
Tripping Out: Trekking across the wilds of Vancouver with Wade 
Davis, world-famous explorer, author of The Serpent and the 

Rainbow, and ingester of strange substances. 

 

BY DANIELLE EGAN The explorer is lost. “We’re now entering unknown 
country,” says Wade Davis, who’s been called the Indiana Jones of ethnobotany. 
He’s hung out with Haitian voodoo priests, climbed Mount Everest, camped in the 
heart of the Amazon and tripped out on cane-toad venom. Some of his best 
friends have been eaten by alligators. Once, he was hired to guide a journalist 
through the roadless jungle of the Darien Gap, between Colombia and Panama. 
They were lost for 10 days, wandering without food or a clue. Right now, I’m in 
the passenger seat of his truck as the National Geographic’s Explorer in 
Residence attempts to traverse the uncharted wilds of Vancouver. “We’ll find our 
way. We don’t want Hastings Street, do we? Let’s just see what happens.”  

Today is Davis’ errand-running day. We’ve already hit a computer shop, shopped 
for a life jacket at Mountain Equipment Co-op, and picked up his big truck from a 
Ford dealership in North Van. Now we’re passing though East Van, heading to 
Richmond, to hitch up a trailer so the Davis family can make their annual 
pilgrimage north to their lodge in the Spatsizi, the province’s largest roadless 
park. “We bring up quite a load: outboard, power saw, at least one 
generator...This is the first year we don’t have any dogs or cats…We need to get 
to Knightsbridge Road. We do have a map here.”  

His routes have always been complicated and circuitous. Born in 1954 in North 
Vancouver, he moved to the ’burbs of Montreal at nine, and at 16, to a boarding 
school on Vancouver Island. He earned an anthropology degree from Harvard, 
then returned to B.C. to work as a forestry engineer in a Queen Charlotte Islands 
logging camp. Then again to Harvard and his first expedition, to study the coca 
leaf in South America. In 1978, Davis was back in B.C., working as a park ranger 
in the Spatsizi and falling in love with the area. Mysterious Richmond, though, is 
uncharted territory.  

He pulls a map out and hands it to me. “Knightsbridge Road is a huge road. We 
don’t want to get into rush hour traffic.” The Knight Street bridge? “No no, 
Knightsbridge Street. Here’s Lougheed Highway; that might do.” No. I think it 
goes to Coquitlam. “Okay, I’m getting off here. This is not right. There’s an airport 
sign. This is Boundary now.” I recommend we turn right soon and go to Knight 
Street which turns into the Knight Street Bridge. Davis’ Vancouver roots show in 
his driving. He’s easily distracted, keeps fiddling with the windows. But he has an 
excuse: he’s in shock. “You might expect culture shock when you go to a world 
that’s clearly exotic, like Tibet. But that tends to be less disorienting than 
liberating. You are already by definition so strange, off the charts already, that no 
one is expecting anything of you. Whereas I get culture shock when I move 



between two worlds that on the surface appear similar, but are in fact different. 
When I come home to Vancouver—it’s changing like all places are. 

I don’t have rosy glasses about Vancouver—I realize there are lots of problems 
here. But that said, there’s a level of civility, decency and just good manners that 
I find really, really endearing and quite remarkable.” “I’ll go back to Washington 
and I’ll be back there, driving down the street the first day of my return and—
literally, this has happened to me—five people have told me to fuck off in four city 
blocks. I’m sitting there driving my Volvo thinking, what have I done wrong? I 
realize, Oh my God, I’m just back in America. Should we go down Victoria?” No. 

“So, you can’t have the crazy, individualistic, mad civic carnival of chaos and 
entrepreneurial freedom that you have in the States and not expect people will 
tell you to fuck off. It’s a package. I choose to live in the States because in a way 
I am attracted to that. I’ve had opportunities in the States I don’t think would have 
come in Canada.”  

He’s working on his seventh book, about British expeditions to Mount Everest 
during the post-World War I era. “It’s less a story about mountaineering than a 
story of Tibetans watching Englishmen move through their sacred 
landscape.…This is by far the most ambitious book I’ve ever done. I don’t even 
like to talk about books that aren’t written yet. You never know what’s going to 
happen. They grow and change as you write them, and it’s sort of a jinx, like 
naming a baby before it’s born.” Meantime, we’ve discovered Knight Street. 

As we move perilously through traffic, I ask Davis about death. “I never think 
about that. I don’t worry about death and I don’t—I guess at moments I do. One 
of my favourite aunts died last night and I was on the phone all night with 
relatives. Invariably you think about the inevitability of death. What are those 
people lined up to do? Is that the bridge we want to cross?  

