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SACRED PLANTS OF THE
SAN PEDRO CULT

E. WADE Davis

The high northern Andean valley of Huancabamba, Peru, is
the centre of an extraordinary moon-oriented magico-religious
healing cult, a fundamental feature of which is the nocturnal
ingestion by patients and curandero of the mescaline-rich San
Pedro cactus (Zrichocereous Pachanoi Britton et Rose). Suchis
the notariety of the curanderos, or maestros, of Huancabamba
that patients regularly arrive not only from the Peruvian coastal
cities and the scattered settlements of the Marofion river
drainage area to the east, but from as far away as Argentina,
Chile, Colombia and Ecuador.

The healing process at Huancabamba involves two equally
important phases. During the first, the maestro, under the
influence of the San Pedro, divines the cause of the patient’s
predicament and prescribes a cure. The adherents of the cult
believe that all of life’s vicissitudes result from supernatural
Causes; hence commonly tréated problems include both psycho-
logical and physiological disorders as well as chronic bad luck,
marital troubles, sorcery and malevolent curses (Sharon 1978),
The second phase of the curative process includes the treatment
of the particular problem by means of folk remedies preplared
from medicinal plants, the most efficaceous of which are said to
8row in the environs of a number of sacred lakes known as Las
Huaringas. Especially problematic cases are led by the maestro
on pilgrimages to these lakes, located a hard day’s walk above
Huancabamba at an elevation of approximately 10,500 feet. In
completing the pilgrimage and in bathing in the sacred waters,
the penitent believes that he or she undergoes a metamorphosis,
a spiritual regeneration that is profoundly curative (Schultes and
Hofmann 1979, Sharon 1972, 1978).
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The dynamics of the Huancabamba cult have been discussed
in some detaj] by a number of authors (Schultes and Hofmann
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religious practices, including the utilization of Trichocereus i
Pachanoi, undoubtedly were thoroughly transformed.

Today, in marked contrast to the indigenous Quechua
populations of the southern Peruvian Andes, the rural popula-
tion of the Huancabamba and surrounding valleys is totally
mestizo. No indigenous languages, textiles, forms of social
organization or agricultural practices remain. True, remnants of
aboriginal religious beliefs and practices have persisted, yet over
the centuries they have been so fully influenced by Christianity
that, in the syncretic result, it is often difficult to distinguish one
tradition from the other (Sharon 1978). In fact, so rich is the
overlay of Roman Catholic symbolism on the contemporary
cults that early observors concluded that they represented a
strictly post-contact, colonial phenomenon. Ethnobhistorical
evidence, while indicating that without doubt Trichocereus
Pachanoi was used in some regions of 17th and 18th century
Peru (Oliva 1895, Cobo 1956), is insufficient to allow the initial
transformations of the indigenous religions and the subsequent
evolution of the contemporary cults to be precisely character-
ised. In the absence of complete ethnohistorical data, evidence
of the continuity of indigenous beliefs must be sought in a
synchronic study of the symbolism of the cult as it exists today.
In this regard, it is pertinent to repeat at some length a
remarkable folk belief that I encountered near Huancabamba.

Whilst walking from Huancabamba to Las Huaringas, I _ "
noticed a particularly large stand of Trichocereous Pachanol ( ™
(voucher, herbarium specimen, Davis 760) growing at the ‘_\
Caseria Laumache, approximately three miles from Huanca-
bamba. As I approached the stand, I was astonished to discover
that a single clone covered perhaps one quarter of an acre;
individual shoots towered to 45 feet, and some fallen se.ctlons
measured 14'4 inches in diameter. In order to collect specimens,
I borrowed a machete from a nearby campesino who then
followed me anxiously towards the San Pedro. As I entered the
stand, he most emphatically urged me to hurry; when 1
attempted to pass him my cut specimens, he eased towards the
edge of the stand with the utmost caution. Then, as he gazed
over my shoulder, he suddenly yelled and flung himself face first
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to the ground. Somewhat unnerved by his behavior, I hastene
to complete my collections,
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of wart-like excrescences, mainly on the face but often covering
much of the body. Pizarro’s men, it will be remembered, suffered
a severe case of the disease while exploring the flanks of the
sierra east of Tumbes:

