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k.n. smith: let me open by 
congratulating you on not just your 
career choice, but how deep you've 
gone into this and how educational 
it is for other people, including all 
the books you've written. this must 
be a phenomenal journey for you. 
we want to extend congratulations 
on all of your success.  

chris kilham: well, thank you 
for that. i wish i could say that i 
planned this path, you know? but 
i wasn't actually that organized. it 
sort of really just came together. 
And it's been a wonderful, extremely 
satisfying endeavor for a long time 
now. fortunately, it's done good for a 
bunch of people. it certainly has been 
a remarkable experience all the way 
along.  

k.n. smith: was there any 
influence in your family when you 
were younger in terms of health 
and wellness? 

chris kilham: well, yes and no. my 
grandfather was a minister. And he 
wasn't an "only at the pulpit" minister. 
most of the time, he spent his time 
serving people. he was in hospitals, 
marrying people, burying people, 
going to nursing homes, and seeing 
people in their homes and counseling 
them. he would see and help 
anybody. i would say that in terms of 
service attitude, i certainly got that 
from him and from my mom, who 
also did a lot of marvelous volunteer 
work. my father was diabetic, he had 
type-one diabetes, so he was insulin 

dependent. At a very early age, i was 
well aware that food had everything 
to do with health, because i saw 
it daily with him. i saw him either 
have a diabetic reaction or do well 
depending on what he ate. i think 
those two influences played well in 
terms of fashioning my consciousness 
about service and health, but nobody 
in my family really had any activities 
around anything natural in this way.  

k.n. smith: in terms of career, were 
you a medicinal plant researcher 
for naturex?  

chris kilham: Yes, "explorer in 
residence" was my sort of official 
title. And with them, i went around 
the world investigating either plants 
that they didn't currently have in 
their portfolio, but i thought that 
maybe they should, or in a lot of 
cases, projects that they had ongoing 
that i went to vet or improve, make 
recommendations about—whatever. 
for naturex, it was a 21-year 
engagement; the first ten years with 
pure world, and they were purchased 
by naturex and i continued on. All in 
all, that particular client engagement 
was 21 years. i have an independent 
consultancy. for example, there's an 
Ashwagandha company in india, they 
make the ksm-66 Ashwagandha, 
and i work with them. i did one last 
year with the malaysian government 
and i did some work also last year in 
thailand. i continue to do the same 
thing, but more project oriented with 
many of these companies, rather than 
long, ongoing relationships.  

the Japanese have done some very 
impressive work with walking in the 
forest. what happens is that trees 
are constantly emitting these showers 
of nanoparticles called phytosomes 
that modify our moods in pleasant, 
uplifting, positive ways.
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k.n. smith: You work and travel a 
lot, but you're aware of self-care 
and our need for down time and a 
bit of vacation here and there. it’s 
a good thing that you're doing that. 
i'm very aware of self-care. having 
been overloaded previously, myself, 
with too much anxiety, just running 
around and starting a business, 
single-parenting at one time. 
there's a lot going on sometimes, 
so you really have to balance out 
your life.  

chris kilham: i also think that 
when we love what we do it 
relieves enormous burdens from us.  
Additionally, we should spend time 
in nature. i'm very fortunate i get to 
do that. we know now—not that we 
needed the science, but we've got the 
science—we know that nature and 
exposure to it intrinsically balances 
us mentally. the Japanese have done 

some very impressive work with 
walking in the forest. what happens 
is that trees are constantly emitting 
these showers of nanoparticles called 
phytosomes that modify our moods in 
pleasant, uplifting, positive ways. we 
see a global society just urbanizing 
more and more every day. naturally, 
there's much more estrangement 
from that fundamental beauty and 
healthy balance. people are a lot more 
stressed out.  

k.n. smith: Absolutely. i love what 
you said. that's very true. i also 
believe in things like gardening, 
and i go walking in a little preserve 
near our home to get out in nature. 
i advocate for exposure to nature in 
terms of mental balance for people. 
it's about getting out in nature 
and connecting with the elements 
to enact spirituality, if you will, 
because it comes from that source. 

