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        Sidian Morning Star Jones dedicates this book to Stanley Krippner, “who believed in me from the very beginning and accepted me for exactly who I am.”
      

      
        Stanley Krippner dedicates this book to Edwin Stronglegs Richardson, the first Native American to receive a Ph.D. in clinical psychology, “for his dedication to the preservation of Native American traditions and his service to humanity and the planet Earth.”
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      “Rolling Thunder, an intertribal medicine man, never claimed to be a shaman himself but played an important role in reconnecting contemporary healing with shamanic traditions. This wonderful book honors his memory and reveals both his extraordinary talents and his very human strengths and frailties.”

      JURGEN KREMER, PH.D., 
PRESIDENT OF THE SOCIETY 
FOR THE STUDY OF SHAMANISM, HEALING, AND TRANSFORMATION

      “This book is an accessible, authoritative, and interesting treatise on Native American healing. I found it thoroughly enjoyable, valuable, and provocative.”

      RICHARD CLEMMER-SMITH, PROFESSOR AND CURATOR OF ETHNOLOGY AT THE UNIVERSITY 
OF DENVER MUSEUM OF ANTHROPOLOGY

      “Rolling Thunder was a catalyst for serious pioneering scholarship in the shamanic healing arts.”

      OSCAR MIRO-QUESADA, FOUNDER OF HEART OF THE HEALER

      “In many ways, Rolling Thunder was the most traditional of all the medicine people I have known.”

      KENNETH COHEN, AUTHOR OF 
HONORING THE MEDICINE
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      Foreword

      CAROLYN FIRESIDE

      Some called him a shaman; others called him a fraud. He was said to be a healer—or a snake-oil salesman. He was either a Native American spiritual force of unparalleled power—or a supremely gifted flimflam artist. Whatever one thought of Rolling Thunder, one thing is certain: anyone who interacted with him would never forget the experience and would never be quite the same again.

      Early in life, Rolling Thunder was given the name John Pope in Stamps, Arkansas, where he was born on September 19, 1916. His mother was Caucasian, and his father was Cherokee and Cajun. According to the sources I consulted, his father’s Native name was Yankkiller, and RT’s grandfather used the same name. RT often stated, “My grandfather, a traditional Indian chief, was murdered by soldiers and agency police.” This family tragedy set RT on his course of social activism as the years proceeded.

      Another precursor to RT’s activism was the fact that RT’s father belonged to a Cherokee resistance group called Snake and was killed during one of their protests. RT was raised on a reservation in Oklahoma, where he began to learn the ways of the medicine people.

      He led a hard laborer’s life, working as a brakeman for the Southern Pacific Railroad for thirty-six years. He had an early marriage to a Native woman of the Miwok tribe, Marlene Pope, and they had three children. They lived in Carlin, Nevada, in a trailer home. One tragic day, their home caught on fire, probably due to defective wiring; Marlene ran back into the trailer to save their baby, but they both perished. RT tried in vain to save them, burning his hands in the process. The local physicians said that they would have to amputate both his hands to save his life, but RT refused. Instead, he had a vision of a plant that could be found in the Nevada mountains and that it would make itself known to him. RT walked into the mountains, found a plant that was literally glowing, and applied it in poultices. His skin was virtually absent but began to grown back, and his hands were saved. But the effects of the fire were apparent on his hands for the rest of his life.

      RT learned Indian medicine from two renowned teachers, Silver Wolf and Phillip Grey Horse, both of whom lived in Nevada. Later he found other teachers, including Frank Fools Crow, Mad Bear Anderson, Aminitus Sepuoia, and David Monongye—who lived to be more than one hundred years old.

      His other two children, Jesse and Iris Pope, survived the fire. Rolling Thunder continued to live in Carlin with Spotted Fawn, his second wife, a Western Shoshone. (Please see plate 11 of the color insert, wherein Spotted Fawn is depicted.) When they married, he became an adopted member of a branch of the Shoshone Nation. They had six children, four of whom survived: Mala Spotted Eagle, Buffalo Horse, Bundy Morning Star Whittaker, and Patricia Mocking Bird Acre. In the meantime, RT spent considerable time learning about Native American healing traditions, and his reputation as an effective healer gradually spread.

      In 1971 Rolling Thunder was invited by Stanley Krippner to speak at a conference sponsored by the Menninger Foundation of Topeka, Kansas. He met Doug Boyd at the conference, and Boyd’s 1974 biography, Rolling Thunder, brought the medicine man to international attention. Shortly after the book’s publication, Rolling Thunder retired from his job on the railroad and devoted the rest of his life to “walking the Good Red Road” as an intertribal medicine man, serving people in need and preserving the culture of Native Americans.