“They thought at first that these were warts, because at the
beginning they looked like warts, But as time passed, they grew
larger and began to ripen like figs, of which they had both the size
and shape: they hung and swung from a stem, secreted blood and
body fluids, and nothing was more frightful to see or more
painful, because they were very sensitive to touch. The wretched
men afflicted with this disease were horrible to look at, as they
were covered with these purple-blue fruits hanging from their
foreheads, their eyebrows, their nostrils, their beards and even
from their ears; nor did they know how to treat them. Indeed
some died of then while others survived. Then it suddenly
disappeared the way it had come, as do bad attacks of the grippe.”
(de la Vega 196]; 375)

Perhaps coincidentally, two weeks after leaving Huancabamba,
I suffered a dermatological disorder that covered my entire face
and neck with blemishes; undiagnosed the attack disappeared
after a fortnight. .
This folk legend recounted by Pancho Guarnizo contains a
number of symbolic elements typical of traditional South
American shamanism, including: 1) the belief in spirit guaf‘%ia“S;
2) the notion of particular geographical localities animistically
endowed with supernatural power—the image of the serpent; 3)
the concept of physical combat against disease demons or

spirits; 4) the close association of certain magical plants with’

spiritual power and the idea that different individual popula: \

tions of the same botanical species may be endowed with g.rc':ater ‘
or lesser amounts of power; and finally 5) the belief in spiritual
or supernatural forces as the causal agents of illness. The legend,
in fact, exemplifies a fundamental feature of the contemporary
San Pedro healing cult. Despite the overlay of Catholic
symbolism, the aboriginal roots of the cult are readily apparent
in every phase of divinatory and curative ritual.

On the night of February 15, 1981, 1 participated in a San
Pedro healing ceremony under the guidance of don Pancho
Guarnizo. A long brown muddy track wove past agaves sw_ollen
in flower and arrived at an open veranda contiguous with a
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flickering lamp, he announced simply that it was time to begin,
Behind the house, on a sheltered porch six colonial swords
stuck into the ground marked the outline of the mesa, or
ceremonial alter, before which the patients were directed to sit.
From several bags, the maestro withdrew the power objects of
the mesa. These included wooden staffs of tropical hardwoods
(membrillo—Cydonia oblonga Mill., chonta—Bactris gasipaes
HBK, ajohaspi—Cordia sp.) whale bones, quartz crystals,
colonial knives, plastic toy soldiers, pre-Columbian ceramics
and huacas, brass lions and deer, antlers, wild boar tusks, silver
plates, murex and helmet shells, dice, statues of the virgin and
many photographs, paintings and figurines of the Roman
Catholic saints. There was in the placement of these objects the
care and the inherent eye for the sacred that characterises the
true maestro (Sharon 1978: 159-176). A single item from the
offerings of each patient was placed before the alter.
The ceremony began with an invocation to Christ and the
Virgin:
“Long live luck, work, fortune, business: obstacles, problems,
here I go stopping, I go dallying, in good times, in bad times, with
the grace of God and the most holy Virgin that this tobacco
provide my patients with all their solutions, with my good
tobacco, and the good mountains and lakes, the good herbs and
my good tobacco—Ieaf for leaf, vein for vein, root for root, shoot
for shoot, whether in Piura, in Lima or in Caj:amarcg whc;:re died
our King Atahualpa—pieces of gold, bells of silver. Likewise shall

ring out my name, the name of my family, my luck, my work, my
fortune and my business with the grace of God and the most Holy

virgin,”

Following the opening prayer, there must be a pago, a
payment, and hence the maestro sprayed alcohol and pert:ume to
the cardinal points and over each of the patients. During the
course of the ceremony, each patient’s bottle of perfux.ne would
be emptied and returned as a seguro, a sacred protection made
up of herbs gathered at Las Huaringas. Following the pago, don
Pancho brought out a large bow! in which tobacco leaves were
soaking in an alcohol/perfume solution. He took a bottle of
aguardiente and poured the contents over the leaves, and then
massaged the leaves with his hands. Next he dipped a scallop
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A ritualistic purification began at dawn. The maestro rubbed
each participant with a series of stones and sticks from the mesa.
He massaged the limbs, pulling on each joint of our fingers; then
spinning the patient, he hit each one with a switch on the back,
and hurried the patient to the end of the veranda, as he yelled an
order to shake violently. Then the apprentices took over,
rubbing each patient with black round stones, white rocks,
crystals of quartz and finally melted glass. There followed
another rub down, first with two wooden staffs and then with
two colonial swords. Finally, with the aid of the two staffs
placed across the chest of the patient, the apprentice swung him
or her off the ground, violently shaking the lower part of the
body. The swords were placed in the form of a cross on the
ground and the patient was led ceremoniously across the

threshold that the swords represented.

