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Psilocybin-containing mushrooms have been 
getting a lot of attention for their impact on 
anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) and other mental-health conditions. In 
this article, I will be focusing on a different set of 
conditions for which psilocybin treatment has 
shown tremendous promise, specifically through pain management. I believe 
the many and varied uses of psilocybin-containing mushrooms will have huge 
impacts on the fields of medicine and wellness. As these substances become 
increasingly legally available over the next decade and beyond, the financial 
impacts will also be significant, both in terms of money spent on psilocybin-
containing products and in the personal and societal benefits that come from 
successful treatment of debilitating physical and mental conditions.

Making the case for legal accessibility to psilocybin-containing mushrooms for 
pain management is easy once you understand the plight of those who are impacted 
by cluster headaches. Clusterbusters (https://clusterbusters.org/) is an advocacy 
group focused on researching treatments for a condition of neural-pain attacks 
called trigeminal autonomic cephalgias, cluster headaches or, more commonly 
(among other head-related pain conditions), “suicide headaches.” According to 
Clusterbusters Board Member Joe McKay, an attack goes something like this:

“A cluster headache attack begins with the activation of the trigeminal nerve; 
think of when you eat ice cream too fast and you get that brain freeze feeling. 
That’s the area in your head where the pain is felt, except the pain is much more 
extreme and no matter what you do it continues. Oftentimes, people resort to 
banging their heads against a wall to distract or somehow change the sensation; 
this does not work, and, as the attack continues, you get a feeling as if a burning-
hot knife has entered your eye socket and someone is trying to pry your eye out. 
You become extremely agitated, pacing, rocking and eventually collapsing into 
yourself as you are in a state of shock where there is nothing in the world but 
you and the pain. This experience can continue for up to 3 hours and can occur 
multiple times in a 24-hour period. Attacks are especially common at night, 
adding sleep deprivation to the brutal toll of this disease.”

Ingmar Bergman, Eileen Brewer, Joe McKay and Avery Stempel  
in the Well at the NY State Capitol.
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According to the National Library of Medicine for the National Institutes of 
Health, like other trigeminal autonomic cephalgias (TACs), cluster headache 
is a short-lasting unilateral headache with at least one autonomic symptom 
ipsilateral to the headache, such as lacrimation, nasal congestion, conjunctival 
injection or aural fullness. The associated nasal congestion can sometimes 
lead to a misdiagnosis of “sinus headache” and patients are often managed by 
decongestants, which are ineffective for cluster headaches. These headaches can 
occur up to eight times a day. They usually occur at approximately the same time 
of day, most often at night. Most patients are episodic, with daily attacks for weeks 
to months, followed by remission for months to years.1 

There are a few FDA-accepted ways of treating cluster headaches, High-Dose Oxygen 
Therapy or an injection of Sumatriptan can sometimes work. There are a few other 
pharmaceutical drugs that are often prescribed in an attempt to prevent attacks.2

Here is a video 
from 2017 by 
the BBC that 
shows footage of 
people suffering 
through cluster 
headache attacks 
and discussing 
research efforts to 
help understand 
this condition. 
Please be advised that this video contains disturbing images of people in intense 
pain: BBC Cluster Headache Video.

One of the most effective methods for stopping a cluster headache cycle is the 
ingestion of a small dose of psilocybin-containing mushrooms. About 1 in 
1,000 people suffer from cluster headache and this condition remains vastly 
underresearched, with few medicines specifically designed and approved 
as treatments. “Clusterheads,” as people with this condition often refer to 
themselves, are forced to try a wide range of medicines borrowed from other 
diseases in a largely futile effort to escape the pain. 
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The nonprofit organization Clusterbusters is working avidly to spread awareness 
of this condition and to get help to people who are often misdiagnosed, 
undertreated and criminalized for incorporating psilocybin-containing 
mushrooms as part of their treatment plan.3