      The road that he traveled took several forms. He attended several concerts featuring Joan Baez, Joni Mitchell, and Bob Dylan as part of their Rolling Thunder Revue in 1975 and 1976. Family legend attributes the name to Dylan’s appreciation of a sunrise ceremony conducted by RT, but this cannot be verified. However, RT was a comrade of the Grateful Dead rock band and had a backstage pass to many of their concerts.

      RT spoke to audiences at many conferences in the United States as well as in Sweden, Austria, Denmark, Canada, and Germany. In Europe he often gave public talks, speaking to standing-room-only crowds of several thousand people. His fame resulted from the convergence of several historical developments. Shamanism had been brought to popular attention by Carlos Castaneda’s books, even though Castaneda’s semi-fictional protagonist, don Juan Matus, was more of a village sorcerer than a shaman. Because the Castaneda books were of dubious authenticity, there was a need on the part of many spiritual seekers to encounter an actual native shaman in face-to-face settings. Rolling Thunder met this need, especially in Europe, where Native Americans were considered to be more “exotic” than they were in the United States.

      Rolling Thunder’s connection with rock musicians and the fact that he was the central figure in a popular book provided extra dimensions to his luster. He was highly respected by other well-known Native American shamans such as Mad Bear Anderson (with whom, as previously mentioned, he studied), Running Deer, Wallace Black Elk, and Leslie Gray. RT was a medicine man not a chief, and he resented it when people called him Chief Rolling Thunder. He also considered himself to be a teacher, and at one time he was an official spokesperson for Chief Temoke, a traditional Shoshone elder. When asked whether Indians were American citizens, he responded, “In 1924 Indians were made U.S. citizens by an act of Congress, without being asked, just so they could tax us and draft us.”

      From 1975 to 1985 he was the spiritual leader of Meta Tantay, a 262-acre community he developed in northeastern Nevada, which was devoted to maintaining Native American traditions (see plate 3 of the color insert). In the 1970s he appeared in Billy Jack, The Trial of Billy Jack, and Billy Jack Goes to Washington, three independent films that increased their viewers’ appreciation of contemporary Native American lifestyles. A video, Rolling Thunder: Healer of Meta Tantay, was released in 2005 and contains interviews with RT and with a family appearing to be living happily in the community.

      The sweat lodge, a central focus of the Meta Tantay community, began to be used more frequently for sacred ceremonies and healing rituals (please see plate 5 of the color insert for an example of a sweat lodge). As a medicine man, Rolling Thunder also utilized the herbs, teas, and natural substances he had collected in his travels or that were given to him by other medicine people or, from time to time, by Western physicians. He described a “Rolling Thunder’s Diet” for “Thunder People,” which consisted of “organic” foods that had not been contaminated by preservatives, radiation, or microwaves.

      His refusal to have anything to do with the U.S. Department of Indian Affairs was always a center of contoversy. He claimed that his father’s band, the Chickamauga Cherokee, had refused to register with the department also, as a means of protest against white domination. Because of this, RT’s authenticity as a Native American was challenged by Ake Hultkrantz and Hans Peter Duerr, two prominent German anthropologists, and various anthropologists in the United States, two of whom threatened to file a lawsuit against RT for fraud. These charges were answered by data collected by Stanley Krippner and others, whose descriptions of Rolling Thunder emphasized his political activism and his opposition to the federal U.S. bureaucracy. The lawsuit did not materialize, but RT’s legitimacy as a traditional medicine man was never accepted in some anthropological circles on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. RT always answered in the same way: “I could have been enrolled, but I chose not to be. I’ve spent my entire life without a roll number. I know who my relations are and can prove my lineage.”

      Rolling Thunder opposed the forced sterilization of Native American women, the “kidnapping” (as he called it) of Native American children and their relocation to Euro-American homes and schools, and the devastation of the natural environment by corporations and industrial firms. He garnered both sympathy and attention for his efforts to stop the destruction of pinyon nut trees and to prevent the use of Indian lands as atomic waste dumps and storage sites.

      After Rolling Thunder’s death, his third wife, Carmen Sun Rising Pope, collected several of his talks and published them in a book titled Rolling Thunder Speaks: A Message for Turtle Island. Turtle Island is a name used by many Native American tribes for the North American continent.

