111• hl':tl1•rs ad cl 
(' u1/fl •1ri 1/o ( l ._11c1111rirli11111 -'/l . ), ·1 :l!i .,/1(1 (/)11-

/11n, 11rl,oru11'') or lf oru111110 (1rni,l,·11tili,•'1) 
\\·lii.-11 i11<·rt•:ts,• hoth the purg ·:1ti,·,• :111,l psy­
<·-ho,hslPpt ic: eff,•,·t. l \\" 11:-; told h,· 0111• h,·:il<'I' 

4 .J.J .. 11tifi!'d by th e .J:n ·i<'r l >r:11lo 'll11s, •111n of 
:\:1t11r:1l ]listory, l.,irna . 

'' l d~n ti ficiJ ln .F'riedbcrg (J %0: ~:i ) . 



E<'O~"'I I C HO'l' .\ 1' \' 

Fig . l. San Pedro for sa le in Chiclayo mark rt ( upprr r ow) . P hotograp h 
l,y Emilio Rios. 

th:it too lar ge :i do se of Misha . co uld re sult in 
dPath to the patient , es pe c ially if he w er e 
alrP,Hly ,,·eak(•netl by ill11css . Th e San Pedro 
and it s addit.iYCS cau se nausea an<.l lteaY_,. 
vrnniting , whieh a re be liev,•d i111port.1JJt in 
pur gi ng the s i"k pcrso 11 ol' i111p11rities . H<·a l­
,~rs arc cmp iri ,·a lly quite kn ow ledgea hle in 
d<'t(•r111inin.~ t.1,,• q11a11tit~· of the potio11 to h<' 
a<.111,inistcn·d tu a givc 11 pati ent . Often a 
jud g 111e11t is ba sed on hotly s ize, nature of 
the illn ess tr oublin g the patient , len gt h of 
t in, e affl ict c,l , Nc. Gc>nerall y, th e cactu s i,; 
,mt up into p i,T('S and hoil cd sev l'l' a l hours 
in a larg,· tin ,,f ,rnt,·r un t il o nl y I.he esse n ce 
n ·111:1111:-;. 

l'o\\ ·c r 111 e11rP is helil'nd to n· s itlc i11 the 
s11bt a 11ec used Ii:,· the h1:al1:r, a ltl, oug h i t is 
gc>nC'rall~- M·kn ,m l<',lg!·tl th at so 111e hcalPr , 
an ' 1tlt>1't' e 1npir ic,illy wi se t.11:111 ot he rs . 

Tl1c ·111a.lerit1 111erli1;n and 111.a_l)ic,i o[ t.lll' 
hea!C'rs variP s . altho ug h di st in c-t catego ri es of 
oh.i,·tts <·:in h,• dclinPatf',l in n1os t hPali n;.:· 
sessio ns. S in <·c t,1blrs nrc laid to bcwitd1 as 
wrll as to cnn •. t he '1111' sn of a folk heal er 
r,ont:1in ;; 11ot (inly t.Jip f:1.11H·,l p ot ion t o h,, 

drunk and medi cinal herb s, but cha rm s and 
defe nses aga in st co untcr-111agi c as w ell (Fig . 
2). The la.rges t s ing le category pr ese nt arc 
hi g hly poli she<.l nncl odd ly s hap ed sto nl' s, 
(•:tch one of whi ch ha s it s ow n 11an1c. The 
(·.11rers lwlicY t' t.hat tl1t·se ston,·s adopt tltt• 
l'or111 of JH·rsn n, a11d ani111als whi ch attack 
encn1iC's . Eaeh stone is h<·lievPd :i.hl c to rc­
ee iYe or<.ler s fro111 the cun :r. Sl' Yeral of the 
sto nl' s an • <·all,·d '' h<·rh sto ne," beca use the 
curer, while untll'r t he inthH :11<:e of tl,c drug, 
r<'<'Pi,·es a vi s ion to h elp h im sl!l<:d the ri g ht 
l11·rh to pr csc rib1:. 

