WITCHES DRUGS

Dr Terry Maguire, a
proprietor pharmacist
in Belfast and a
research fellow in
pharmacy practice

at the School of
Pharmacy, the Queen’s
University of Beifast,
asks what part
hallucinogens and
moad-altering
substances have
played in social
culture, From witches
to Santa Claus, he
suggests they may
have had a greater
impact than we
imagine

One of my customers achieved
considerable local fame telling
of his experiences with a ghost.
The tale concerned night-tima
visitations by a woman dressed
in black, She physically abused
him — threw him downstairs,
beat him and made living
impossible.

The clergy were summoned
to exorcise the deman, and the
housing exegutive was asked to
provide other accammeadation,
Once he had been re-housed,
there was ng need for the
priests and the apparitions
cedsed. Life returned to normal.

Cynically, | might have agreed
with some who put it down te
“the drink’' or the need 1o
provide an extreme reason to
move house — had it not been
for a chance glance at his
medicaticn récords.

At the time the ghost was
appearing, he was taking
Ativan (lorazepam} t¢ hélp him
sleep, Passibily the “vision" was
2 reactien to {or withdrawal
from) this benzodiazepine. His
doctor stopped the medicine
about the time the visions
ceased.

Hallu¢inations among these
taking <hort-acting
benzediazepines are well
documented. Halcion
triszolam} was withdrawa in
the UK and in Holland because
of these side-affects’.

By 1990, £2 cases of alleged
sexusl assault by dentists on
patients who were sedated
with intravencus
benzodiazepines (diazepam or
medazctams}, had been :
reported™”. Such aflegations,
especially where there are no
independent withegsas, are very
serigus far a doctor ar dentist.
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The allegations may be well-
founded but they may squaily
have been benzodiazepine-
induced fantasies,

Nigei Kennedy, the doyen of
classical music, has been
criticised for saying he had
reached a stage inhis carger
where, like Jimmy Hendrix and
others, he weuld need
“Mmond-altering substances” to

et further inspiration.

ccepting such a statement
recognises that the distortion of
per¢eption by such drugs could
improve creativity.

These three examples suggest
that. meod-altering substances
are having as much of an effect
on society today ag they have
had on sccieties of the past.

Hallucination

We understand the world
around us by using five senses.
If our senses are distupted or
disterted then what we see,
smell, feei, hear and taste as
real may, in fact, be unreal,

It has been suggested that
schizaphrenic patients are not
mentally sub-Aormal, Rather,
due to a blachemical
disturbance in the brain, the
perceive g distorted image o
the world around them. It is
their behaviour, resulting from
an attempt to rationalise the
"nonsense” baing received by
the brain, that makes them
appear abnormal 1¢ the rest
of us.

Far schizophrenics the
probfem is an endegencus
diseate. However, such
conditions may be induced by
ingestion of substances whic
affect the transmission of
information in the brain.

Medieval witches
In medieval £urope, witches
were ruthiessly hunted and
killed. One explznation for the
existence of witches is that they
were social outcasts, possitily
tesbians. At that stage of
history, lesbianism would not
have been understocd and not
tolerated by a male-dominated
SOLiety,

Witches were knowledgeable
about the hallucinogenic

properties of herbs,

in particuiar henbare
{Hyoscyamus niger), dezdl
rightshade (Atfopa befladenna)
and mandrake (Mandragera
officinarumy’, These women
n;a?n also have known of the
hallucinogenic properties of
chemicals found in the skins of
toads and {rags {buofen).

They would have been skilled
in preparing potent elixirs and
ointments from these plants for
use in their rituals, Cintments
applied to a brush shaft or
proom 4and used as 2 “sex-tay”
in ritual argies would have
ensured that the drugs were
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ghsorbed across the thin walls
of the vagina to produce the
required effect. This interesting
drug delivery system offers an
expianation of the origins of
the “witcth's broom™, as a
repert into witcheratt from the
14th century suggests:

“In rifling the cioset ot the
ladie, they found 2 pipe of
oyntment, wherewith she

regsed a staffe. On certzin
days and nights they anocini a
staff end ride on it to the
aneginted place.'”

Salem witches

The Sztem witcheraft affair of
1692 was the warst outbrozk of
witch persecution in Armerican

history, and the story has been
Investigated extensively, One
theory offered 10 explain the
hysteria has implicated rye
infected with ergot {{laviceps
PUIDUIes).