      In retrospect, the importance of Rolling Thunder is more apparent now than it was during his lifetime. As a medicine man, political activist, spiritual leader, popular lecturer, media celebrity, preserver of Native American traditions, advocate of the natural environment, and spokesperson around the globe for indigenous ways of life, he was instrumental in drawing serious attention to shamanic traditions. He helped to lay the groundwork for Michael Harner’s Foundation for Shamanic Studies, for the popular magazine Shaman’s Drum, and for international conferences on shamanism, following the success of the first such conclave held in Alpbach, Austria, in 1982, where he was one of the central figures.

      Rolling Thunder did not deliberately carve out this historic role for himself and he never referred to himself as a shaman. However, his personal qualities of shrewd insight, understated showmanship, extensive herbal knowledge, and a combination of humor and militancy allowed him to put his own stamp on a growing interest in indigenous ways of knowing and being. In describing his background in 1981, he told an interviewer for Plowboy Magazine:

      Rolling Thunder: I was raised in eastern Oklahoma, in a range of the Ozarks called the Kiamichi Mountains. I’ve been told that before I was born—during my father’s youth—those hills had all been Indian territory, but the land was gradually taken away from our tribe, and we retreated to the wooded areas to live. The Great Depression was on when I was a youngster, so we had to make a living practically with our bare hands, just as our ancestors had done. At about the age of fifteen, I built my first house, a log cabin with a separate smokehouse and a corral for goats and hogs. I lived alone there for quite a while and worked about an acre of land with a hoe and a shovel.

      Those were mighty rough times, but they taught me a lot about nature and about ways of living in harmony with Mother Earth. I learned how to forage for nuts, berries, and roots in the forest and how to catch fish by setting traps in the water. I also taught myself to recognize all the local woodland plants, although I never got to know many by their English or Latin names. Instead, I made up my own labels for each one, and I learned how to use them for food and medicine. So you see, a lot of my early training took place during that period, and that education helped me once I learned that I was meant to become a medicine man.

      Plowboy Magazine: When did you first become aware of—or “feel”—your ability to heal, and where do you believe the power comes from?

      Rolling Thunder: All I can say is that I woke up one morning, and this force was with me for the first time. I’d been doctored—in my sleep—the night before by a Sun God and his helpers, and when I awoke I knew something was different. I felt this great power within me! But I had to learn to live with the tremendous force, to watch every thought or emotion I had, twenty-four hours a day. Since the force is so strong, you see, it has a great potential for misuse, and it could really hurt someone if it were employed in a negative or destructive way. It’s difficult for a healer to adjust to that newfound power. . . . We all have to learn to guard every thought, every word, and every feeling, since the power could use any such “channel” to affect someone in one way or another.

      I believe the healing force contains the strength of the Creator—or Great Spirit—as well as the energy of the thunder and the lightning and that of all living beings. I sometimes also ask the stars or the sun to help me, or I may call on the great medicine men and tribal chiefs of the past. As a medicine man, I attempt to bring such forces together so they’ll convey their healing power to the sick person.

      Those words from the magazine interview serve as a tantalizing introduction to the tales recounted in this book. The Voice of Rolling Thunder is quite different from other books and articles written about RT. His life was marked by an abundance of remarkable interactions with a wide variety of people. Many incredible stories have come down to his grandson Sidian Morning Star Jones, an open-minded and self-educated skeptic regarding anecdotes about extraordinary happenings. In this book Sidian invites the reader to join him on a journey in which he shares these precious, often outrageous stories of a Native American medicine man. Readers are also asked to consider Sidian’s reflections on the implications of these accounts as well as their credibility as he explains their role in clarifying his own quest for understanding the world and his place in it.

      Stanley Krippner facilitates Sidian’s quest, contributing his own memorable reminiscences about Rolling Thunder, as well as introducing Sidian to dozens of people whose lives were touched by his grandfather. Stanley Krippner places these stories in the context of North American shamanism, pointing out how Rolling Thunder carried out a centuries-old tradition of healing, service, and activism.

      Plowboy Magazine, in the above-mentioned interview with Rolling Thunder, observed that one meaning of his traditional name is “speaking the truth.” The Plowboy author added, “When someone speaks the truth, others should listen.” Sidian once remarked, “I am on a warpath for truth. That is what motivated me to create this book. I want people to listen to the Rolling Thunder.” Stanley Krippner, a psychologist and scientist, has been on this “warpath” all of his professional life, beginning his studies of shamanism when its practitioners were seen as frauds, at best, and schizophrenics, at worst.

      Stanley Krippner and Sidian Morning Star Jones join forces in this book—Sidian with his personal agenda and Stanley with his scholarly agenda. Their readers can choose one agenda or both, or can invent agendas of their own as they listen to the Rolling Thunder.