So how was it discovered that psilocybin (and LSD) reduces or entirely eliminates 
cluster headaches? From the Clusterbusters website: “In late 1998, a man posted 
a message on an internet bulletin board that he suspected LSD had prevented his 
usual cluster-headache cycles. He had successfully experimented on himself using 
indole-ring hallucinogens and he posted that he planned to continue using the 
treatment. This idea was met at first with much skepticism, as many clusterheads 
had seen a hundred scams, crazy ideas and misguided treatments borne of 
desperation over the years.” Visit the History section of their website to read more.4

According to Executive Director Bob Wold, “For more than 20 years, 
Clusterbusters has been a patient-led nonprofit organization that focuses 
on connecting and educating people with cluster headache and supporting 
the development of new treatments. Magic mushrooms are indeed magical, 
but the real magic is in combining psilocybin (or other psychedelics) with 
community and support. We provide this through our website, private online 
forum, support group meetings, annual conferences in the U.S. and UK, and 
our new ClusterBuddies peer-to-peer support program that pairs experienced 

 Joe McKay (representing Clusterbusters) and writer Avery Stempel (representing of New Yorkers for Mental Health Alternatives) 
speak to a NY State Senator.
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clusterheads with those who are newer to the condition or 
exploring new treatments. Dealing with one of the most 
painful conditions known to medicine and avoiding the 
despair that all too often comes with excruciating pain, truly 
takes the support of an entire community.”

Millions of people around the world are impacted by cluster 
headache. From the people who experience the attacks 
directly, to their friends and family who often struggle with 
their inability to help, to the thousands of doctors, nurses, 
dentists, and psychiatrists who are undertrained in recognizing this condition. 
It is critical that awareness of TACs be increased everywhere and in order to 
facilitate these treatments it is paramount that access to psilocybin-containing 
mushrooms for treatment becomes legal. For many clusterheads, their tagline is 
“psilocybin or suicide.” Easing their suffering, allowing them fully to live their 
lives and removing the fear of arrest or wrongdoing should be simple. 

Following are three stories from across North America that detail the trials and 
travails of clusterheads and their journeys toward understanding their condition 
as well as finding relief from the severe pain. These very personal stories have 
been edited for length and to protect anonymity where desired.

Carlos from Mexico

“My name is Carlos and I’m 51 years old. I’m originally from Tijuana, Baja 
California, Mexico. My parents, two sisters and just a couple of former coworkers 
make up my circle of friends and family. Cluster headaches began for me in 1993 
when I was 20 years old. When I first started experiencing my headaches, I went 
to an otorhinolaryngologist, Dr. V., he told me the cause of the pain was sinusitis 
and that my solution would be an operation. He also told me that sinusitis in some 
people can come back again.

“I decided not to have the surgery and looked for another otorhinolaryngologist, 
Dr. E., who prescribed me nasal lavages (flushes) with saline solution. It would be 
a treatment of several weeks. Of course, this treatment did not work. I then went 

For many clusterheads, their 
tagline is “psilocybin or suicide.” 
Easing their suffering, allowing 
them fully to live their lives and 
removing the fear of arrest or 
wrongdoing should be simple. 
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to a third otorhinolaryngologist, Dr. R., who also prescribed 
me medications. Nothing worked for me. I sought out a 
cardiologist, Dr. J., who sent me home with a Holter monitor 
(a portable electrocardiogram) and heart medicine since he 
thought the cause of my headaches might be heart related. 
Next was a neurologist, Dr. N., who prescribed me a lot of 
medications for depression and suggested neurological 
studies. Nothing worked for me. 

“I also tried with my family doctor for years and never found 
the cure. I went with Dr. A., who told me to have an MRI 
and get blood tests. He gave me an occipital nerve-block 
injection. I then went to a doctor to whom I mentioned that 
I was taking a medication that I self-prescribed called Dexamethasone, which 
was working for my cluster headaches (it would give me hiccups for hours and 
eventually stopped preventing my headaches). He was very firm in his response 
when he told me to “keep taking that medicine forever unless you want to have 
headaches again.” He was the worst M.D. 