for me, that's the connection.

chris kilham: As for meditation and 
intentional mindfulness practices, 
i'm very fortunate, i've been 
practicing yoga and meditation daily 
since 1970. when i'm in the Amazon 
or siberia or thailand or morocco—
wherever—i'm still practicing. that 
makes all the difference in the world 
in terms of feeling more in balance 
and poised and able to navigate 
fluidly whatever circumstances are 
happening at the time.  

k.n. smith: Absolutely, and again, 
i'm applauding you because you 
look really healthy, you look young, 
and full of vitality. it's not a surprise 
that you're in this business. of 
course, you have access to a lot 
of information and products that 
people don't always know about.  

Chris Kilham, the Medicine Hunter, Chief’s Dance
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chris kilham: You're so right. we 
have, in our kitchen, this closet 
that has got to have at least 2,000 
samples of different things in it. it's 
rare that there's a health condition 
that i can't rummage around in the 
shelves and find something for. Just 
having the herbal supplements and 
the specialized extracts and things 
on a regular basis is, unquestionably, 
not only a real privilege, but it makes 
a real contribution to my health and 
to (my wife) zoe's health as well.  

k.n. smith:  i'm curious, you 
mentioned a lot of exotic places 
that you've traveled to, which all 
sound wonderful. do a couple of 
them stand out, in particular?  

chris kilham: two places stand out: 
one is Vanuatu, south pacific, which 
is way, way, way deep in the south 
pacific, where i did a lot of work with 
kava, and also with a healing skin oil 
called tamanu oil.  And there, over 
a ten-year period, i got to go very, 
very deeply into the culture, into 
the plants, into the trade. i wound 
up knowing everybody. i was their 
official diplomatic representative to 
the united states for three years, and 
i'm a chief there. we've fire-walked 
there for six years. i would say the 
same thing is true with peru—notably, 
the peruvian Amazon. At this point, 
i've been there about 35 times or so. 
i'm going back in another week. As 
a result of that, zoe and i have had 
lots of experiences on different rivers. 
for example, i've been able to explore 
about 15 rivers or so over time, which 
is pretty amazing, and i have been 
with really diverse tribal groups and 
experienced different medicines and 
have gone quite deeply into Ayahuasca 
with shamans. so i think in both 
instances, the repeated visits and the 
time with people, allowing for real 
friendships and familiar relationships 
to develop, that has loomed very large 
with both of those locales.  

k.n. smith: Are you finding that with 
people you meet in these cultures, 
just their attitude towards life and 

each other, is it very different from 
western civilization? what have 
you learned about the way they 
carry themselves and treat each 
other, as opposed to, let's say, in 
the u.s.? 

chris kilham: well, in Vanuatu—
which is, for the most part, a rather 
undeveloped country of only 250,000 
native people—one of the most 
striking things is their very close-
knit communities, and their innate 
friendliness. they're quick to trust 
you and like you, unless you give 
them reason to do otherwise. with 
regard to the communities, they 
really do function as communities 
together. they do well together.  i've 
seen, among those people, a joy in 
simplicity. i mean, if you give three 
kids a coconut and a stick, they can 
play on the beach all day long and 
never get tired, never lost interest, 
never cry, never get into a fight, and 
just have a blast. there's something 
to be said for that. And for example, 
if you go to morocco for a business 
meeting, the very first thing you're 
going to do is take me to your home 
and feed me fruit and nuts and 
breads and cheese and cake and tea. 
And we're not going anywhere until 
that happens. it's a beautiful, lovely, 
friendly, open-hearted custom.  

k.n. smith: like you said, 
they've got an advanced sense of 
community with each other, and 
the stresses are going to be there, 
but they're different. You know, we 
pile a lot onto ourselves. 