The victims — the witches -—
were identitied by children,
particularly girls zround the age.
of puberty. 11 is known that
girls at this age seem to be
more susceptinle 1o the
hallucinogenic effects of ergot’,

Whaile parents, younger
childrea and boys were able to
tolerale eating rye bread
stightly infectéd with erget, the
girls experienced graphic
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halluonaticns. Corsidering
thair upbrir:gLing, in a society
obsessed with strict religious
practice ant the power of the
devil, their only rationa
arplanaticn for their
nallucinogenic experiancd was
that they were "bewitched™.

Religious
visionaries

It is dargerous 1o 1y 1o axplain
religinus visions in terms of
halluzinogenic experiences as
firmly held beliefs can sasiy be
nffended. This is 2ertainly not
ry intentior.

Sorma religions — like the
Mative american Church —
even today Jse halluginegenic
drugs derfved from plants as
part of thelr religious worship.
They argue that, rather than
being the experience, the dru
creates the limk with God whic
fulfils their worship,

Soma, the god-nareatic of
ancient india, i now thowght 1o
nave been an elixir preparad
mainly from the red mushrogen,
Fly Agaric [Amanita muscarial’,

Fly Agaric was wsed
recregtinnally by many sccial
groups. It was collected in the
Auturmn and dried for use |aier.
The mushroom i particularlg_
poisgnaus due ta its alkaloi
cantent brt this has never
daterred its wse. Teday, in
Europe, is use has been
largely replacad by atcohol.

It hias neern suggested that Fly
Agaric was assofigted with the
cultuze of Santa Claus and that
its scarlet mound, speckled with
white, explairs why Santa Claus
wiears red and white and flies
through the sk

§t Catherine, whe lived in the
1500s, received wisitatians from
warinus saintly beings. During
these meetings she was
Enmura%ed e have sexual
refatinnships. St Catharine's

standing in the church ensurod
that her description of theso
eyents was viewed 35 &
UElesiing’ rather than a
hedonistic Drg?'.

Aut ane explanation counters
saintly gaings-on for a more

- wiarldly experience, 51

Catherine wes overneight and,
to eneyre that she weould not
gat excessivaly, she sprinkled
her food with grated Fly Agaric.
In theory this imparted a
Eitter taste making the food
uite unpalatable. Howewer,
she certainly ate engugh to
preduse hallucinations.
Virgin visionaries
Wisions of the Wirgin Mary,
particular by withln the
Eurspean Catholic culture, have
been reporied freguent|y since
the mid-1%th century. They
have had 8 profound effect an
mary Reman Catholics, and

remnain today 3 focus of
worship for millions wha flock
annually to the many sitas of
pilgrimage — Fatima in
Portugal. Knack in Ireland and
the mast famous, Loordes,

Cormman characteristics
appear to link the visionaries:
they were all young adutts,
mainly girls around the age of
pubsarty.

The story of Bernadetie
Saubirous, 5t fernadetie of
Lourdes, has a pattern similar
with other virgin visionaries,
Essertially, poor and appressed
Roman Catholics have been
much mre succascful in seeing
the Yirgin then rich ones.

Fly Agaric — a possible source of soma, the god-nerestic of ancient Indiz

| have been intrigued by
Bermadette's story which, in my
opinior, ®as some features
wn'ch indicate that, at the time
af 1he wisions in 1858, sha may
have been subjectod to the
effects of ergatism.

She had been ill, was weak
and was at the age of puberty.
Why dign't other young
females in the village suffer
similar effects? Barnadetta’s
father was a miller, frequently
in finarcial difficulties. If ha
had recetved ergat-infected

rain far milling he may have

een legally required to dispose
af it. Possicly, to ward off
starwvation, hE used it for his
family bread.

Cne writer, experimenting
with a mescaline 1o induce
hallucination, found that she
saw sairtly fiqures®.

Conclusion

Hailucinegens have had a part
to play i the development of
many cultures. Their effects oo
the mind can be profound;
layrnen, in atterspting bo
explain what has accurrad,
create colourful stories of
witches, raligious and sexual
fantastes. Cerlainly the telling is
much more interesting than amy
scientific explanation | can
provide.
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