“I tried so many types of medication for trigeminal neuralgia and cluster 
headaches. I tried MRIs, chiropractors, homeopathic medicine, acupuncturists, 
relaxing oils, incenses, relaxing sounds, hot and cold showers, avoiding the 
foods suspected to cause headache, cardiovascular medications, psyllium husk, 
magnesium, melatonin, cannabidiol and CBD oil (these actually triggered cluster 
headaches for me), and drinking a lot of water. Drinking lots of water wasn’t a 
good idea because you lose a lot of minerals and in my case it actually triggered 
cluster headaches. After all these years of taking so many kinds of medicine, when 
I had a colonoscopy they discovered I had diverticulosis. Then I had to change my 
eating habits. Now my diet consists mostly of vegetables, fruit and fish, with only 
occasional chicken or meat. 

“I continued looking for doctors that could cure me. But the only thing they did 
was prescribe me so many prescription drugs that weren’t effective for me. The 
doctors I worked with, and medical science as a whole, still do not know what 
causes cluster headaches.

“I continued looking for doctors 
that could cure me. But the only 
thing they did was prescribe me 
so many prescription drugs that 
weren’t effective for me.
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“Then in late 2019 or early 2020, I first tried psilocybin-containing mushrooms. 
One challenge I ran into was trying to find a place to obtain them. Trying to 
find people who sell this type of mushroom is very difficult if you don’t have 
the contacts. People tell you they sell mushrooms and then rip you off. Or they 
make it difficult to pay by using a payment method called Bitcoin or other 
cryptocurrency. Another obstacle was trying to cultivate mushrooms and 
not having any success. The biggest challenge was that these mushrooms are 
considered illegal and are therefore not widely available to people like me.

“My friends and family know that I use psilocybin-containing mushrooms to 
prevent or cure cluster headaches. It is so confusing to me that these mushrooms 
are considered dangerous. I believe that all legal medications are dangerous for 
your health in the long term. Yet, many people consider something that nature 
provides “dangerous” for the human being?! I can’t say what will happen if it 
becomes legal in the future. It’s like the flip of a coin. If it becomes legalized, the 
ones who are going to have control are going to make the money, just as with 
prescription medications right now. I credit my sister for helping me to search 
the Internet, which is where I found Bob Wold and the Clusterbuster community. 
Thank you, Bob Wold! Thanks to my sister and brother-in-law that gave me all 
their support. Thanks to my parents who suffered my pain for years. Thanks to my 
family for everything they’ve helped me to get through.”

Andrew from the USA

“My name is Andrew Cleminshaw and I have been a cluster-headache survivor 
since 2004, when I was diagnosed at the age of 12. I live in southwest Michigan 
with my wife (another cluster-headache survivor), two children and two dogs. 
We live close to my mom and pops, which has been a monumental relief while 
trying to find my way in the chaotic world with cluster headaches. In the 20 

Clusterbusters members meet with Rick Doblin.
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years since I was diagnosed with CH, 
I have tried almost every concoction 
of medications possible ranging from 
anti-seizure and blood-pressure meds 
to magnesium infusions and nasal 
ketamine therapy, none of which 
produced much success. I allowed 
myself to be a guinea pig and for any 
medication that could possibly improve 
my quality of life. By the end of my journey with traditional medicine, I was 
swallowing around 40 pills per day.

“At age 17, after 5 years of surviving with cluster headaches, my mother informed 
me that she had received a “care package” from an “angel” who had been 
supporting her through an online cluster-headache forum. If I was willing to try 
something new and unorthodox, there may finally be some hope, something 
neither of us had felt for a long time. After reflecting and detoxing off of all my 
prescription meds, I decided to take the plunge and venture into uncharted 
territory. I decided to try the psilocybin-containing mushrooms.