chris kilham: well, i think there is 
truth to that. we are less likely to die 
from injuries and diseases of sanitation 
and hygiene, okay? that's where they 
have trouble. when you break your 
leg there, you've got a real problem. 
we don't. we go to the hospital, it'll 
get set, it'll get fixed, we'll be okay. 
on the other hand, when you look at 
the u.s., conspicuously, we have far 
and away by multiples the largest, 
most horrific consumption of anti-
anxiety drugs and antidepressants. i 

mean, what are we so anxious about? 
what are we so depressed about? 
we have our needs met better than 
virtually any culture on earth—except 
switzerland, finland, a few places. 
but, really, what is that? it seems very 
much self-imposed and due to the 
hysterically overblown cravings that 
are promoted and the dissatisfaction 
that's promoted with not having all 
the great stuff, whatever that stuff 
is—and it really is just stuff.  

k.n. smith: in other words, you're 
fine with what you have, be grateful, 
thankful for what you have.  And if 
you get more over time, that's fine, 
but “things” are not the essence 
of life. it's the other things that 
we need to develop in ourselves, 
like our personal relationships, 
spirituality, life-balance, better 
habits, our creativity—those are 
the things that are much more 
sustainable than having a bunch of 
stuff that's not going with you when 
you die from this world anyway.  

chris kilham:  Yes.

k.n. smith: And then people can 
become overmedicated with all 
of this anxiety, and if they're not 
medicated through some sort of 
prescription, then perhaps it's 
self-medicating with the wrong 
things, like drugs or alcohol, and 
then you have dual diagnosis and 
it gets even worse.

chris kilham: earlier you were 
talking about us, largely, being 
habit based. for mental health 
professionals, at least for many of 
them, this is increasingly interesting. 
we're now seeing thoughtful, clinical 
use—in addition to non-clinical 
use—of psychedelics that were very 
discouraged since the early '70s. 
we're seeing clinical use of lsd, 
psilocybin, mdmA now in its third-
stage clinical trial for ptsd with 
soldiers, and of course millions—
millions of people drinking Ayahuasca 
in different settings around the world 
to overcome things that don't get 



resolved or relieved by other means, 
whether it's talking therapies or the 
psychiatric drugs. And we also, at 
the very same time, have this huge 
body of science that is growing—i 
mean, almost weekly—showing, for 
example, with magic mushrooms, 
that they rapidly, in one event, help 
to create new neural pathways in the 
brain. And we know this is true with 
the other psychedelics. if you go to 
southern mexico and you talk with 
people about the mushrooms, or you 
go to the Amazon and you talk about 
Ayahuasca, or you go to the Andes 
and you talk about san pedro, or you 
go to the texas border, you talk with 
the natives there, they'll talk about 
peyote. they all use the same exact 
name for all of these—"the medicine." 
that's what they call it, because 
that's what it is. And, you know, we've 
seen endless numbers of people 
resolve very, very challenging and 
burdensome emotional and mental 
issues either completely or at least 
enough so that they weren't dogged 
by them and just constantly reacting 
in their lives as a result of whatever 
it might be—physical abuse as a kid, 
sexual abuse, war, you name it. so 
i think that part of the exploration 
that i've been doing around the 
world has also been paying attention 

to these psychoactive agents, mild 
or powerful, which show enormous 
health benefits.

k.n. smith: And you wrote a book 
on this, specifically, kava.

chris kilham: Yes, kava, which is a 
root that comes basically from the 
pacific islands, contains a group of 
compounds—very, very, well studied—
call the "kavalactones." And they are 
simultaneously muscle relaxant in 
very friendly ways, and also they 
work on the amygdala of the brain, 
the primary anxiety center, and kava 
relieves stress and anxiety. in the 
pacific islands, kava is consumed 
in the afternoon or early evening 
among people. nobody goes off and 
drinks it by themselves. it's made 
into a beverage—a non-cooked, non-
alcoholic beverage. the roots of this 
plant are pounded. And it's actually 
called "kava time." so you go drink 
kava with your friends, and it's an 
agent of community. we know from 
research going back quite a few 
decades that kava relieves mild to 
moderate anxiety. we saw two very 
positive duke university medical 
center studies affirming this use. 
A conclusion line in one of them 
was, "kava demonstrates equivalent 

