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Brugmansia   (Solanaceae) 

Brugmansia - a genus of seven species of flowering plants first classified by Linnaeus as part of 
Datura in 1753. Transferred into a separate genus, Brugmansia, and named for Dutch physician 
and naturalist Sebald Justinus Brugmans in 1805. Native to tropical regions of South America. 

A lot of the information on Brugmansia comes from Richard Evans Schultes, a 
Harvard professor of ethnobotany who died in 2001, as well as from his student 
Wade Davis, now resident explorer for National Geographic.  

Schultes was sent by the American government to look for disease free rubber in 
South America during World War II. The rubber plantations in Southeast Asia had 
been taken over by the Japanese. When he came out of the tropical rainforest, 
he had collected disease free rubber but also many medicinal plants.  

In his lifetime he collected over 30,000 herbarium specimens, including 300 new 
to science. Schultes is considered one of the greatest plant explorers since the 
Victorian times. One of his discoveries was the source of the dart poison, curare, 
now used as a muscle relaxant in surgery.  

Schultes sent his student Wade Davis, a native of British Columbia, to Haiti in 
1982. His mission was to learn what the ingredients were that created and 
maintained the zombie state. Datura stramonium was identified as having one of 
the prone to suggestion drugs as well as the one creating loss of past memory 
(amnesia). Brugmansia, formerly called Datura arboretum, has those same 
properties. As a result of this experience, Wade Davis wrote the book ‘The 
Serpent and the Rainbow’.  

Schultes also sent Davis to South America to explore and collect the plants used 
in native rituals and ceremonies. Like his mentor, Davis became knowledgeable 
in the hallucinogenic properties of Brugmansia, as well as other hallucinogens. 
His book, ‘One River’, is an account of his mentor’s time in South America plant 
collecting and living with and learning from the natives. Wade Davis has collected 
over 6,000 plants.  

A hallucinogen is any chemical substance that distorts the senses and produces 
hallucinations. Academics call these drugs psychosis mimickers, mind disturbers 
and mind manifesters. These are dry terms and don’t describe the effects these 
compounds have on the human mind. The sensations are so unearthly, the 
visions so startling that most hallucinogenic plants acquired a sacred place 
in indigenous cultures. In rare cases, they were worshipped as gods incarnate. 

In the plant kingdom, hallucinogens occur only among the advanced flowering 
plants and the more primitive spore-bearing fungi. Most are alkaloids and the 



active compounds can be found in various concentrations in different parts of the 
plant – root, leaves, seeds, bark, and flowers.    

Of the 120 or more hallucinogenic plants found to date, over 100 are native to the 
Americas. In many Amerindian societies, the use of plant hallucinogens lies at 
the very heart of traditional life. The group of plants that shamans approach with 
the greatest trepidation are those in the potato family – Brugmansia and Datura. 
These plants contain tropane alkaloids that, though useful in the treatment of 
asthma, can in higher dosage produce a frightening state of psychotic delirium. 

Amerindians enter the realm of hallucinogenic visions not out of boredom or to 
relieve restless anxiety but rather to fulfill some need of the group. In the 
Amazon, hallucinogens are taken to divine the future, unveil the medical 
properties of healing plants and the nature of the forest animals.  

Amerindians take the sacred plants in a highly structured manner that places a 
ritualistic framework of order around their use. The experience is sought for 
positive ends.  

Sources - Shadows in the Sun, One River, The Serpent and the Rainbow by 
Wade Davis; Plants of the Gods by Richard Evans Schultes 
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