“What I found, aside from the fact that TV and movies 
severely over exaggerate the effects of psychedelic 
compounds, was a new lease on life. For the first time in 5 
years I had 24 hours without a cluster-headache attack. It 
took me a long time to be comfortable sharing this part of 
my life with anyone, even some of my closest friends, out of 
fear of what could happen to me or my mother (at the time I 
was a legal minor) for simply trying to heal what the nation’s 
best headache specialist could not.

“Thus began a years-long journey for lasting pain relief and to spread awareness 
of my condition and how I found relief. Securing these medications (that’s how I 
refer to them, because that’s what they are for me) was not easy, especially living 
outside of a major city center where anything illicit was done under cover of 
darkness in dive bars. It was a challenge to secure the mushrooms.

Andrew Cleminshaw (bottom left) at a Clusterbusters Conference.

Andrew Cleminshaw and Ashley 
Hattle at a Clusterbusters Conference.
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“It was also difficult because being able to share freely what 
was changing my life in such a positive way seemed to be 
a dire ultimatum: either keep silent or live in judgment. 
I spent many years in silence until I became an advocate 
and champion for cluster-headache research, treatment 
and awareness. It was then that I decided: closed lips 
spread no news. If I stay silent, I’m only hurting others by 
not giving them a real-life example of what it looks like to 
use psychedelic compounds responsibly and regularly for 
medical or even recreational needs.

“Flash forward to 2024: I have been consistently using these 
compounds for over 10 years with no measurable negative 
effect on the trajectory of my life or my future potential. I now 
actively share this with anyone who will listen. At this point 
in my life, I have no concerns about what “society” thinks about what I do. The tides 
of change are growing every year as we see more and more states decriminalize or 
legalize other substances that used to be considered highly dangerous. I am actively 
fighting the hypocrisy that is making a natural compound criminal to possess and 
ingest, while approving synthetic alternatives! Nature always wins. It’s only a matter 
of time until those old notions disappear entirely. I believe we will have a world where 
everyone has access to safe, affordable, medications. I would love to see psilocybin, 
LSD and MDMA therapies expand their services similar to what we see of cannabis 
in Michigan. With a doctor’s approval, a patient should be able to purchase their 
medications safely and consume them in the safety of their own home.”

Rhonda from Canada

“My name is Rhonda Card and I am a 50-year-old mother of 4 daughters. I’m from a 
small town in Alberta, Canada with a population of approximately 250 people. I grew 
up on a farm and was raised by my grandparents due to my mother passing away in 
a vehicle accident when I was 10 years old. My brother was 7. She was 28 at the time. 

“I started to get cluster headaches around the age of 13 but we didn’t know what 
they were back then. My grandparents would let me stay home from school, tell 

“Flash forward to 2024: I have 
been consistently using these 
compounds for over 10 years 
with no measurable negative 
effect on the trajectory of my life 
or my future potential.”
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me to take a Tylenol and go back to bed. “Go lie 
down,” they said. I couldn’t lie down. It was too 
painful! I couldn’t sit still. I seriously thought I 
had a brain tumour, however, our doctor said 
that no tumour was visible and gave me pills. 
The pills would take too long to kick in. I think 
they thought that I was exaggerating how bad 
the pain really was. The headaches finally went 
away—we didn’t know why—only for them to 
return the following summer. It would be like this 
for approximately 3 months every year. I would 
get 4 to 12 attacks every day, throughout the day 
and night. I could hardly sleep at all. “It must be 
allergies!” the doctor said. 

“When I was in high school, the headaches seemed to completely disappear. 
We had no clue why, but I was very thankful. I would go out with my friends 
and party on the weekends. We were experimenting with weed, LSD and magic 
mushrooms at that time. Living life and enjoying every minute. When I became 
pregnant with my oldest, I stopped smoking, drinking and partying. It wasn’t long 
after that that my headaches returned. We didn’t understand why. I couldn’t take 
any meds, I was pregnant and to be honest, nothing helped me anyway. The drugs 
the doctors prescribed made me feel like a zombie.