The actual intoxicating effect of the San Pedro was minimal. During his first three
sessions with San Pedro, at least, it is clear that Shgron hu:}self did not become
intoxicated (Sharon 1972 133-135), In part explaining his own failure to be affected by
the psychoactive preparation, he stresses that “much more than the psychoactive cactus
itself is at work in learning to ‘see”, To see, to attain vision b‘eyond what we would call the
real world requires hard work, lengthy training and most n_n_lpo_rtaﬂt a very specmll kind
of psychological predisposition combined to cultural_c.ondm.omng (Sharon 19?2. 117).
While acknowledging that, in general, a shaman’s ability to interpret the ha!lucmogcm}:‘
vision is a highly evolved skill, I fear that I must consider thF rathe‘r prosai¢ matter of
dosage, Having self-cxperimented on a number of occasions with two specics od
Trichocereus (T. Pachanoi and T. Bridgesii Britton et Rose)_ and having cxpencnc}:lc
extremely strong psychoactive intoxications during each experiment, I would‘arguc_:hz:
I was quite adequately predisposed to experience mescaline narcosis. Yet during l’lc.ll ;
of the two sessions in which I participated at Huancabamba did I, my s1;mrar ty
expericnced assistant, nor any of the participants bcc.:ome noticeably 1ntox|cat(?df n :(l:l R
& number of experienced students of psychotomimetic c!rug_s hglve commgnteld in orr!nvmy
on their repeated frustration when participating in indigenous r“'lll‘;'s 1“;'0 he 5
psychonctive plants (Plowman, Weil, McKenna, _Schu§l9s pers. com.}. rltshl:ws::stern
reflection of psychological and physiological predisposition on the part ostin vestern
participants. Luis Luna (1983) has written a fascinating paper Suggesting

: AT : ‘ot ict greatly enhances suscepti-
particutar ritualistically preseribed and rigidly followed dic %rlon))’. In the San Pedro

bility to ayahuasca (Banisteriopsis Caapi (Spt ex Griseb) M ;

cults, howivcr, and (perhaps in other cases, it appears to be, at ]"a‘;’: p“ri:_’;:l]]]zl’ fe;;l]:]hf;
mundane matter of dosage. The maestro clearly controls access to thf' tihe believer can
the sense that a Roman Catholic priest is the only conduit through wdlc e certainly do
partake of what he believes is the body of Christ. The sub-thrc;hﬁli in‘:)Sﬂfn Rather. the
not realize the complete pharmacological potential of the ha E cha%ist. Perhaps the
hallucinogens may have become symbolically anzlogous to thel d ui[luminiited by the
Maestro, himself utterly familiar with the visionary wor

irit rcalm than has
psychoactive plants, retains a firmer control on the access to that spirit
been commonly assumed.

375




“After the ®pening invocation, don Florentine approached ali
the participangg and poured 5 small portion of herbal remedy
from hig Seguro into thejr Palms, This was imbibed through the
Nostrils by a); Present.., Next don Florentine instructed us to

Prepare for the bath, Undressing toour underwear, we entered the
water, tossng offerings of 8i

lver cojng and sweet limes sprinkled
With sugar inio the lagoon, i

Prayed us orally
- ! o magical piangs. Then each
Participany orally sprayeq perfume apg SWeet wine over the
200N, To eng the cere

out oyr Names, and then
artifacts wih the herba) liquid from the
Seguro, " (Sharon 1978: ) 1)

‘ ring: 4 Number o collections whjch may
Partially clarif lingering Questions concerning the botanical
1dent1ﬁcatlon f certaip Plantg associated With the Huanca-
bamba cyjtg, Sharop (197 dr

the plethora o m

: I plantg utilised p
magic plants Which, although

. w Medicinal, are endowed with
particular Spirit Powers, 1, the

— ———

—_— . —

. —_— e .
—_—_— ——— -
— T e,

—



number of medicinal plants found commonly throughout the
Huancabamba valley. For example, an infusion of the leaves of
yatama (Salvia discolor HBK) (Davis 683) is taken internally for
stomach indigestion. The leaves and stems of the flor de
guayacan (Tecoma stans var. velutina DC) (Davis 683) is drunk
to treat tuberculosis. The solanaceous hierba del aire (Lyco-
persicon hirsutum Dunal) (Davis 680) provides a general tonic,
while the rhizomes of certain ferns known as calaguala (e.g.
Niphidium sp.) are employed in infusions for relieving liver
ailments,

