
➺

13

Kosmicare

“Those of us who work with Kosmicare believe that the world 
is a shared responsibility, where we must look out for  
and take care of each member, just like in a tribal setting.  
We believe the well-being of each individual is vital to the 
well-being of the whole” ~ Svea Nielsen, MA

KOSMICARE
A Safe Place for Difficult Experiences

By Declan Hammond

Above Full moon over Boom.
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F rom its beginnings in 1997, Portugal’s Boom 
Festival has been a place of gathering, for 
people of all ages and races. Free from 
corporate sponsorship, it offers music, 

dance, workshops about environmental issues and 
sustainability, films and a wide range of healing 
modalities; all in a beautiful natural mountain setting 
in Idanha-a-Nova. This summer 30,000 guests from 
102 countries gathered to learn and celebrate together.

Among its many innovations has been the project 
Kosmicare, the brainchild of Boom Festival organiser 
Diogo Ruivo. Inspired by his country’s new culture 
of harm reduction for drug users and recognising the 
need for a psychological emergency service for festival-
goers, Ruivo set up the structure that Boom has been 
hosting since 2002.

In July 2001 the Portuguese Government had taken 
the radical step of decriminalising the personal use of 
all drugs, as a response to an alarming rise in cocaine 
and heroin abuse among the country’s youth. Drug 
users were no longer to be labelled as criminals  
but as people affected by a disease. The Police and the 
criminal justice system were to be used for fighting 
crime, not drug users; psychologists and social workers 
were to be trained for harm-reduction and treatment.

Since its early beginnings the network of people 
involved in Kosmicare has grown substantially.  
It is now a collaborative project between the Boom 
organisers, the Universidade Católica do Porto and 
several Portuguese Governmental institutions, with 
the active support of all the local authorities: fire 
department, local hospital, paramedics, festival 
security, police and regional harm-reduction teams. It 
holds a high profile at the festival, well situated close 
to the main dance floor.

I have been privileged to be part of this unique 
cooperation since 2008 and this year was asked to be 
part of the medical team, consisting of a consultant 
psychiatrist, an anaesthetist, an emergency care nurse 
and myself to provide consultant support for the 
patients (guests) and staff (sitters) for Boom 2012.

SETTING UP
At the end of July, 50 professionals, from 19 countries, 
gathered together on the festival site for orientation 
and training, a multi-lingual, multi-disciplinary 
group of 50 psychiatrists, homeopaths, psychologists, 
doctors, nurses, mental health carers and psychology 

researchers form the university. Divided into five 
teams, each with a secretary and a team leader, 
working in six hour shifts, we were to provide 
emergency cover twenty four hours a day, for the week 
long festival.

Our main working space was large rainbow tipi, 
a welcoming space beautifully prepared with private 
alcoves, each with their own bedding, for our guests. 
A second tipi was equipped with a large range of 
homeopathic remedies, allopathic medicines, medical 
supplies, rehydration salts, spare clothes and all 
manner of personal-care items. For guests, who for one 
reason or another, required a separate space we had a 
traditional Mongolian yurt. A reception area / ‘office’ 
space was provided to receive our guests, store our 
paperwork and be a centre for our researchers.

Our goal was to create a safe and caring 
environment for people undergoing difficult emotional 
experiences, triggered by the high energy intensity 
of the festival, the physical conditions and often by 
the cocktails of mind-altering chemicals they had 
consumed. They would be supported throughout their 
time with us and helped to integrate the often strange 
and unfamiliar states they found themselves in.

LONAN
Late the first evening, long after our training had 
finished, the sounds of a jeep screeching to a halt 
at our entrance jolted me awake. My two medical 
colleagues carried in a young man, in great distress, 
screaming out that he was about to die. According to 
his friends he had taken a large, unknown quantity of 
the drug LSD. He didn’t know who he was, what his 
name was. His only awareness was of death and he 
kept repeating, loudly in great agitation that he was 
about to die. His mind was stuck in a loop, repeating 
over and over the same thing. He had no awareness of 
our presence, sitting with him, calmly reassuring him.