      CAROLYN FIRESIDE has been a staff copywriter and editor at firms such as G. P. Putnam, HarperCollins, and Random House as well as a publishing executive, collaborating on and editing many successful works of nonfiction and fiction. She is also the author of award-winning novels. She has edited fiction ranging from medical horror to women’s romance. Authors she has worked with include Jerzy Kosinski, Jay Presson Allen, Nobel Prize–winning scientist Dr. Louis J. Ignarro, Picasso scholar John Richardson, James Michener, Dave Barry, Dean Koontz, Dick Francis, and LaVeryle Spencer.

    

  
    
      P R E F A C E

      The Genesis of This Book

      STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D.

      In 1967 I met Mickey Hart, one of two drummers who played incredible music with the Grateful Dead. Over the years he and I have become good friends, and one thing that we share is our love of music. In addition, Mickey is always eager to engage in intellectual conversation. When I told him about the brain research studies that revealed how steady drum rhythms can alter consciousness, he became so intrigued by this idea that he organized a small seminar during which the leading researchers in this field came together to share and discuss their data.

      Another of our topics of conversation was Native American shamanism, an area that I had researched for several years. I had been interested in Native Americans since my successful hunts for Indian arrowheads as a boy growing up on a farm in Wisconsin. Mickey would tell me about his friend, the intertribal medicine man Rolling Thunder, who lived in Carlin, Nevada, but who frequently visited the San Francisco area. Mickey remarked, “I would like you two to meet, and one of these days I am going to bring him to the ranch when you are here.”

      That day turned out to be April 18, 1970. I was on my way to Sacramento for a seminar and accepted Mickey’s invitation to stay at his ranch for a few days before the seminar began. The day after I arrived, Mickey and several members of the band were scheduled to play at a San Francisco venue, the Family Dog, under the name of Mickey Hart and the Heartbeats, a sobriquet often used when members of the Grateful Dead were trying out new material. Mickey told me that Rolling Thunder would be a guest of his at this gig, and we would finally be able to meet. To that end, Mickey dispatched a private plane to the Elko, Nevada, airport to pick up Rolling Thunder and bring him to San Francisco.

      Later, at the Family Dog, Mickey Hart and the Heartbeats played a memorable first set. During intermission I observed a colorful trio walking down the side aisle of the hall. It consisted of a handsome middle-aged man bedecked with beads and feathers with a lovely young woman on each arm. The other people at the Family Dog probably thought that this striking gentleman was an aging hippie showing off his harem. But I immediately knew that he must be Rolling Thunder, the intertribal medicine man.

      I walked over and introduced myself, and RT’s first response was, “Mickey has told me a lot about you.” I answered, “Same here.” The trio walked on, greeting several young people who had driven to the concert from Nevada, and then the second set began. Of course, almost everyone in the audience was a Deadhead and knew the true identity of the Heartbeats, hence the full house. The new material was well received, and much of it found its way into future Grateful Dead concerts.

      After the show we all went back to Mickey’s ranch. The Nevada retinue gathered around a campfire, gently tripping on some LSD they had obtained at the show. RT was pleasantly engaged in a private room with one of the young women I had met earlier. Mickey was holding court with his own friends, getting feedback on the new material that had been heard publicly that night for the first time. I was happy to retire early—and alone.

      RT was otherwise occupied on April 19, and I spent much of the day preparing for my upcoming seminar. Mickey and I also engaged in one of our intense discussions, this one about how he could help enhance the creativity of his students through hypnosis. RT awakened early the following morning, because he had promised Mickey that he would lead one of his traditional sunrise services for the group. These ceremonies were held early in the morning, just as night was turning into day. We assembled on top of a hill on Mickey’s property, and RT prayed to the four winds, thanking each of the winds for its special gifts. He also allowed Mickey to record this prayer, which was used to open Mickey’s first solo album, released in 1972, and which he appropriately named Rolling Thunder.

      This early-morning invocation was followed by the burning of sage. It was a splendid way to open the day, and when it was over, the group saw me off as I left for Sacramento and my seminar. In retrospect, it was the beginning of a beautiful friendship between Rolling Thunder and me.

      Many observers called RT a shaman, a term that was originally a Siberian word. Gradually the term shaman was applied to spiritual practitioners who engaged in similar activities around the world. RT, however, refrained from calling himself a shaman. Most Native American practitioners I have met prefer the terms medicine man or medicine woman, or use the tribal word for a medicine man or medicine woman. The term shaman is seen as a description imported from another time and place and a threat to the tradition and integrity of Indian medicine. We will, however, use the term shaman in this book when citing anthropological literature on the topic and will try to avoid overusing the label.