A n ot.her maj or cal.<'gor y :ire d,•f cnsc>~~ 
1·11ns ist.ing of :1 Sl'ri1•s of' hi g hl_Y p 0Iisl1t·,l 
11·0111lt"11 s t.i,·ks pla,·, ·,l a t. the lwad of t.h,• 
tahlt>, in a pr<1tedi\'( ! fill'. At least on<· of 
th1•s1• is :111 ,·J..;.:-:rntl., · r·.;irv !',l sw onl. Till ' 
,fof,•n s,·s ar c h,·li,·1·,·d (o b·,·p evi l s pirit , 
l'rn111 approad 1inc'.. J ' l.H·,·d h,·l ow t.h<· S\\'onl 
.111d st i,·ks a rl' Y:t rion s rl'I ig·ious st a t 11r·s and 
hol.v pi.-.t.nn ·s. ,u d1 as th e Virg ·in or )f e r cy. 
tl1e C ro ss o[ Chalfo 11, n•ligion ,; pi ctnrl' S :ind 
crur .ifixc s. 

Tn :1tltliti n11. p,)tt,· ,·~· v, •s,wls of so 111c :inti -
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l'ig. j_ Oµea-air ·Mesa of folk hea ler i11 V:111,·~e,·o w it.Ji rit.11:il parnvlt f\r­
nali a . Photograph l.Jy Marle11c Dvliki11. 

qnity ca.lied liuacos, of Mo0hi0:1 and Chi111i'1 
eras arc pre sent. Thry arc u sed for Jun' 
111:ig-i<-, i.e. , to cause a Jllan to become cn:1m­
onre<1 of a " ·0111:111. Oddly shaped mi11<·rnl 
ehnnk s uf go ld arnl s ilver, believed to h1·i11;..:· 
l11ek or fneil it.ale 10(·:tting- /wu cos, also ad""" 
th,· t;ilile. J.s sorled ite111s, i11dudi11g phal li,· 
s_v111b,)I,; n sc<l ns fertility charn,s anti a l:1rgl' 
,·arid _,. of shells lls!'d tu i111bibc the hn ·"· .,j 

San l' nl ro and liquid tobacco snuff :1n• 
Jll'1•srnt. l<'inally, ltcrhs hottll'd in liquid .,nh­
stance (pnj u.s) ,m ! pla c-ed 011 the table, tu lw 
prl'S1·rilw<l by tl, c hP:ilt·r at th e rn<l of 1111· 

The Ritual 
Tl11· fu llo\\·i11;..:· l :'°' :I . cll'sni pt ion ol Ill}(' 

('lll'lllg <"l'l't'IIIOll_\" tl ,at. I oh,,•,·vl'<l Ill "\";ii-
]i•;-;Pl'.-() '. 

l'11,lt:r a tlt:11 .. h,·d, 111w11-:1ir s l11·l!1•r luea[,·d 
_,,1111e di~t:111te l'ro111 his far111 l1011se, th e C-lll"l'I' 
:1sst•111hlf'd ti,,·,,,• p:1tiP11ts \\'ho had eo111e l" 
hi111 by lrns fn1111 a !01\·11 so111e fo ur hour , !» 

thr north. The eeremo n.v took place at nit hl 
:11111 \Cl , 1on111ln<-t,,,l w it.l1011t :111.v artifi,·i:11 

lig l,t. The 11w ter·ia w ellicli and magica de­
seri lw(l nbo,·e "·a s laid out on a clot h, with 
tltt> p:1tie11ts seate d along one side of it. Don 
:11. h:1d an app renti(' c who had been with hi,11 
two y,·:JJ·s to as sis t l1i111 in U,e <:er e111ony . .A 
11,i:d11n' oC toha<·,·o and wat,·r wa s i11hal1•d 
1'r1J111 a sl11·II as a nasal snuff by the ass ist­
:1J1t. ,\t tht • s:11111, t i111r, air wa s g ulp ed to 
hc·lp bri11g tl11, liquid s1111ff 111ore quickly into 
tl, e 11111;..:·~. '!'ht• wo r:: /r o began to s ing rather 
111l'lndi ... l11lli11g songs, whi,· lt bega n " ·ith the 
Lorcl'::; Prayer i11 Sp, JJ1i::;h. lt was fo llowed 
by fairly ,;po11t:JJJC'011,; v1•rs1·s, with L:1ti11 
occasi1111;1lly u,i_x1·cl in \\·ill, Quechua.." 'l'IJC• 
s ing ing "·,1s :1,.,.""'i );J_JJi1·,l hy the r hytl1111i<: 
lllilllip11i.1tio11 or g()IJJ'tls !11111·.ti1111i11g as J';Jt­