efficacy to the benzodiazepine class of 
drugs for the relief of mild to moderate 
anxiety." what that sentence doesn't 
include is that it's non-habit-forming, 
you can't become addicted to it, you 
can't seize if you stop taking it, like 
you would with xanax. it's very safe. 
but kava, it's a sad saga, actually. A 
report came out saying that kava had 
killed 21 people in europe due to liver 
toxicity. it devastated the kava market 
overnight. the kava trade collapsed 
completely, insurance companies 
went after companies that were selling 
kava, and what happened was that 
teams of medical researchers, u.s. 
researchers, german researchers, 
british researchers—people all over 
the world worked on all these cases. 
basically, what they discovered was 
that this entire report was a fraud. 
And it was timed so that it came 
out four days before a breakthrough 
duke university medical center 
study showing kava's efficacy for 
mild to moderate anxiety. so it was 
very suspicious. unfortunately, the 
people who suffered the most were 
the people in the pacific islands who 
lost their income in a day. but kava is 
safe, as it always has been. And if it 
weren't safe, i mean, the people living 
in the pacific islands would promptly 
die in their early teens because they 
consume more kava than you ever 
could taking it as a supplement. so 
that's a little bit about kava.

k.n. smith: that's interesting. Yes, 
i was looking at some of the reports 
about the liver. i appreciate you 
clarifying that. it went on to say 
something about reports not being 
accurate, that they were tied to 
people who already had issues with 
their liver or other things that were 
discovered. on another note, i also 
know people who have anxiety who 
just prefer cannabis. can you speak 
to that considering reports about 
disruption of brain development 
in younger kids, the pre-teens into 
teens, who ingest cannabis?

chris kilham: i certainly do not 
disagree with you about this being 
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As for meditation and intentional 
mindfulness practices, i’m very 
fortunate. i’ve been practicing yoga 
and meditation daily since 1970. 

Chris Kilham, Sacred Mapacho Iquitos Market by Tracey Eller
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an adult-use plant. for the more 
fully developed adult brain, it just 
seems like that's a better time to 
employ cannabis. i also think one of 
the things that we're not really fully 
acknowledging, because i think it's 
kind of a big body of knowledge to 
swallow, we now know something 
we didn't know 20 years ago, and 
that is that we have an entire 
master system that regulates many 
aspects of life from growth and 
development and brain function to 
cardiovascular and immune function 
in the endocannabinoid system. 
in our bodies, we discovered this 
new system we didn't know was 
there. And it turns out that there 
is nothing in the world that so 
adequately nourishes and feeds the 
endocannabinoid system in a positive 
way—and enhances gene expression 
in a whole host of ways—as cannabis. 
so it doesn't mean that all cannabis 
is good. i mean, i really do not like 
that a lot of commercial operations 
are growing it with pesticides and 
fungicides. that's just wrong. You 
don't have to do that. it can be done 
completely organically. it's absurd to 
have toxic residues in a medicine. but 
i also think that we're at a time when 
people do realize that this is vastly 
safer and healthier than alcohol. And 
we've seen reduced alcohol sales in 
colorado, for example, which i know 
is worrisome for the alcohol lobby, 
but that will have the concurrent 
reduced spousal abuse, reduced 
death due to intoxication behind the 
wheel, that whole thing. so i think it's 
a very positive trend. And look at kids 
who are being given cannabis oil who 
maybe are seizing 100 times a day, 
and it gets down to two times a day. 
talk about compassionate medicine, 
what a relief both for the children 
who suffer and for the parents who 
just go through the agony of seeing 
their kid go through this all day, all 
night. i really believe that this is part 
of a continuing body-mind natural 
awakening.