In terms of remedies, this young man seemed to 
be in an extreme state of Aconite but he was totally 
unresponsive to my offers of a remedy. I felt caught 
in a dilemma; I could see his apparent need for this 
remedy but felt reluctant to give it to him without his 
permission. In the meantime he continued screaming 
that he was going to die, throwing himself around the 
yurt. After over three hours of this agitation, the young 
man and ourselves exhausted and bathed in sweat, I 
noticed a blackbird tattooed on his forearm. As much 
in desperation as anything else, I found myself singing 
the Beatles song: “Blackbird singing in the dead of 
night …” Suddenly our guest sat up and stared at me. 
“That’s me” he said in shocked recognition and then 
went back into the death loop. I kept singing and 
mirroring back to him “That’s you?” until he blurted 
out: “Lonan is ainm dom”. “My god, he’s Irish and his 
name is Lonan!”, I thought to myself.*

Developing a rapport now, I got a few more 
sentences out of him and permission to give him some 
Aconitum 50M, after which he calmed down. We sat 
with him for nearly six hours and repeated doses of 
Aconite 50M in his drinking water, before he finally 
drifted peacefully off to sleep.
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He slept for twelve hours and then awoke in 
great distress, full of guilt and remorse; his thoughts 
spinning around in obsessive loops. Anxious at being 
unable to focus his thought, fearing that he had lost 
his mind, he pleaded for help. Medorrhinum seemed a 
good choice and within five minutes of taking a 10M, 
he was crying with relief.

For the first time he started to speak fluently and 
coherently and he shared something of his life story. 
He spoke about things he had never even allowed 
himself think about, crying with relief now, with joy 
and gratitude. Lonan was transforming in front of me, 
his eyes shining with appreciation of his life and his 
new sense of aliveness. The hug and thanks I got from 
him for “the most inspiring day of my life” still brings 
tears to my eyes. He had faced death, his own death 
and came back truly alive.

BARRY
Early the next day the paramedics drove up with 
another man, tall, dreadlocked and in torn filthy 
clothes. He had attacked a number of people and then 

run off into torn bushes that he had tried obliviously 
to push himself through. Four large paramedics were 
struggling to hold him. He had already violently kicked 
and punched them as they had attempted to bring him 
into our yurt.

Our wise psychiatrist, Howard, advised against 
us trying to forcibly hold him down. He suggested a 
technique that he had developed as a way of restraint 
without using large doses of anti-psychotic drugs—to 
‘swaddle’ our violent guest, like a baby, in a blanket.

Thus incapacitated, he continued to shout in a 
violent abusive, incoherent way. His language was 
filled with a mixture of sexual and religious terms, 
punctuated by shouted threats that he was going to kill 
a particular person. The paramedics were anxious that 
he get injected with drugs to calm him down. Howard 
said: “Show me what your remedies can do”.

I gulped. Stramonium seemed clearly indicated. 
Getting permission was out of the question. Any 
request to him received a violent torrent of abuse. He 
was clearly a danger to himself and others, something 
needed to be done. I tipped a dose of 10M into his 

1 The medical consultant team. 
2 Boom 2012. 
3 Main Boom dance floor—The 
Dance Temple. 
4 Kosmicare 2012.

* Editor’s note: Lonan means 
little blackbird in Irish
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the lake, talking gibberish, making lewd gestures at 
people she encountered. The team leader informed  
me that May had been violent and had already bitten 
three people.

When I came over to her, May started to make 
obscene gestures at me. She had been covered with 
a sheet but kept pushing it off and kicking out at her 
sitters. She alternated between trying to kiss us or kick 
us. All of her sitters were exhausted but because of her 
nakedness refused to try to ‘swaddle’ her. Everyone 
was at their lowest. Something had to be done and 
done now.

Hyoscyamus seemed to be a good choice but 
May had no response to it. After a couple of further 
attempts at prescribing, to no avail, May was given an 
injection of Haloperidol, a powerful anti-psychotic, 
which finally brought her some much-needed 
psychological relief. However she wasn’t able to 
sleep, her mind was still so over-stimulated, busy and 
full of thoughts and ideas. Coffea fitted the picture 
beautifully and 10 minutes later, after two doses of the 
10M, she was sleeping soundly.

She awoke the next morning with a throbbing 
headache, angry, argumentative, threatening to attack 
the sitter who had stayed with her all night. She was 
furious that she had been given an injection without 
her permission but agreed that she needed a remedy. 

mouth. He spat it back at me, took a deep breath and 
relaxed for the first time.

He smiled and fell silent. After about ten minutes 
he started his raving again but less agitated.

Over the space of three hours he received a further 
six doses of the 10M until he finally drifted off to 
sleep. After a lot of talking the following morning, 
it was decided that he be accompanied back to his 
friends. His madness had left him.

The following afternoon he came back with his 
girlfriend, introduced himself politely and we sat 
down to talk through what happened. Barry was 
ashamed, said what had happened was completely “out 
of character”, He “was a pacifist, a gentle soul who has 
never been angry” his whole life. We discussed Carl 
Jung’s concept of the ‘shadow’, the unconscious part of 
our psyche that we suppress at our peril. Thoughtfully 
and humbly Barry acknowledged the way his 
upbringing had thought him to suppress this and for 
the first time in his life, confronted the extreme rage 
and violence he had carried. He described the feeling 
as “being whole, for the first time”.