tl,· ,;. "·hid, ;it ti11ws \\·1·n· lw:1t with1111t. si 11;..:-­
i11g . . \ J't,·1· ,i!JOJIIL :111 li1111r nJ' t l11· s ing ing. the• 
('SS!'IIC·c• t11' Sun ]'( •,/ro \\·;1,-; drunk_ IJ.,- the 
11!',iil'J' l,i~ :1s,.;is t;1n1 ,incl all tl11• patic•n!s. Th e 
1·.11p 1·1111t:1ini11g tit<! p ot.inn \\·a.,; l:1ppe<l lightly 
:1;..:·ai11,t th,• ,to nes, s1rnn ls and poli::;hed 
,ti ,·ks ,,r tl,e 11u·s11. tu ,·nhance it s cffrds. 

'' Q111·,-lt11:1 i., 11111 .,pnk 011 J,y t.l1<•sc pflopl1•. 
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Un·a ~iu11.1ll.\·, a p ,;.;0.:111, th e Clll'CI' !IL' hi s 
;1ss i:;t:1nt left. the shelter iu vo111it up so111e o[ 

th e potion \1·hi \'h " ··1" , tro11g ly p111Pli<·. Alorc· 
s inging foll o11·cd , \\·ith pra yers ;1<Jdn•ss<·<l to 
the Virgin Mary , and to God. Ou :a :;ionally, 
the song recited the help that t he cu rer 
would give to t he sick per son. Each patient 
in his turn stood up , while the ass istant 
rc1110\'ed one o( the Mnatc swo rd s fron1 t he 
table , pla ced it finnly in thr g round lwtw(•1•n 
I.he feet of th e s i('k 111an or wo111;111 a11<l put 
th e p:1tient,'s hand :; ll]Hln the h:1ndlP. Till' 
a.ppn·nti< ·e tlll'n !nol; tnha ,·<·o in his ll(I S <', :1,; 
s1111ff. il1'11di11g· dn \\·11 t ,1 tl1,· g'J'()Jllld .it . tl1<· 
f',·!'( r,·g·i"11, tll!· 111id-,,·.-ti "11 a11d fi11a ll.\· thl ' 
hl'a<l n f t.11(• pati1•nr. Th i" 1rns n'll!';il<·d " ·ith 
s1rnrd lll'ld fi l'llil)· lwhin d tl1<· p ,it i,•111. '1'!1<·11 
t 1i .. S\\'(ll'd \\';IS r11hh .. d 0\'t ' l' ('V('I'.)' p:1 l't of' ll1<· 
p;1Li<·11t's hod.\·, \\·ith ,·;JJ'L' tak1·11 to [ollow the 
fo nn of a cross (du rin g thi · part of the 
CCl'l' lllony , tl1c pa( .i!'nt stu0<l wit h his al'll1s 
u11h tn :tch e<l) . ,\ II ,,t · llH i pati1 •nt;; 11·pn• 
tn·:1i, ·.l i11 Ll1is 111a1111,·r. Th e 11<·.il,·1· !111·11 s pl·11L 
s1•vpraJ 111in11(Ps, l'ith l'r p:·i\ ·atL>ly OI' i11 fro11t 
u[ th e n•st o( th e grnup , di s1·11ssi11g th e 
sy n1pto1ns and pruhle111s of t he pati1•11t.. 
\Yhen thi s \\·a:; cu111pll'tl'<l, th e so11g·s Wl're 
resumed. At one point. t he as s ista11t 1·os1·, 
s prinkled water in thr air a11d C'l1t. th!' a ir 
with his s"·onl to dl'i, ·L· 011t " l'vil s pil'it s ." ,\t 
anotlwr point in th l' <·l'r<'111011)·, thr lu·a lP1· 
rnbh cd tog!'thcr sn1nr nf thr m:111.\' pol ishPd 
st o11cs whicl1 \\'Cl'(' laid out 11n tl1P d ot h, 
1·:1w,ing- <·l<·<·tri,- s par}; , to fly i11 the• dark111•ss 
of' th e nig ht . Finalh ·. ,11 d:m 11, (IH· !:1s t s,·ri,· s 
1d' son gs \\"(•l'e :-,;1111;..:- ;11111 tli <· (•( ' l"( ' I IIO I I_Y ,r:1 :-; 