k.n. smith: regarding women’s 
health issues, in certain Asian 

cultures, for example, women who 
have soy-rich diets have lower 
incidents of menopause, hot flashes, 
and all of that. is that correct from 
what you know about the effects of 
plants on health?

chris kilham: well, soybeans 
are rich in what we refer to as 
"phytoestrogens"—plant estrogens. 
while a soy-rich diet wouldn't 
be good if you had breast cancer, 
in terms of menopause or 
perimenopause, there is little doubt 
that it makes a positive contribution 
to an easier time or reduced severity 
of symptoms. but pretty much every 
50-year-old woman i know is going 
through it regardless of the health of 
their diet. but who knows? A woman 
might breeze through or not. one of 
the things that i don't think we can 
adequately gauge is, for example, 
if you grow up in a society in which 
you're eating tempeh and tofu and 
other soy products on a regular basis 
throughout the course of your life, 
not just in adulthood, and not just 
approaching menopause, what's the 
impact of that on health, versus kind 
of "soying-up" as you're more age 
appropriate to the need? we don't 
know. we don't have the answer to 
that.

k.n. smith: some time ago, i 
specifically searched for "natural 
remedy for fatigue", and your 
website came up in the search, 
and this is when i came across 
schisandra berries. i’m pretty 
energized, but changes do occur 
with age. upon a little bit more 
research, i went down to the health 
food store, got some, and it just 
seemed to me that within a couple 
three days or so, it turned my 
fatigue around almost completely. 
that was amazing!  

chris kilham: well, yes. schisandra 
is a class of botanicals called 
"adaptogens." And they help 
you to adapt—like rhodiola and 
Ashwagandha and schisandra, 
they're all part of that class, which is 

if you go to southern 
mexico and you talk 

with people about the 
mushrooms, or you go 
to the Amazon and you 
talk about Ayahuasca, 
or you go to the Andes 
and you talk about san 
pedro, or you go to the 
texas border, you talk 
with the natives there, 

they’ll talk about peyote. 
they all use the same 
exact name for all of 

these—”the medicine.” 

Chris Kilham with Elizabeth Cohen of 
CNN, Peru. Photo by: Zoe Helene
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a very, very tiny number of plants that 
do this. they help you to adapt to all 
forms of physical and mental stress, 
they cause your body to produce more 
intrinsic energy, so actually causing 
the cells to produce more Atp, 
which is the primary fuel on which 
our entire body runs. they enhance 
immune function, they enhance 
cardiovascular function, strength, 
endurance, and stamina. the science 
on these adaptogens is spectacular—
thousands and thousands of published 
papers on these. so many people are 
fatigued, and especially brain fatigued 
due to stress, due to high cortisol 
levels that really dull the mind and 
make it difficult to concentrate for 
long. what all of these do is they 
bring that cortisol down to a healthy 
level, and we know this from endless 
studies, when you bring that cortisol 
down, in addition to enhancing the 
production of Atp, you liberate 
energy. stress is an energy suck, you 
know? it just takes it out of you. And 
when you're not stressed out, when 
you're relieved, well, you've got more 
juice. And that fatigue goes away and 
people experience increased mental 
clarity, focus, and sharpness. there 
are endless studies on enhanced 
concentration and improved mental 
function as a result of consuming 
these adaptogens.  

k.n. smith: should a person take 
one at a time? more than one? 
what do you recommend in terms 
of adaptogens?

chris kilham: not to sound glib, but 
it's almost like a salad. You can just 
eat cucumbers if you like, but a mixed 
salad is often more interesting. You 
can do one or more of these—rhodiola, 
Ashwagandha, or schisandra. A lot 
of companies combine them, and in 
traditional chinese medicine, they 
combine them. in the formerly secret 
soviet union olympic training 
program, with the adaptogens, they 
combined them. these don't make a 
little difference in health. they can 
make a revolutionary difference in 
health, and that's the beauty of plant-