      From an anthropological perspective a shaman is designated by a community, and the only time that RT had a clearly designated community was when he was ensconced at Meta Tantay, the vibrant group of people who erected structures and lived communally on land that the Grateful Dead and other supporters had bought for RT near his hometown. (Please see plate 7 of the color insert.) One might say that he served as Meta Tantay’s shaman, because he gave the camp its spiritual direction and also practiced the Native American medicine he had cobbled together over the years.

      RT never called himself a “Cherokee medicine man” or a “Shoshone medicine man,” although he had ties to both of these tribal groups. The officials of the Cherokee Nation and the Shoshone Nation make a justified protest when these terms are incorrectly used. RT studied Native American medicine with a variety of medicine people but did not enter into the type of apprenticeship that would enable him to use a tribal name to describe what he did. RT often used the phrase “I doctor people,” and that colloquial statement is as good a descriptor as any.

      It is important that we share some information on North American shamanism with our readers in order to provide the proper context for an in-depth understanding of Rolling Thunder, his activities, and how his activities attained legendary status during his lifetime. We should add that we have used the terms Native American and American Indian interchangeably for variety; RT used the word Indian far more often than such words as Native or Native American.

      We have also used the word indigenous to refer to people who have long inhabited a particular region; the term First Nations as applied to American Indians has a similar connotation, as does the term Native. We have not used First Nations because the term is highly politicized, especially in Canada, as is the term aboriginal, meaning the first people to occupy a particular land. The issue of labels can be cumbersome. What was an African American called by Native Americans when they arrived as slaves? One description, quite accurate in its own way, was “black white man.”

      The same weekend in 1970 that I met Rolling Thunder I also met his daughter Morning Star, or “Bundy,” and her fiancé, Russell Jones. Their marriage would prove to be a tumultuous one, and although it did not last very long, it produced their remarkable son, Sidian. Because I enjoyed a strong rapport with Rolling Thunder, I would become fast friends with him and Bundy over the years. Every Christmas, Bundy and I exchanged Christmas cards, and I would frequently see her when I visited RT or when she and her mother, Spotted Fawn, came to San Francisco.

      In 1989 it was Bundy who alerted Mickey Hart that her father was seriously ill, and her phone call prompted Mickey and me to fly to Nevada in a private plane to take RT for an emergency operation that prolonged his life. On that occasion and on others as well, Bundy urged me to come to Boise to meet her family, which I finally did. It was at this family gathering that I had the pleasure of meeting Sidian, not yet twenty years of age, for the first time.

      He and I stayed in touch by e-mail, and as our friendship grew, I invited him to San Francisco. Sidian was, at this point, already an accomplished artist, and it was clear to me that he had abundant creative gifts.

      RT died in 1997, and after his passing I heard that there were plans being made by an old friend known as Everlight to write a book about him. However, shortly thereafter, Everlight contacted me to tell me that she had taken on a new job and thus would not be able to devote sufficient time to what she had hoped would be an anthology of reminiscences written by RT’s friends. With Everlight’s approval, the next time I was in touch with Bundy, I suggested that Sidian and I write our own book. Bundy was pleased that I thought her son was accomplished enough for the job.

      On subsequent visits to San Francisco, Sidian and I began to interview family, friends, and associates of RT and to have transcripts made of these interviews. It is what RT would have referred to as “tales” that, along with transcripts of several of RT’s lectures, formed the raw material for this book. When Sidian sent me his comments on the interviews, I could see that he was thoughtful and articulate.

      Once we started to work with the interviews, Mickey Hart loaned us several audiotapes of some of Rolling Thunder’s lectures. This gave us access to some material that was not available in the earlier RT books by Doug Boyd and Carmen Sun Rising Pope. We have not used the anecdotes described in their books; indeed, many of the stories in this book have never been published.

      Sidian conducted most of the interviews, and in so doing became familiar with the “Good Red Road” of traditional Indian spirituality that his grandfather had walked on. RT truly deserves the accolade given him by the Cherokee medicine man Running Wolf, who directed the Native American Spiritual Center in New Mexico. In a 2007 online interview in The Light Connection, Running Wolf remarked, “Rolling Thunder, in my opinion, was the most powerful medicine man in the last century. It was an honor for me to have him as a teacher and to be recognized by him.”

      It is likewise an honor for me to be coauthor of this book, together with Sidian Morning Star Jones, about this most remarkable man.

