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[He] betook himself to one of the wildest
and least known of jungle areas of the world,
to spend fourteen years of his life in hard
physical work, constant exposure to the tropi-
cal elements and diseases, insufficient diet,
and complete lack of even rudimentary com-
forts. A scholar with a thorough classical train-
ing and of outstanding cultural and scientific
attainments, he divorced himself from all cen-
tres of culture and lived for long periods
amongst Indians or unlettered half-breeds.
A superb correspondent, he plunged himself
into regions where, for months on end, he
received not one letter or newspaper. ...
A mild-mannered and dignified person, he
feared none of the dangers that his expedi-
tions presented. . .. And, perhaps most as-
tonishing of all: a naturalist who looked with
abhorrence on the philosophy that nothing
not immediately beneficial to man was wor-
thy of study, he...filled his note-books
with observations and studies on all man-
ner of native economic plants, including
gums and resins, fibres, foods, drugs, narcot-
ics and stimulants, oils, dyes, and timbers.

trails of botany could take that to

be a testimonial to Richard Evans
Schultes, a Harvard professor emeritus
and this country’s ranking ethnobota-
nist. But Schultes was the writer, and
his subject was a nineteenth-century
English explorer of the Amazon, Rich-
ard Spruce, in whose footsteps Schultes
has long trodden. Over his own nearly
fourteen Amazon years, most of them
spent in narcotics-ridden Colombia,
Schultes—who has probably sampled a
greater assortment of hallucinogens
than any of his students ever fantasized
about—had his share of Spruce-like
hardships. Once, he had to help paddle
a canoe for forty days, his arms and legs
growing increasingly numb, in order
to reach a doctor better equipped than
any shaman to treat him for beriberi.
In urban life, Schultes, for all his
firsthand acquaintance with drugs, has
remained relatively detached from his
North American neighbars’ concerns
about their destructive use. His own
concerns have been largely pedagogi-
cal and medicinal. In more than a
dozen books and in hundreds of ar-
ticles he has reminded readers that, of
the world’s several hundred thousand
species of plants, about eight thousand
have, at one time or another, been
accorded therapeutic value. The Chi-
nese alone, back in the sixteenth cen-
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tury, listed a thousand species in their
materja medica; present-day traditional
doctors in China still call upon many
of them. Now that the bark of the
Pacific yew tree has been proved
adversarial to ovarian cancer, scientists
like Schultes hope, not unreasonably,
that somewhere, out in some forest,
there stand, waiting to be discovered
and embraced, cures for Alzheimer’s
and AIDS, Why not! Hasn’t Sean Con-
nery, after all, already discovered on-
screen an Amazonian cure for cancer
in “Medicine Man”?

Today, the health problems of three-
quarters of the human population are
attended to, if at all, exclusively with
medicines derived from plants. It is no
wonder that Schultes sometimes seems
to look upon the jungle, in which he
once remained without a break for an
entire year, as the equivalent of a
neighborhood pharmacy. In his admit-
tedly biased view, even such items of
conventionally ill repute as marijuana,
peyote, and cocaine belong on the
pharmacy’s shelves. Marijuana has
proved efficacious against the nausea
that can be a side effect of chemo-
therapy, and until March, when the
Public Health Service high-handedly
changed the rules, the number of
patients legally smoking pot in order
to treat symptoms of glaucoma and
AIDS was growing, Mescaline, a de-
rivative of peyote, has been employed
by psychiatrists—mainly FEuropean
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ones—to hasten the flow of re-
vealing information from their
patients. As for cocaine, Schultes
wrote as recently as 1990, in a
magazine article, that in Rich-
ard Spruce’s day it had been
“recommended in Western med-
icine as an excellent local an-
esthetic,” and he added, “It is
still valuable, especially in oph-
thalmological and ear, nose, and
throat surgery.,” He did feel
constrained to explain, for the
benefit of those unfamiliar with
the nuances of narcotics, that “it
is the use of the purified alka-
loid—not the aboriginal employ-
ment of the leaves or powder
as a masticatory among South
American Indians—that may lead to
dangerous addiction.” And in 1972 he
had asked, with a wistful eye to the
future, “Could we ever have dared
predict that the intensely poisonous
false hellebore, employed by certain
North American Indians to choose a
new chieftain through a dangerous
and sometimes fatal intoxication of
young braves, would yield a valuable
hypertensive agent?”

NOW seventy-seven and retired
from on-the-spot jungle research,
Schultes lives in suburban Massachu-
setts. He wears dark-wool three-piece
suits and steel-rimmed spectacles, which,
combined with a stately bearing and a
fringe of white hair, give him the look
of a sedentary Ivy League mentor. In
the Amazon, however, when the Indi-
ans he consorted with went about near-
naked, so did he. Until Schultes came
along, many of them had never seen
a white person, let alone one who, at
six feet one, towered over all but a very
few of them. The name that certain
tribesmen gave him was their word for
“father,” and until he could persuade
them of his mortality some took him
for a heavenly father. Others, consid-
ering his singular appearance and alien
paraphernalia (pencils, notebooks, Band-
Aids), conferred on him their equiva-
lent of the title “white witch doctor.”

Schultes may be the only living
person to have more than two million
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