About chris kilhAm

based medicine. people are used to 
thinking "medicine." You're sick, you 
take something to relieve symptoms. 
Yes, there's truth to that. but also, 
medicinal agents can feed us and can 
enhance our function and improve 
our sense of well-being overall and 
brighten our moods, whether or 
not we're in some sort of clinically 
defined distress. that's the beauty of 
plant medicine. You consume these 
things, yes, just like you eat onions 
every day. You're not going to have a 
blood lipid problems if you're eating 
enough onions every day. You're just 
not going to. onions are the great 
blood thinner of all time. You eat 
certain foods rich in lutein, foods 
rich in zeaxanthin, you're going to 
greatly reduce the risk of macular 
degeneration. You drink coffee 
every single day, your risk of colon 
and rectal cancer plummets, just 
plummets. there are thousands and 
thousands of instances of this. even 
when a person doesn't have a clinical 
problem, a clinical disease, the 
benefits that can be accrued by using 
these different very concentrated 
plants of all kinds—the super berries 
and things like the adaptogens—
these can make an overwhelmingly 
large difference in our lives, in 
our longevity, in our energy, in our 
sleep, in our overall sense of well-
being, lack of stress, strength, and 
endurance. it goes on and on and on.

k.n. smith: wow, these are 
incredible, natural products. we 
really need to be open to learning 
as much as we can. we're here for 
a very short period of time, so it's 
important for us to reach out and 
understand our problems, and try 
to get to the best solutions. Your 
sharing has just been extremely 
generous. i can't thank you enough 
for all of your insights.

chris kilham: well thank you, 
kristene. And i think with regard 
to what you're saying, we're also 
seeing now, and we will continue to 
see a shift in the landscape. what 
is defined as a health professional?  

previously, when i was growing up, it 
was medical doctors and nobody else. 
now we recognize the real clinical 
value of acupuncture, chiropractic, 
and various types of body work, deep-
tissue work, neuromuscular release, 
massage, herbs—on and on and on. 
i think that overall, we're looking 
at a future in which people will be, 
increasingly, health specialists, rather 
than disease-care professionals. i 
think that while we absolutely need 
medical doctors and we need the 
so-called conventional therapeutic 
practices that have increased life and 
have helped people to overcome many 
types of disease, i also think that we 
need the whole new breed of actual 
healthcare people, not only disease-
management or crisis-intervention 
specialists. i think the whole notion 
of complementary medicine—as Andy 
weil and others have been pushing 
for and educating for—i think that's 
the smart future.  

http://medicinehunter.com
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 by cillian mcdowell

exercise and mental 

strategies for living fully

wellness: 
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h o w e v e r,  e x e r c i s e  i s 
about more than just the 
physical benefits. it can 

have a profoundly positive impact 
on depression, anxiety, Adhd, 
stress, and memory. exercise also 
helps with sleep and boosts overall 
mood. research also indicates that 
benefits can be reaped from even 
modest amounts of exercise no 
matter one’s age or fitness level.

how much exercise is considered 
a moderate amount? probably not 
as much as you think. Although the 
ideal amount of exercise for mental-
wellness has yet to be agreed upon, 
there is some evidence to suggest 
that doing more exercise leads 
to greater benefits. however, it 
is important to keep in mind that 
even just a few minutes of physical 
activity is better than none at all. 
if you do not have time for, or 
are unable to complete, 15 to 30 
minutes of exercise, then start with 
a 5 or 10 minute session. the key is 
to commit to some level of physical 
activity on most days. 