    

  
    
      I N T R O D U C T I O N

      Listen to the Rolling Thunder

      SIDIAN MORNING STAR JONES

      At length, it may be said, all will come to know their greatest creator. But in this way, are we not seeing the forest for the trees? For all the while we strive to be closer to the Great Spirit, we seem to be passing up the very essence of it. This essence is the very continuation of every hour we live.

      Vision, the myriad sacred pacts with Nature and the ineffable relationship with dream cognizance, is contained within the enduring insights of Native Americans in the eyes of millions. Those who open their heart to such a lifestyle can only begin to ask, “What have we lost in our isolation from Nature? Do those who honor the dream lead more awakened lives? What is it to be more awake?”

      There are those who have tried to answer these questions. My grandfather, Rolling Thunder, was one of them. Vision has always been the compass and the map to our curious quest for peace and wisdom. In the very middle of this era, during the greatest spiritual excitement of the time, Rolling Thunder was practicing what he had known for years: the ways of the medicine man.

      This book attempts to contribute to the field of the Indian spirit as it brings its readers a number of eyewitness stories, anecdotes, and factual accounts of RT, most of which have never before been published. Natives told me some of these stories, but not the majority. All of these people had contact with RT, encounters during which they listened to the Rolling Thunder.

    

  
    
      1

      The Long Journey

      Dr. Alberto Villoldo, a medical anthropologist and former student at Saybrook University of Stanley Krippner, this book’s coauthor, had several interactions with Rolling Thunder, usually during RT’s visits to California. RT was one of the elders who inspired Alberto to start the Four Winds Foundation. One of the foundation’s activities is to take people to such sacred places as Machu Picchu, Peru, where traditional practitioners share their legacy with visitors. Alberto has coauthored two books with Stanley, as well as half a dozen books that apply traditional teachings to their readers’ lives. Alberto participated in several of the rituals, ceremonies, and healing sessions that Rolling Thunder conducted over the years.

      We asked Alberto to tell us about one of his more memorable encounters with Rolling Thunder. Alberto recalled a crowded ride in a Volkswagen car from San Francisco to Carlin, Nevada, in 1974.

      
        The journey was a long one. Five of us were squeezed into a Volkswagen with our sleeping bags and packs filling the trunk and what room was left on the floor. I was thinking about my previous encounters with RT and the many times I had heard him criticize the Bureau of Indian Affairs and the manner in which the European settlers and their descendants had destroyed the natural environment. RT had stated that the Earth does not belong to anyone.
      

      
        When the Europeans came to the Western Hemisphere, the Indians were willing to share their knowledge of natural medicine as well as the skills they had developed in cultivating the land and in hunting. But the Europeans were not interested in sharing the land, only in owning it. They were not interested in cooperating with nature, but sought to master and exploit it. “Now the white man is realizing that he has made the land barren and polluted the environment,” RT would say, “and he has also contaminated his heart and left his spirit barren.”
      

      
        That evening we arrived at RT’s home in Carlin. He was out on a run with the railroad, where he worked as a brakeman. We pitched camp in the huge backyard that extends into the distant foothills, rolled out our sleeping bags, enjoyed the Nevada sunset, and greeted RT when he returned later that evening. We also enjoyed a delicious pasta dinner.
      

      
        The next day was spent discussing RT’s current activities as both a medicine man and a political leader. That evening he declared that there were so many lovely ladies with us that we could not pass up the opportunity for a dance. During that time of year there was little rain in Nevada, it being the dry season, yet Native American tradition holds that before one initiates a dance there should be a brief shower to settle the dust on the dance ground; moreover, after the dance there should be a stronger rain to wash away the tracks of the dancers.
      

      
        At sunset we climbed into three cars and headed for an abandoned ranch in a valley a few miles away. On our way to the valley I gazed at the stars, which were shining brightly in the clear sky. Not a cloud was in sight. Suddenly the driver slammed on the brakes and drew our attention to the road ahead of us. Three deer were standing by the side of the road, recovering from their surprise upon seeing our headlights. They took off in a trot, leaping gracefully into the hills.
      

      
        Just a few seconds had elapsed, but when we looked into the sky again, we observed small, puffy clouds gathering in front of us. A few minutes later we turned on the windshield wipers. The shower stopped as we arrived at the dancing ground. There were no puddles, yet the water had settled the dust. We learned later that a rain dance is not seen as “causing” rain, because that concept reflects Western cause-and-effect thinking. The rain dance attempts to restore balance to the system, and any rain that falls is a result of the restoration of that balance. In fact, as the rain approached, RT exclaimed, “Listen to the Rolling Thunder. That thunder is really rolling in the sky.”
      

