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LOS ANGELES: Dominique was hooked on
cocaine and smoked two packs of ciga-
rettes a day unti l  she stumbled onto
ayahuasca, a hallucinogenic concoction
that she says has changed her life. The
French-American woman, who lives in Los
Angeles and did not want her real name
used, is among thousands of people across
the United States who are increasingly
turning to the powerful psychedelic brew
from the Amazon to overcome addiction,
depression or psychological trauma. The
potion, prepared and consumed as part of
a shamanic ritual, is especially gaining a fol-
lowing in Hollywood and Silicon Valley. 

Thousands are flocking to sample the
elixir and swear by its therapeutic proper-
ties, despite warnings from scientists and
users that ayahuasca can be dangerous and
even prove fatal, especially when mixed
with other drugs. Ayahuasca’s proponents,
who include celebrities such as Sting, Paul
Simon, Tori Amos and Lindsey Lohan, say
the plant offers a spiritual experience like
no other. Many also say it has allowed them
to overcome traumas that no other conven-
tional therapy can tackle. 

“There’s been this misconception that it’s
the hippies that come with feathers in their
hair, but it’s pretty much the opposite,” says
Jeff, who organizes ayahuasca ceremonies
in the Los Angeles area and who did not
want his real name used. “In a time defined
by consumerism and entertainment, peo-
ple want to have strong experiences, one
might consider spiritual experiences, some-
thing sacred.” According to Dennis
McKenna, assistant professor at the
University of Minnesota’s Center for

Spirituality and Healing, some 100 clandes-
tine ayahuasca ceremonies are held nightly
in New York and other cit ies l ike Los
Angeles and San Francisco. 

McKenna said it is difficult to get a firm
count on the number of ceremonies held
across the country as ayahuasca contains
the hallucinogenic drug dimethyltrypta-
mine (DMT), which is illegal in the United
States and is  in the same categor y as
Ecstasy and heroin. Two Brazilian churches
in the western United States that use
ayahuasca as a sacrament are exempt from
the ban. Firm believers in ayahuasca say
they drink the foul-tasting tea only at inter-
vals of several months and must observe a
strict diet before sampling the brew.

‘Pink swallows’
The ceremonies are often held outdoors

and are usually accompanied by meditation
and spiritual songs called icaros. Users of
ayahuasca describe a sort of out-of-body
experience that allows them to confront
some of their worst fears. “I saw pink and
violet swallows,  and green geometric
shapes,” recalled Leonard. Such visions,
however, are often accompanied by darker
ones that are described as terrifying. Users
also experience lots of vomiting, described
as purging. “The purging aspect is very
cathartic,” says Jeff. “They consider it anti-
parasitic in the jungle.”

Some say they come out of the experi-
ence with no distinct revelation while oth-
ers describe a radical transformation. “I
stopped smoking, started meditating and
reconnecting with nature,” says Leonard.
“And I made peace with my parents.” The

effects of the brew have prompted growing
interest among scientists and researchers
like Jessica Nielson, a University of
California, San Francisco, neuroscientist who
is studying ayahuasca. Nielson said she
became interested in the potion after trying
it herself while on a trip to Peru. “Two peo-
ple I was with in Peru who had severe PTSD
seemed totally healed just after,” she said.

Charles Grob, a psychiatrist at Harbor-
UCLA Medical Center who studied ayahuas-
ca’s use in a Brazilian church, said he is see-
ing a shift in attitude toward the brew and
growing acceptance that it may be worth
studying. “Western medicine and psychiatry
often struggle in treating substance
abusers and alcohol abusers,” Grob said. “So
it’s certainly worth looking at it.” While sci-
entists in the United States confront legal
obstacles in studying the brew, much
research is being conducted in other coun-
tries,  notably Spain and Brazil ,  where
ayahuasca is legal. Grob cited a pilot study
in Brazil involving people suffering from
chronic depression and who didn’t respond
well to anti-depressants.