for example, cleaning the house, 
washing the car, tending to the 
yard and garden, and mowing the 
lawn with a push mower are all 
considered light physical activity. 
these activities can often be 
overlooked as actual exercise, but 
they are no less valid than going for 
a walk. the key is to get moving, 
take in oxygen, and get blood 
circulating on a routine basis. in 

addition, when nature serves as 
a backdrop for physical activity, 
mental-wellness benefits get a 
boost and can add unique qualities 
for relaxation and inner peace. 
overcoming physical and mental 
health obstacles to exercise can 
be difficult. for example, when you 

it’s important to remember 
that physical disability or 
injury may limit the ability 
to exercise, and may cause 
pain. talk to your healthcare 
provider about ways to safely 
exercise, and consider getting 
physical under water to reduce 
joint or muscle discomfort. 
for mental-wellness and 
improved overall health, treat 
exercise like a private mini-
appointment with yourself. 
schedule it in daily and watch 
the rewards grow. 

it is no greAt surprise 
thAt regulAr exercise is 
good for the bodY. it cAn 
control weight, combAt 
problemAtic heAlth 
conditions And diseAses, 
put the spArk bAck into 
Your sex life, And eVen 
Add YeArs to Your life. 

however, it is important to keep in mind 

that even just a few minutes of physical 

activity is better than none at all.

feel tired, stressed, or depressed it 
can feel like working out will only 
make it worse. Yet studies show 
that regular exercise can reduce 
fatigue, anxiety, and depression 
and increase energy levels. feeling 
tired or down? set small, achievable 
goals and build-up from there.
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You are more likely to encounter someone: a friend, family member, co-worker, neighbor, or 
member of the community, in an emotional or mental crisis than someone having a heart 
attack. You can help them. Join us; join the movement. Become a Mental Health First Aider. 
For inquiries and to schedule training for your organization, please visit mentalhealthca.org.

"Awesome! It was very educational. Great and awesome presenters. Thank you!" 

Great course! We need more of this. Looking forward to more training for our school."

"I loved the information, but the facilitator was the strength of the course. Excellent presentation!"

"Amazing presenters; very informative and non-judgmental. Very well organized and prepared."

"The facilitators clearly expressed the text and instilled confidence in our staff."

Highlands Community Charter School, Sacramento, California

http://mentalhealthca.org
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i remember instances when i’d 
been in my bedroom alone and i 
would run downstairs extremely 

excited, like i had just spoken to 
a friend on the telephone who i 
hadn’t seen for a while. i’ve had 
conversations with people where 
i’ve become distracted or ‘zoned out’ 
because there is a voice speaking to 
me. sometimes i might make a joke 
that no one understands but myself 
and the voices, or laughed out loud for 
seemingly no reason. over the years, 
the voices have become my friends 
and i think i would miss them if they 
were gone. if my mood becomes very 
elevated, i know they will be there 
and i look forward to hearing them.

when i’m severely depressed, i have 
heard screaming and shouting in my 
head. it’s often incoherent with a 
few words and sentences scattered 
about and all of it incredibly loud. 
the loudness of it all makes it an 
extremely intense experience, like 
being at the cinema with the sound 
booming all around you. sometimes 
it feels directed at me and at other 
times the shouting feels intrusive, 
like somebody is ranting and raving 

at nothing or no one in particular. 
the worst part of this is not knowing 
how long it will go on for, and knowing 
i can’t escape it. it often happens 
when i’m in bed and can’t sleep, but 
it has happened during the day, too. 
i’m sat or lying in the dark when the 
screaming starts. the screaming is 
constant and then there is a voice 
shouting “everyone hates you”, 
“You’re worthless”. it frightens me 
immensely. i’ve found myself covering 
my ears to escape the noise. i’ve curled 
into a ball and cried on the floor or in 
bed as the screaming continues. Very 
occasionally, i hear tapping. it usually 
happens when i’m extremely irritable, 
which can happen when i’m depressed 
or manic.

when i was younger, i thought 
having someone who talked to me 
in my head was normal. i know 
people have conversations out loud 
to think through a problem, but the 
difference is they know exactly what 
the next sentence is going to be. As 
i’ve gotten older, i’ve realized that 
my experiences are not the same. 
now, i find it embarrassing and i 
don’t like discussing it with anyone. i 

hearing Voices with 
bipolar disorder

 by katie conibear

kAtie, who hAs bipolAr disorder, describes her experience of heAring 

Voices when she is mAnic or depressed.