“Finally, in my late 20’s a doctor mentioned that I may have cluster headaches/alarm-clock 
headaches. He saw the pattern. I was so happy to finally have a diagnosis. Then he told 
me that there is no cause and no cure. I went home and cried like a baby. I did not want 
to have to live with this pain every day. I even contemplated suicide. I was defeated but I 
knew what it was like to grow up without a mom and I just couldn’t do that to my kids.

“Ten or so years later, some friends saw an episode of National Geographic about 
using psilocybin, or magic mushrooms, to treat cluster headaches (the famous 
video with Dan Ervin and his wife LeeAnn). I was skeptical but it made sense 
when I thought about my lack of attacks when I was partying during my earlier 
years. I eventually found that video and another video of Bob Wold speaking 
about cluster headaches. This led me to finding Clusterbusters on Facebook. 

Rhonda Card and husband at their wedding; they met 
through Clusterbusters, as he is a fellow sufferer, and 
got married at the org’s 2024 annual conference.

3
4

 | T
h

e
 M

yc
o

p
h

ile
 Q

u
a

rte
rly

 | 
October Novem

ber Decem
ber 2024



“I finally found some people that understood what I was going through. I was so 
happy I told everyone: my family, my friends, everyone I knew! My problem now 
was how and where to source the magic mushrooms? I hadn’t been in the party 
crowd for a while; however, I knew the substance was more prominent in the 
summer months. I reached out to my friends (family was too judgmental) and 
let everyone know what I was looking for. One day a good friend of mine saw me 
at the gas station and said “Rhonda, I found your headache medicine! It’s in my 
truck! I was so happy and excited, which quickly turned to fear and anxiety when 
I got home. The next step was to eat them. I think they taste horrible. How much 
should I eat? I was so nervous. Thankfully the people within the Clusterbusters 
group helped to answer all my questions. I was still anxious though. I had them 
for a month and was scared to take them.

“One day I just had enough of the pain. I was exhausted. I couldn’t sleep and I 
finally had the weekend off. It was 2015, and I was in the 6th month of a cycle, 
the longest cycle I had ever experienced. I let everyone know what my plan was. I 
arranged for a babysitter for the kids and myself for the night that I ate them. I did 
get some slap-back pain, my head was mad, it was awful. I eventually fell asleep. 
It was the most sleep I’d had in months. I woke up feeling different and refreshed. 
I was surprised that I hadn’t woken up at all during the night. I couldn’t help but 
wonder, but how will tonight be? The next few nights, I continued to wake up 
every two hours to see if my head was hurting, it was like I could feel it coming to 
my house but it drove on by! It took about a week for me to quit waking up like 
clockwork. It worked! I was completely pain-free for over two years! The attacks 
did come back; I found more mushrooms, I ate them again and got 2 more years 
of pain-free living. I decided to start eating them once a year, and now I’ve had 
4 more entire years of a pain-free life. I had my life back and my girls had their 
mom back. It was amazing! It was wonderful for all of us to be able to spend time 
together. We were going places and seeing new things. I continue to eat them once 
a year. Always having to plan around the girls and social events and work. It isn’t 
easy but it’s necessary. It saved me. 

“Those magical mushrooms gave me my life back. Now that I’m older, I don’t care 
as much about what people think. I try to tell everyone what helped me, maybe 
they know someone who is also suffering with these attacks. Rare, but possible. 
I hope that one day all clusterheads will have access to psilocybin-containing 
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mushrooms. A reliable 
source would make such a 
difference. It’s an option that 
has minimal side effects, 
unlike the meds that we 
often take. I now grind mine 
up and put them in capsules 
myself. It helps me to avoid 
tasting them. We now know 
that psilocybin-containing 
mushrooms also help with 
the depression, which is part 

of cluster headache as well. It’s a win-win in my book. Mushrooms saved my life 
and made sure my kids grew up with a mom, and that my grandkids can have 
their grandmother in their life. I’ll be forever grateful to Clusterbusters, for giving 
me the tools, the knowledge and the courage to take my life back. I am a survivor, 
no longer a patient with side effects.”