      
        We danced for hours as RT’s retinue played drums and sang. RT taught us what he called the snake dance. The sky was still clear as we finished our dance, but on the way to our cars, dark clouds gathered over the clearing. Thunder began to crackle, lightning closely followed, and a heavy rain poured down as we ran the last few yards to our cars. RT observed, “It’s not good to leave our prints behind. We don’t want the white folks to think that a bunch of savages and hippies were doing some kind of pagan ceremony.”
      

      
        From an observer’s viewpoint it may seem as though RT could have caused the rain to come before and after the dance. To RT, however, it was not a matter of magic or manipulation but a matter of aligning himself with natural laws and subtle energies. A kind of harmony emerges, like a leaf that rides a river and not a fish that swims against it.
      

      
        Stanley’s Comments

        I was not present during this incident, arriving in Carlin some time later, but I know that Alberto Villoldo is an acute observer. RT’s behavior was typical of North American shamanic practitioners in several ways. The appearance of several “lovely ladies” stimulated RT’s suggestion for an outdoor dance. There is a tradition of Elk Power in many Native American shamanic traditions, where sexual attraction is sublimated into spiritual pathways through dance, music, and ritual. RT sometimes fell short in the sublimation process, but on this occasion he manifested his most appropriate social behavior.

        The appearance of Deer could be interpreted as the arrival of traditional “power animals,” another shamanic tradition, especially in the Americas. Each animal has something to teach its human relatives; for example, Deer is often associated with quick action and clever escapes. When RT commented that the rain would cover the tracks of the dancers, he was reflecting an attribute of Deer. (When referring to a power animal or animal ally, the singular form of the word is often used to emphasize the animal’s symbolic essence.)

        Many of the people we interviewed for this book had attended one or more of RT’s ceremonies. Gary Sandman, an acquaintance of Rolling Thunder, helped him to schedule the lectures and workshops that took him all around the United States and to many parts of the world. Here Gary Sandman gives his account of an early-morning sunrise ceremony with Rolling Thunder and then goes on to discuss Rolling Thunder’s early training, what a vision quest is, various people’s places in Native society, and as other aspects of the Native American culture.

        
          We gathered one early morning in Santa Barbara, California, to do a sunrise ceremony. It was about fifteen minutes before sunrise, so we started a fire in the fire pit and formed a circle around it, warming ourselves in the chilly weather. RT pulled out a pouch of Five Brothers Tobacco, pure tobacco with no artificial ingredients. He passed the pouch around, each of us taking a little bit of tobacco in our hands. RT then led us in a prayer, starting out with Father Sun, Mother Earth, Grandmother Moon, and All My Relations. He would include “the East where the Sun rises, to the South where the heat comes from, to the North where the cold comes from, and to the West where the Sun sets.” RT would vary the order and the wording from time to time, just to maintain our attention, often repeating the prayers to the Sun, Earth, and Moon.
        

        
          Medicine men and women live in both worlds, thus painting a very different picture of the cosmos. RT was a medicine man. He could see the unseen and interact with the unseen. Part of his training was to take on different illnesses, different challenges—the biggest challenge being life over death. RT’s teacher trained him to communicate with Nature, to heal. When RT was ready, his teacher told him, “You’re going to go out into the wilderness, and you’re going to see two trees ripe with berries. These berries will be identical. One tree will bear poisonous berries, and one will bear berries that you can eat that will nurture you. You are going to learn which one is a poison and which one is edible.” And so RT went out into the woods to find these trees, and when he did he sat with them until he knew which one to eat, and then he ate, choosing the berry that would nurture him.
        

        
          For another training his teacher told him, “You are going to go out into the plains. A donkey will be there. I want you to take that donkey and go up into the hills. You will find a cave, and it will be full of rattlesnakes. Find the king snake and bow to it. He will offer you his venom; I want you to take it.” And so he got on the donkey and went up into the hills and into the snake den. Snakes covered the cave, and for a moment RT just stood there admiring them. Just then a huge rattlesnake, the biggest RT had ever seen, emerged, coming straight to him. He said a prayer, and then the snake bit him. RT recalls passing out and being transported to the “other side,” where he literally fought to come back to “this side.” From his training and what he was taught, he was able to win that battle and return. The snake’s venom is now his medicine, which also allows him to take snakebites and be unaffected by them.
        

        At one time RT was asked to be part of a movie that was being made about his life story. It was called Billy Jack. They reenacted a snake ritual and used RT’s actual leg for the shot. RT was able to take that venom because of his medicine.