over. 
JIPal l·rs 111ai11tai 11 t li:1t. 1111cll'J' U1,· c·o11li1111-

ing dieu s o [ th e ~a,·ti 1". t lH·y n·<·l'i\-<' i11s ig·ht 
int o th e n:it11n• of thl ' illiH·ss ;1ffC't·ling· tlH·ir 
1~atie11t, . The \'i s i"11" n·n· i,·ed , s ti11111l:iti-d h.\' 
tl1e striking of herhal , to11l's, an· ;1 so111·,·1· "[ 
pl'idt· to th1· IH•;il1•rs a 11,l :i n • ,·it1•d al so as U1e 
so11rt l' for dt·<·is ion, ,1, to 11·!1i,·l1 ill' l'hs to 
pr,•s,·l'iht•. :.\I.111.1· !1t"a! .. r~ 11tiliz.,· so111,· oh_j .. ,-t 
"" :1 ,;111,ill g 11i11<•;1 p i)-'.' I,.,._,,,·) i11 addit i" II 1o 
111,· poti"II. 11·!1i,·h i., p :1,st•d OV<'I' th<· h"dy Pi' 
th e s i,·k IH'rs"n sy111h«li,-:dl.1· to ,•x tr :1<"! 1h,• 
ill11l'ss . Tl1e rodc•11t i, ,11hs,·q111•1itl.1· k ill, ·d , 
:111<! it " in!Pr11a l ()l'_C'.':ln, ;11'(· !'X:1111i11,•d to 
dist ·-O\"<•r \\' lll'rc· t.11<• ill1w,, h:1s :dlli,·t, ·d 1hc 
p,1ti,·nt . 

i\111,·h of' [11,· ritu al 11, 1·d hy th!' h,•:il,•r is 
sy111:rl'lizcd ll'ith R , ,111,111 Catl1olic lwli ef s, 

:111il, in fad , 111ll!·l1 uf he:di11g ritu ,ii i,; liJ'll'd 
intac ·t fro111 CMho lic lit11rg:,\·. Latin prn,\ ·crs, 
so111<'\\·ha t g-arblc •d hut st ill fa111iliar tn th e 
\' iilag-c•rs a nd ot hl'r patir11ts in a Ja11<l prc­
do111ina11tly Catholic, ar c al so re c ited . Pra y­
ers ar e addressed to variou s Cat holi c sai nt s, 
who arc supp licated to int ercede on hehalf 
of a s ick per son . 

In a s ub sequent article , data. relating to 
th e fun ct ion of fo lk healing 1,is-a - ri s the 
<·.011111111nity as a whole will be discu ss rd. Thi s 
short . rl'p ort will sc•rvp hrr e to <lrsC'rih r t.h1• 
p:1rti,·nlar SJJC'<·i:ilty of' t.his ag-ri<"ultur,il 1·il­
l:1g·1•. 11·h<'I'(! ill':il1•rs f .1r111 tlH·i1· l:111ds Ii .\· 1l:i_1· 
a nd l'11g-:1gp i11 ltl!'r:1li\ ·1·, ritu:ili s1i<· h!'a li11g 
11_1· II i.c:·Jit_ 

1'1·1"n1·ia11 folk hC':1!i1:g- utili zing J'r i,·h(J­
c1•r1•11s pc.u·houoi offc•rs us an cxcelll'nt 'nat n­
ral laboratory for an a:;:;t>sSnH·nt of the 
po!l'ntial eur:itiv c v:i lu c of p syc hody slC'ptiC'. 
suhstanc·,•s vi!'11'(•cl in a soc·ial cn nt,• xt. 
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