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About Elen Sentier


I’m awenydd, a spirit keeper and taleweaver from a long family lineage. My mother’s mother was a witch from the Isle of Man and my father was a taleweaver and awenydd whose family were closely involved with Annie Besant and Rudolf Steiner. I was born on Dartmoor, grew up on the edge of Exmoor and now live (with husband, cats and wildlife) in the back of beyond by the river Wye in the Welsh Marches where I write and teach the way of the awenydd, British native shamanism.


As well as my family and the wise women of the village where I grew up, various folk have helped me along the way including Tom Graves, Dr Don Robbins, Colin Bloy, Hamish Miller, Paul Broadhurst, Michael Poynder, Caitlin & John Matthews, Barbara Somers & Ian Gordon Brown of the Transpersonal, Caroline Wise, Cheska Potter, Paul Devereux and Fiona Dove. It has been, and still is, a lifelong journey for me. I hope this book will encourage you to discover and walk the quicksilver paths of Elen of the Ways for yourself. My website is http://www.elensentier.co.uk.










Meetings …


I first met Elen of the Ways in the flesh many, many years ago back in the 1960s. I was at university and had come up to Exmoor to chill for the weekend, wild camping and walking my beloved woods. On the Saturday I went down to the Barle and after crossing the dragon-bridge I turned into the woods. I walked the river bank to the seven stepping stones over the Westwater – it’s a nice new clapper bridge nowadays but then it was seven huge stepping stones. I crossed over and felt a real pull to go up the little valley into Westwater Copse.


After about half a mile I came to a glade …and there she was, a red deer hind, heavily pregnant. I stood stock still, holding my breath. She had come here to drop her fawn.


‘Am I in your way, shall I go?’ I whispered.


There was a buzzing in my head, like a bee, and then I saw the words, flickering like lightning in my mind.


‘You may stay,’ she told me.


I stayed, watching.


Her belly strained, it seemed to take no time at all and all the time in the world, then there was a rush and the slippery fish of a baby deer fell into the soft grass. Immediately, the hind turned to lick the calf and soon the little one was struggling to her feet, wobbly, wondering where she was, how she would manage, but making it. Then she went to suck.


The hind looked at me over her shoulder. Again the buzzing, the flashing words.


‘Go now, you have seen, remember! Remember me! Work for me!’


I nodded my head in salute to her and backed out of the grove. I’m not sure my feet actually touched the ground on the return journey down the hill, across the stepping stones, through the woods and back over the dragon bridge. It all seemed to take forever and yet no time at all …but I was changed.


Elen of the Ways has been my mentor, teacher and guiding spirit all my life. She’s always here; always her spirit is with me, to call on if I need. I often come across deer when I’m out walking in the wild places, they call me, speak to me, lead me along the deer-trods.










1
Ice and Fire


Long ago and far away in space-time ice covered the Earth. It would feel strange to us now, we who live in a warm time when snow only comes for a few weeks in winter, if at all.


In northerly climes like Scandinavia, parts of Russia, Canada and America, snow may come for several months over the winter but we have to go up into Arctic to find snow all the year round, and those lands are shrinking every year now because of global warming and climate change. We watch wonderful programmes like Frozen Planet but we cannot imagine living there. If we really stretch the imagination, our mind tells us that such an existence would be terrible, frightening, cold and miserable. We admire the explorers and scientists who go there for many months at a time but we do not believe the frozen wastes to be places to live, to make great art and philosophy; we consider them to be too bitterly cold to even think. Our ancestors didn’t share these feelings as this beautiful carving shows.
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Figure 1: Swimming Reindeer


This sculpture, known as the Swimming Reindeer, was created at least 13,000 years ago, that’s three thousand years before the end of the last Ice Age. It’s carved from the tip of a mammoth tusk and shows a male and female reindeer with their heads raised and legs extended. The depiction is remarkable in its naturalism; it conveys movement and displays the hunter’s knowledge of anatomy. It was discovered in 1866 as two separate pieces and acquired by the British Museum in 1887.


The fragility of the connection between the two halves shows that it was not a practical object but rather a masterpiece of figurative art. Its significance to the people who created it remains a mystery to archaeologists. For me, it is one of many things which tell me the Reindeer Goddess was important to humankind from back into very ancient times.