“The preliminary results are positive,” he
said. Still, scientists caution that the brew
can be dangerous, especially if mixed with
other drugs and should be avoided by
those who have asthma, suffer from epilep-
sy and are bipolar or schizophrenic, as the
concoction can trigger psychotic episodes.
“You have to screen people to make sure
everybody is mentally up for the experi-
ence,” said Jeff. “The worst I’ve had is some-
body who was screaming for a couple
hours,” he added. “But he was fine the next
day and came back.” —AFP

COLOMBIA: A healer prepares a mixture of the Ayahuasca hallucinogenic liana and a psychoactive bush during a traditional
indigenous ritual in Colombia. —AFP
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‘They consider it anti-parasitic in the jungle’

HANOVER, New Hampshire: Neighbors of
Dartmouth College property where for
years the Ivy League school disposed of
mice and other small animals used in sci-
ence experiments say they fear pollution
from the site has contaminated their
groundwater and they worry the school
hasn’t been completely up front with them.
The site has contaminated the well water of
at least one family, that of Richard and
Debbie Higgins, who blame a variety of
health problems on it, including rashes,
hair and skin loss and dizziness. Even their
dogs were not spared, they say, with one
urinating blood and another vomiting. 

“We have been drinking the water for
years and we had no idea, absolutely no
idea,” Debbie Higgins said. Few nearby resi-
dents even knew the half-acre plot on the
college’s Rennie Farm was used from the
1960s until 1978 to dump carcasses from
“tracer experiments,” in which scientists
used radioactive compounds to see how
things moved through life systems. A near-
by site also contained remains of human
cadavers and stillborn fetuses used in med-
ical classes. The obscurity of the fenced site
changed in 2011, when Dartmouth chose
to clean it up, removing 40 tons of carcass-
es and soil from scores of unlined pits that
were legal at the time they were dug. 

That led to the discovery of hazardous
waste and low-level radioactive materials on
the site and eventually evidence that at least
one chemical used in the animal experi-
ments, the suspected carcinogen 1,4-diox-
ane, had leaked into the groundwater. It was
initially found at 50 times the state standard
of 3 parts per billion on the site and more
recently as high as 600 parts per billion in
the ground. The chemical has been linked to
eye, nose and throat irritation and, in long-
term exposure, to liver and kidney damage,
according to the Environmental Protection
Agency. The 1,4-dioxane was eventually
found to have migrated off the site and con-
taminated the Higginses’ well across the
street, about 800 feet from the site - at twice
the state standard. 

Aggressive monitoring
They learned in September 2015 that

their well was polluted, and now depend
on bottled water supplied by Dartmouth
for cooking and drinking. The news has rat-
tled the semi-rural neighborhood, sparking
anger and fear among dozens of home-
owners who worry the plume will reach

their own wells and damage their property
values. Many contend Dartmouth was too
slow to respond once it found the contami-
nation and has been reluctant to provide
full details of what was on the site - some-
thing the college denies. “Right now, every-
one is very confused and concerned,” said
Ellen Waitzkin, a radiologist who lives
across from the site. “They are trying to
determine on what basis they should feel
threatened or not.” 

The Higginses and other residents argue
an alert about the spreading contamina-
tion should have gone out earlier. New
Hampshire environmental and Dartmouth
officials said initial test showed the levels of
1,4-dioxane were declining on the site and
were projected to remain on the farm site -
though state officials now concede there
could have been more aggressive monitor-
ing. Now, Dartmouth is working to regain
the trust of Higgins and the other residents.
It apologized in September for its handling
of the case, established a neighborhood
advisory panel and sampled 110 drinking
wells in the neighborhood; no others have
tested positive. 

It also offered 20 households bottled
water. It is also finishing construction on a
system at the dump site to capture and
clean the contaminated water. When it
begins operating in January, wells will pull
contaminated groundwater into the system
and filter it. The treated water will then be
returned to the ground, a process that
could take several years. “We are commit-
ted to protecting the health of our neigh-
bors, addressing their concerns, and com-
municating regularly and openly with them
about the project,” college spokeswoman
Diana Lawrence said of the cleanup, which
so far has cost $8.4 million. 

But for the Higginses and their neigh-
bors, the college hasn’t gone far enough.
Some want more soil removed, while oth-
ers want Dartmouth to offer compensation
for their deteriorating property values -
demands the college says it is considering.
The Higginses say their health problems
have mostly disappeared since they
switched to bottled water. But they call that
a short-term fix and want the college to
move them to a new home a safe distance
from the site of the contamination. “We
want to become whole if there is such a
thing,” Richard Higgins said. “We want to
get on with our lives. Right now, our life is
in limbo.”—AP

Pollution from Ivy League lab’s
old dump worries neighbors

HANOVER, New Hampshire: In this photo, Debbie and Richard Higgins,
whose well water has been contaminated by a suspected carcinogen from a
Dartmouth dump site, look at a map on their kitchen table in Hanover, N.H.,
which shows where the contamination has spread. —AP