during mAniA, the Voices 
cAn be comforting. i hAVe 
mAnY ideAs rAcing through 
mY heAd during A mAnic 
phAse, And the Voices i 
heAr Add to the Jumble. 
theY giVe me ideAs And fill 
me with confidence thAt 
then eleVAtes mY mood 
further. i often speAk out 
loud to them And theY 
replY VerY AudiblY, As if 
theY were in the room 
with me. 
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 find a bipolar support group near 
you, or online. hearing other people’s 
experiences and struggles, and how 
they have overcome them can be 
inspiring and informative. they are 
often a great resource to find advice.

 Although medication is important 
to treating bipolar, it should not 
be relied upon alone. therapy 
can help you to understand the 
triggers that result in depression 
or mania, such as a lack of sleep or 
stress. it can also encourage you to 
challenge disordered thinking that 
may contribute to extreme moods. 
therapy is a useful tool that can cast 
light on past experiences that may 
have contributed to the formation 
of your illness. talking about these 
issues can be difficult at first, but 
ultimately will help you to deal with 
and understand your illness.

have been caught a couple of times. i 
was on a train with my partner when 
i answered a question out loud. he 
said to me looking confused “who 
are you talking to?” i remember 
turning red and saying “oh sorry, i 
thought you asked me a question.” 
and left it at that. i also felt that if 
i told anyone about the screaming 
and shouting they would think i was 
disturbed and crazy. i’ve tried a few 
times to reach out to people, but i 
can never seem to articulate exactly 
how it feels, or even to admit to the 
problem. i find writing and blogging 
to be therapeutic and it’s an easier 
way to explain how i feel.

At the moment, i  am taking 
lamotrigine, a mood stabilizer, and 
Aripiprazole, an antipsychotic. they 
have helped balance my moods, 
giving me stability. it’s not perfect, 
and i still have manic and depressed 
phases where i sometimes hear 
voices. i’m learning more about 
how to deal with these episodes, 
such as trying to rationalize what is 
happening, and ignoring it when i 
feel able to.

managing bipolar disorder can 
be daunting at first, but there are 
many tools to utilize:

 find support as soon as possible. 
At appointments with your doctor, 
try to be confident and assertive, to 
ensure you receive the support you 
need. this can be incredibly difficult 
when you’re ill, so take a family 
member or close friend with you who 
understands your illness.

 if you have psychotic symptoms, 
it’s important to be able to stabilize 
your moods. when stable, the 
symptoms should subside. find a 
good stabilizer that works for you. 

 become an expert on your illness. 
the more you know, the more you 
will understand and find solutions to 
combat bipolar.

 eat a healthy balanced diet, and 
exercise regularly, which releases 
mood elevating endorphins.

 drink plenty of water and limit 
your alcohol intake.

 have a dedicated sleep routine, 
and try to sleep 7-8 hours every night.

 find time everyday to de-stress 
and relax. meditation helps to calm 
the mind and find focus.

 make sure you are not deficient 
in any vitamins. research shows 
vitamins b and d are vital to 
combating bipolar. Adjust your diet 
or take vitamin supplements.
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GET ALL THE ANSWERS YOU NEED TO THE MOST IMPORTANT QUESTION YOU CAN ASK. answers.ucdavis.edu

ACTUALLY, STUDIES SHOW IT DOES HAVE MANY 

HEALING EFFECTS. And when it comes to studies, 

research and medical breakthroughs, well, that’s 

where we get serious.

But there’s so much more to your health and  

it all starts with choosing the right health  

plan, one with a UC Davis doctor and  

direct access to an entire network of the  
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IT MAKES ALL THE DIFFERENCE.

During this crucial time of open enrollment,  

ask yourself a very serious question.  

The best answer…will immediately follow.

What if laughter 
really is the 
best medicine?
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