If we wanted to have this made for us now it would need craft-skills of superb delicacy as well as an exquisite visionary talent …but it was made when the Earth was deep in an Ice Age. Our ancestors were not savages as was the perceived academic wisdom until quite recently; they were people of amazing culture which must, from the intricacy of such art, have had great spiritual depth. There are not many artists nowadays who could achieve such an evocative and skilled piece of work.


What would it be like to live the life of these people? How did they see the world and know the gods, the powers, and their elder brethren – the animals and plants and rocks?


Our Deer-Trod Following Ancestors


Reindeer have been around for a long time.


Wild reindeer have been a major resource for humans throughout the northernmost parts of the northern hemisphere for tens of thousands of years, from the Middle Pleistocene. Norway and Greenland have unbroken traditions of hunting wild reindeer from the ice age up to the present day. In the non-forested mountains of central Norway you can find the remains of stone trapping pits, guiding fences, and bow rests built especially for hunting reindeer, that have likely been in use since the Stone Age.


In the North American continent reindeer are called caribou. Caribou is an important source of food, clothing, shelter and tools in the traditional lifestyle of the Inuit people, Northern First Nations people, Alaska Natives, and the Kalaallit people of Greenland. Many Gwich’in people, who depend on the Porcupine caribou, still follow traditional ways of caribou management. These folk still follow the old ways that are similar to hunter-gatherer and pastoralist paths.


Before farming, the land was owned by none; it was known to be for all, all life belonged to the Earth, including all animal, plant and mineral life as well as humans. The concept of ownership began with farming.


Hunting and gathering was the ancestral way of life for humans for most of the six million years of our evolution from apes. It began to change about 10,000 years ago when agriculture began; before that all modern humans, homo sapiens, were hunter-gatherers. It was a very different way of life to what we know now as largely citified humans. Over the next few thousand years hunter-gatherers were displaced by farmers and, to some extent, by pastoralist groups in most parts of the world. Only a few contemporary societies are still able to be hunter-gatherers and many of those supplement foraging with keeping or following animals.


Life was good for the hunter-gatherers. Palaeolithic hunter-gatherer people didn’t suffer from famine and malnutrition like the Neolithic farming tribes that followed them because they had access to a far wider variety of plants and animals and fish. The famines experienced by both Neolithic and modern farmers were and are caused, and intensified, by their dependence on a small number of crops. The Palaeolithic hunter-gatherers didn’t suffer the modern diseases of affluence either, diseases such as Type 2 diabetes, coronary heart disease and cerebrovascular disease, because they ate mostly lean meats and plants, and engaged in lots of physical activity.


Archaeological evidence from the Dordogne region of France shows they used lunar calendars giving the phases of the moon. Solar calendars do not appear until the Neolithic period. But our hunter-gatherer ancestors understood the seasons perfectly well, they knew how to follow the migration of animals like deer, and wild cattle and horses, far better than most of us do now.


At first, when the farmers began to take over and control the Earth, many hunter-gatherer groups continued their ways of life. Their numbers have continually declined as a result of pressure from growing agricultural and pastoral communities. As the number and size of agricultural societies increased, they expanded into lands traditionally used by hunter-gatherers, driving the hunter-gatherers out or forcing them to change into farmers. This process of agriculture-driven expansion led to the development of the first forms of what we know as modern government in agricultural centres such as the Fertile Crescent, Ancient India, Ancient China, Olmec, Sub-Saharan Africa and Norte Chico. The new farming societies also gave rise to the concept of war through the idea of ownership.


Many of the remaining hunter-gatherer societies now live in arid regions or tropical forests. Those areas which were formerly available to them were—and continue to be—encroached upon by the settlements of agriculturalists. The resulting competition for land use meant that hunter-gatherer societies either adopted farming or moved to other areas. Usually they were forced into lands much less suitable for their lifestyle and, in consequence, they became malnourished and sick, and so died out. According to American scientist and author Jared Diamond the ignorant practices of farmers, including overexploitation, caused many large mammal species to become extinct. This was further complicated in 19th century America by the idiotic romantic concept of “good animal” (pretty herbivore) and “bad animal” (wolf). The subsequent hunting of large predators which grew up wrecked the habitat balance which the hunter-gatherers and pastoralists had helped nature (the goddess) to maintain for millennia. Hunting wolves became a sort of religious war; it extends, still, to bears and big cats. The stupid and foolhardy modern destruction, such as began with the creation of the first National Park, Yellowstone, for material profit (i.e. tourism to line pockets) still goes on.