MAY
Later that afternoon I was called to attend May, a 
young English woman who had recently being brought 
in. She had been found wandering naked down by  

1 The two tipis and yurt, 
residential care for up to  
20 ‘guests’.
2 Kosmicare team 2012.
3 Preparing the individual 
spaces within the tipi.
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“Sometimes, the best care you can 
provide in such situations is to offer 
your empathetic and calm presence, 
waiting with patience and trust” 
~Jonas Gregorio

Belladonna 10M was prescribed in water. Three doses 
over the next half hour calmed her sufficiently to get 
her story. Her drink had been spiked (probably LSD) 
by some people she had just met and had narrowly 
escaped being raped by them.

May received a further 12 hours care. With the aid 
of gentle counselling, high potencies of Staphisagria 
and Ignatia, she processed many painful life 
experiences during this time before finally leaving us 
in deep peace and gratitude.

ALEX
Alex arrived later that evening. He was brought by 
a group of his friends, fearing for his sanity and 
safety. Earlier that day he had ingested a huge dose of 
amphetamine and he’d started to have panic attacks. 
He was convinced that there were people hidden all 
around him waiting to attack him with knives. His 
movements were clumsy, unpredictable; one minute 
he was violent, threatening, screaming, the next he was 
silent, staring, cowering in fear. He couldn’t sit still and 
kept jumping up to check under the walls of the tipi, 
trying to catch his ‘attackers’.

He was suspicious of my remedies, convinced  
I was trying to poison him and it took a while before 
he was willing to take a dose Cuprum metallicum 10M. 
My colleague left us for some minutes after this to  
get some drinks for us. When he came back, he 
dropped the water bottles and grabbed me by the 
shoulders. “What have you done to him? ”, he asked, 
anxiously. Alex was sleeping peacefully, curled up  
in a foetal position!

DEEP HEALING
Over the festival’s seven days and nights, more than 
200 guests passed through our gates, some staying all 
day or night, others staying two or three days until 
they were in a fit state to return to their camp and 
friends. Some of those who walked in to Kosmicare 
felt bewildered by all the stimuli in the festival and 
came to seek a safe haven with us. They found caring, 
empathetic sitters, tea and a calming environment. 
Other guests came having the most traumatic, 
desperate experience of their lives. All of these found 
relief in our care, many experiencing deep spiritual 
healing and transformation through their time  
in Kosmicare.

One of the team leaders, Ben de Loenen, stated: 
“Working with someone going through such a deep 
spiritual crisis is always something that requires the 

facilitator to open himself to that person. In that sense 
this work is different to regular psychotherapy, as the 
person doesn’t choose to go to a therapist to work on 
his problem but instead finds him or herself in a state 
of confusion and crisis accompanied by a stranger and 
needs to be met by the facilitator in a human-human 
approach, rather that a ‘professional’ relationship. This 
is often deeply healing for both parties.”

My time with Kosmicare has been one of the most 
inspiring experiences of my professional life. My skills 
and abilities were well appreciated and used. Treating 
so many guests, who were prepared to trust and 
explore homeopathy, with often extraordinary results, 
inspired me immensely. And my ego was frequently 
humbled as I met my limitations and needed to ask 
and receive support from my colleagues. Working so 
closely together with so many highly skilled doctors, 
therapists and healers, in a spirit of love, cooperation 
and mutual respect has been truly extraordinary. 
Thank you Kosmicare!

CRISIS INTERVENTION REFLECTIONS
Deep healing can happen in a very short time. In 
times of crisis, painful experiences, trauma, can be 
processed within hours.

Importance of being grounded / fully present. 
Guests presented in highly vulnerable, suggestible 
states. Our unconscious behaviour, expressions, body 
language, all have dramatic effects on our guests.

Flexibility of approach. Being willing to try 
different, novel ways of working; stepping outside  
the box.

Knowing limitations (personal, professional). 
Recognise these and when needed to be able to ask 
for help; to explore other modalities. Is homeopathy 
always the therapy?

Clear expressed boundaries. Clearly defined code 
of conduct and ethical standards. When are remedies 
required? Permission to prescribe needed?

Suspension of own judgements, beliefs. Not to 
impose our own beliefs on those in distress or guide 
them to any particular outcome.

‘Remedies’ take many forms. Tautopathic 
prescribing (using potencies of the substance taken) 
in case of drug toxicity or inability to integrate the 
experience (NBWS).

Strength of teamwork / multidisciplinary 
approach. Need to move beyond model of ‘sole’ 
practitioner. Supervision / peer support and healthy 
teamwork multiplies our effectiveness.

Support structures. Having peer support and 
homeopathic / counselling backup allowed constant 
‘processing’ of difficult emotions.

Self-care. Constantly monitoring own  
emotional responses and fatigue vital to work in a  
sustainable way.