The magic plants, many of which are locally found only
around the sacred lagoons, may be employed medicinally, but
are also used for the seguros or as additives to the hallucinogenic
potions. As medicines, the spirit plants are considered especially
powerful, For example, an infusion of the ground leaves of
Pegapega (Befaria resinosa Mutis ex. L.) (Davis 703) mixed with
honey is the strongest recognized treatment for respiratory
ailments. A decoction of the entire chagapa morada plant
(Gentianella formosissima (D. Don ex G. Don) Fabris ex
Pringle) (Davis 751) in aguadiente is drunk for yellow fever. A
similarly prepared decoction of chagapa roja (Gemianel.ia sp.)
(Davis 702) is a highly regarded febrifuge. An infusion of
huachumillo (Baccharis genistelloides (Lam.) Per.) (Davis 674)
is drunk to treat inflamations. An unidentified member of the
Juncaceae—hierba de dominacion—is a magical plant that
allows one to dominate enemies, as it insulates one’s “forces of
white magic from the power of evil”, One of the most inflportant
of the Huaringas plants is hornamo morado (Va!enana ac?-
Scendens Turz.) (Davis 756), 2 powerful purgative that is
sometimes added to the San Pedro preparations. Sharor} (1972,
1978) reports a series of additives under the generic term
“hornamo”—hornamo blanco, hornamo amarilla, hornamo
morado, hornamo cuti, hornamo caballo. Although only

hor. ifically identified by my informant, it
namo morado was specifically By

is significant that at least three other spf:c.ies o
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intoxicating blend of plants that included, in addition to San
Pedro (Trichocereus Pachanoi), “el Pedillanthus titmaloides sp.
[sic] (cimora misha or ‘planta magica’), la Isotoma longifiorum
[sic] (cimora toro or misha veneno), la Datura stramonium (el
chamico)”. In addition to these, he referred to a number of
unidentified plant additives by their vernacular names, including
“la cimora misha blanca, la cimora misha curandera, la cimora
misha rastrera, la cimora misha galga, la cimora misha
huaquera, la cimora misha adivadora, la cimora misha amarilla,
la cimora misha morada”. Friedberg (1960: 25) disagreed with
Cruz-Sanchez and stated that cimora “is not a drink composed
with a cactus but is a plant of the Amaranthaceae in the genus
Iresine”. She also identified the vernacular name misha as
specifically applying to the solanaceous Datura arborea. In the
same paper, however, she stated that San Pedro or Huachuma,
as it is known in the northern sierra, had three locally recognised
varieties: “la curandera, la huachuma misha and la huachuma
rastrera”, When Schultes (1967) reviewed the problem, he cited
an earlier paper of Friedberg (1959) in which Jresine is referred
to as timora, a “magic and dangerous herb” (Friedberg 1959:
443). Friedberg (1959: 448) also reported that a number of
varieties of Datura arborea — misha — are identified by

various animal names which she did not specify. She did

mention three locally recognized forms of timora—timord {anza,
9), not surprisingly,

seftorita, and sanguracha. Schultes (1967: 3

questioned whether cimora and timora might not be two forms
of the same word. The anthropologists Sharon (1972, 1 _978) anfl
Dobkin de Rios (1968, 1969, 1977) simply repeated Friedberg's
earlier determinations without reference to new voucher spect-
mens. Schultes and Hofmann (1980) consider cimora 2 beverage
made up of a number of plants (sensu Cruz-Sénchez 1948); but
as authorities they cited Dobkin de Rios (19’./'7) and .Frledberg
(1959), Dobkin de Rios (1977) made no mention of cimora and
Friedberg (1959) used the term timora, not cimora. This minor
oversight on the part of Schultes is un'derstandable bec‘a).utss
Friedberg (1980: 38) used the two terms 1nterchangea!)1y,‘ 0
again in reference to the amaranthaceous genus Iresine.
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euphorbiaceous Pedilanthus tithymaloides Poit. as well as the
campanulaceous Hippobroma longiffora (L.) G. Don. (= Iso-
toma longiflora L.). Since I was unable to collect voucher speci-
mens of the latter two species, the complete meaning of the term
cimora still remains somewhat uncertain. Schultes (1967: 39) in
reference to the identification of cimora has stated:

“Here is one of the most challenging problems in the ethnobotany
pf hallucinogenic plants, and one which would not be difficult to
Investigate thoroughly.”

Today, nearly fifteen years later, and despite the attention that
fumerous ethnobotanists and anthropologists have given the
Huancabamba cults, this fundamental clarification remains to
be made.
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