We see this still continuing today. Indeed there are still arguments over the reintroduction of wolves to Yellowstone although it has been proven that without wolves to balance their numbers the herbivores kill the forest. Intelligent scientists now realise how well the hunter-gatherer societies, who were thrown out of Yellowstone by the railway profiteers, worked with nature to maintain a proper ecological balance.


Another thing to note about hunter-gatherer society is that the division of labour was quite different to the way we have been taught to think of it. For our ancestors, man was not superior …but neither was woman.


Back in 1966 at the “Man the Hunter” conference in Chicago, anthropologists Richard Borshay Lee and Irven DeVore made the (then) radical suggestion that egalitarianism was a major characteristic of nomadic hunter-gatherer societies. Being mobile, following the herds and the seasons, along with the efficient use of resources, knocks on the head all the ego-ideas of male superiority and female inferiority.


Personal material possessions were minimal, just what you needed to live and likely included only things such as a knife and axe, bow-drill hearth and maybe cord, a cookpot/carryall, and some form of “poncho” that you could use as a hammock or tarp. Collecting excess possessions was unhelpful, wasteful, greedy and unnecessary; to do so would be to steal from the land’s own resources which other creatures and plants would need. Our ancestors were “ultralight backpackers”. In their philosophy the people belonged to the land. It was only with the advent of farming that this concept was turned on its head to become the farmers’ philosophy that people owned the land. This is a concept we are all familiar with nowadays. When following the herds, moving from place to place as the herds followed the seasons, was normal we knew our connectedness with the Earth and the goddess much more clearly than we do now. Grasping, greed, the fear of loss, the envy of another man’s field, all these were concepts that had no place to exist before we decided to be owners and to control the Earth.


At the “Man the Hunter” conference, Marshall Sahlins presented a paper entitled Notes on the Original Affluent Society in which he challenged the popular view that hunter-gatherers lived lives that were “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short” as Thomas Hobbes had put it back in 1651. Sahlins showed that hunter-gatherers needed to work far fewer hours – now thought to be about 15 hours/week – than the later farmers in order to enjoy far more leisure than is nowadays typical for members of any industrial society. Hunter-gatherers ate well and seasonally, so their bodies were well nourished by what is best at each time of the year. Nowadays we have the rather childish attitudes of being overly fussy and wanting “treats” all the time, such as strawberries in midwinter. The hunter-gatherer affluence came about because they needed very little in the material sense in order to be content, and to produce beautiful art which is an expression of a deep philosophy …unlike us today.


Mutual exchange and sharing of resources, such as the meat gained from hunting or the berries harvested for preserving, wine and cordial, are important in hunter-gatherer societies. In our modern way of classifying, labelling and putting into boxes, we sometimes describe such practices as gift economies although we don’t really understand the concept of gifting. Gifting is an ancient shamanic habit; we gift between each other, between ourselves and other tribes; we gift the land and receive gifts from the land; and we gift between worlds. It’s a fundamental part of shamanic practice to gift back to the land and to Otherworld as well as to other people. This is another trait we have largely lost in modern society except at midwinter sun-return and birthdays.


There is a vast amount of ethnographic and archaeological evidence which demonstrates that the sexual division of labour in which men hunt and women gather wild fruits and vegetables is uncommon and unlikely among hunter-gatherers worldwide. The evidence suggests gathering is often done by women but no society has ever been found in which men completely abstain from gathering easily available plants. Often women hunt the small game while men tend to hunt the large game, likely because the human male torso has more strength than the female and men may have more stamina for a long running chase. But there are quite a few documented exceptions to this; for instance, in the Philippines, about 85% of Aeta women hunt, and they hunt the same quarry as men. Studies show that Aeta women hunt in groups, and with dogs, and have a 31% success rate as opposed to 17% for men; their rates are even better when they combine forces with men. The Jul’hoansi women in Namibia track the quarry for the men.
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