“Say we had a car accident right now and we were both killed. Your boyfriend or 
someone would ask the question, ‘Why did it happen?’ ‘Wade Davis was talking, 
he wasn’t a great driver.’ No, why did it happen? With those two people who had 
just met and were in the car at that instant in time? We would then, in our rational 
tradition, say it was chance, coincidence. It was fate.”  

Wade Davis is, in fact, not a great driver; he’s talking a mile a minute, fiddling 
with the window again, there’s a lot of traffic and he needs to get all these 
errands done today. My boyfriend did actually warn me to buckle up before I left, 
saying, “You never know when a flashback will hit this guy.” Davis has done 
some pretty crazy drugs in some pretty wild places.  

“People are always asking me to talk about drugs. I say two things. I’m very 
delighted to say that in a ritualistic context I’ve experimented with psychotropic 
drugs. I think it’s amazing that millions of people have been exposed to these 



sorts of substances that, frankly, lay you prostrate before the gates of awe. 
That—oh no, we don’t want to go to the airport. Here’s Richmond. We’ve made it 
this far. We need to find Number 3 Road. Oh, Westminster Highway. That’s what 
we want. The kinds of realities I try to touch upon are that [different] belief 
systems create different human beings. It’s easier to grasp that if you’ve had a 
visceral experience of a world beyond this one. Which is what these curious 
plants can induce. It’s not only that another world exists, but that that dazzling 
world is the real world, and this world of the mundane is just a crude facsimile of 
that great world of the intuition.” 

I’d need a lot of curious plants to make the dazzling world behind Richmond’s 
strip malls and big-box retailers emerge. “This is not my favourite part of 
Vancouver,” says Davis. “When I get into a suburb I get nervous that I might 
never get out. I don’t like to be judgmental, and I’m the first to point out the many 
wondrous, ingenious things we do. But on a social scale, I really do think our 
society has made choices that have really been—Garden City? This is not 
working out. This is not Number 3 Road. Can I see the map?” I pass it. “You’re 
right, it’s up ahead. So, I guess I can never escape—maybe it’s a privilege of my 
wealth or class or whatever, but I could never have stayed in a place like this. 
What are we trading for this? Here’s Number 3. I’m assuming we go south now. 
Oh, well done, we’re on the right path.” Davis does admit that in his earlier dope 
and acid days, “a certain part of what drove me was a desire to get away.”  

We spot Davis’ trailer, which gets hitched to the truck. He’s hoping to beat the 
rush-hour traffic across Lions Gate so he can get to Bowen and head north. We 
get back in the car. I get back on the drug thing. Don’t today’s teenagers go to 
raves and imbibe drug cocktails for the same reason? “The set and setting has 
changed so much that I’m not sure how drugs can be used in a useful way, but 
I’m sure young people are experimenting and finding out. I’m not saying it was 
okay back in the ’60s and it’s not now. Where are we going? We don’t want to go 
to the airport.” I think we probably should, since I now have no idea where we 
are. Just follow the airplane signs.  

The Richmond setting: McDonald’s sign floating above the subdivisions and strip 
malls, the paved-over fields, the car pollution. “We’re a highly adaptive species,” 
says Davis. “The most striking trait we have is the fluidity of our memory and our 
capacity to forget. We can adapt to any degree of environmental degradation. 
But this is what Margaret Mead said about loss of culture: that the biggest 
nightmare as we drift towards this generic world [is that] not only will we wake 
from a dream one day and have the entire range of human imagination reduced 
to a single modality of thought, but that we will wake from the dream having 
forgotten there were other possibilities. How many people in Richmond, how can 
they—I guess if there’s one thing that gives me pain is that I’ve spent a lot of my 
life on the stunning front lines of this clash of modernity and, oh, here’s the 
Granville Bridge. Good.”  



Let’s cut to the chase on the most potent curious substances Davis has tried. 
There’s the famously potent cane-toad venom, as well as Ayahuasca, the vision 
vine of Amazon shamans that is now used by movie stars and rock icons. “It’s 
very powerful, but again, it’s not for the novice,” he says. I wonder if Davis has 
experimented with B.C. bud lately. “I haven’t smoked marijuana in 25 years. I 
found, like so many people, you can outgrow certain drugs. I don’t like it. I don’t 
knock it either. Marijuana may be called dope and it may have ruined a lot of 
parties, but it’s never been implicated with morbidity or mortality in over 4,000 
years.”  

Maybe the days of knocking on the gates of awe are over for Davis. “I always 
say, anyone in their twenties who’s not a little crazy, there’s something wrong 
with them. Anyone in their forties and still crazy, there’s something wrong with 
them too.” 
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