Like Carlos, Andrew and Rhonda, so many people around the world have suffered 
through misdiagnoses, failed cures and ridicule by misguided friends and family. A 
potent and effective treatment does indeed exist and must be made legally available. 
The power to promote neural plasticity, rewire misfiring pathways in the brain and 
stop the cycle of pain surely outweighs any potential harm these fungi may cause.

According to Clusterbuster Board Member Joe McKay, “Clusterbusters has been 
involved in many states in the U.S., advocating for the use of psilocybin to prevent 
and stop cluster attacks. We are continually meeting with legislators, telling our 
personal stories of how psilocybin for many clusterheads is the only thing that 
is effective in treating the pain, allowing them to function normally instead of 
putting life on hold while suffering through multiple daily attacks. Oftentimes, 
patients while in a cycle cannot work. They end up losing their employment and 
healthcare. Parents with young children have difficulty caring for them as well 
and it’s these real life stories that Clusterbusters hopes will make a difference 
in advocating for legislation that includes psilocybin as a treatment for cluster 
headache.” Additional research and academic studies can be found on the 
Clusterbuster website.5

Eileen Brewer addresses 2019 Clusterbusters Conference.
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The Canadian Health System maintains that psilocybin containing mushrooms 
are illegal but has created three pathways through which one can gain 
legal access:

1.	 through a legal clinical trial.
2.	 through what is called a “special access program.”
3.	 by getting an individual exemption to the  

Controlled Drugs and Substances Act.6

In Mexico, psilocybin-containing mushrooms are legal for religious or 
ceremonial practices and possession and use of small amounts is not a punishable 
crime so long as they are not found or consumed near restricted locations 
(schools and prisons). There is active legislation at the federal level that would 
create legal access for medical and mental-health purposes.

States across the USA have 
been moving towards 
creating legal access. Laws 
have been passed in Oregon, 
Colorado, Indiana, Utah, 
Alaska, Connecticut, 
Maryland, New Hampshire, 
New Jersey, Texas and 
Washington to create direct 
access, reduce penalties, 
advance research or to form 
working groups to study 
how to implement access. 
In fact, only 11 U.S. states 
have no active psilocybin/
psychedelic legislation being 
considered. There are also 
multiple municipalities in 
several additional states Avery Stempel, Amy Hood and Joe McKay at the 2023 Clusterbusters Conference.
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like California, Michigan and Massachusetts that have passed local referendums 
decriminalizing possession and growth of psilocybin-containing mushrooms.

It is important that cluster headache gets more attention and research. I was 
invited to participate in one of the Clusterbusters annual conferences in 
September of 2023. Hearing the stories of people experiencing intense pain 
and being misdiagnosed with sinus problems, tooth issues or even going so far 
as to get a lobotomy to stop their suffering was eye-opening, to say the least. 
Discovering that cluster-headache cycles can be interrupted or even fully 
eliminated by psilocybin-containing mushrooms means that access to effective 
medicine can be as simple as a small monotub in a spare bedroom, which is 
currently considered a U.S. federal crime. As groups like Clusterbusters work 
diligently for their members and others across the world, the idea that these 
natural medicines be legally allowed becomes more and more feasible. No one 
should be criminalized for their attempts to heal.

For more information on the Clusterbusters organization, their efforts to 
increase awareness and create legal access to psilocybin-containing mushrooms, 
please read Dr. Joanna Kempner’s book Psychedelic Outlaws: The Movement 
Revolutionizing Modern Medicine (Hachette Books, 2024). 
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