        
          When RT talked about Indian society, it seemed idyllic. Everybody had a place. Part of growing up involved taking the time to determine who someone’s spirit guides were. To determine your spirit guide, you went out into the woods by yourself on a three-day fast. This was a part of your vision quest. It allowed you to understand what your passion was, your identity, to find your place within your tribe. This way you gave your best, because it was your passion, your joy.
        

        
          Once your Medicine Wheel was drawn, it was put on a shield. Your Medicine Wheel wasn’t put there to protect you but to identify you. Your Medicine Wheel was displayed, so when a member of the community came to visit they saw you, your true identity. It was your welcome and said “This is who I am, come celebrate who I am with me.” Instead of hiding who you were, you celebrated it and were open to it.
        

        The term Medicine Wheel has many manifestations. It can refer to a personal icon, which most often is constructed by a medicine person, a person who has charted that person’s path. It can also refer to a circular design that a medicine person created as part of a healing ceremony. It can also take a more permanent form, appearing in the form of a circular pattern of rocks representing the relationship between Mother Earth and the rest of the cosmos.

        
          Everyone had their place in Indian society, even those that seemed to be of no use. When somebody was said to be insane in a community, they didn’t put him away in a mental hospital and medicate him. They would allow him to be part of the community. When he talked crazy the medicine man would listen, because he alone was able to translate what was too much for the other community members to understand. The medicine man believed the insane person saw the other side but lacked the training to understand it, so it overwhelmed him. The medicine man would translate these rants and use that information to help the tribe.
        

        
          The sick had their place as well. When someone was sick, everyone would take care of him or her, as well as the medicine man. It was also a part of the medicine man’s role to help if there were arguments or misunderstandings. The medicine man was trusted to have an overview of what was best for the tribe and was careful of energies that could weaken the tribe. When the tribe had to move, the medicine man read the land and decided where they were going to go. He would instruct the tribe to where the proper places were to put the sweat lodge, store the food, and where you could sleep so you were not on a negative energy spot. The medicine man had the eyes to see the unseen and could help settle the village before it had even reached its new destination.
        

        
          RT saw all forms of behavior as a blessing from the Great Spirit. If there was an early snowstorm, it was a blessing. Everything was a blessing. From the morning prayer to eating, to raking leaves, to hunting a deer, to cracking ice on the water so that the animals can drink, to making love. He said every aspect of what we do can be a prayer to the Great Spirit.
        

        
          For example, he explained that Native Americans pray for game before a hunt, negotiating with the Creator of the animals to request that a particular animal should sacrifice itself so that the people can eat. In return, the Creator will demand certain obligations, such as using the energy generated by the animal’s flesh for constructive purposes. Rolling Thunder said, “We are dancing with the Spirit in everything that we do. It’s a part of every aspect of our lives. So why do American white people go into a building to celebrate God?” He thought that a church was kind of strange, because God was in Nature and the Spirit expressed itself everywhere. So why would we go inside instead of staying outside? He thought white people had peculiar habits and patterns.
        

        Rolling Thunder believed that ritual was important in that the ritual itself was an important element in building community. If visitors had never been to RT’s home and if they participated in a dance with members of his family and his companions or “spiritual warriors,” they were seamlessly inaugurated into the events that would unfold during the rest of their visit. The assiduous scholar of shamanism Christina Pratt writes that the term spiritual warrior is a metaphor. It refers to people who fight their own internal enemies as well as those external forces that endanger them and their community. RT taught his entourage how to develop themselves spiritually while, at the same time, being on the lookout for threats from the outside world, whether they were metaphysical, political, or psychological.

        A ceremony is what chaos theorists would liken to a “strange attractor,” an influence that the rest of the system weaves and dances around, never escaping from its influence. Therefore, the system itself generates its own complicated behavior. When the ceremony begins, time is created for the ceremony. From that moment on, time is sent backward into the past and forward into the future. The strange attractor of time can be generated out of the rhythms and relationships within the world of Nature and Spirit.

        A shamanic ceremony is an important community event. Ceremonies consist of a number of rituals, a term applied to those activities considered sacred that carry deep meaning to those who practice them. Quite often these ceremonies are nocturnal activities that unite a community through the use of dancing, singing, chanting, drumming, clapping, and other shared behaviors. Power animals are often evoked and sometimes appear spontaneously, as described by Alberto in his narrative. In fact, many animals appear to “drum,” using their bodies to produce vibrations that communicate information to other members of their species.

        By drumming, animals often warn members of their group that an enemy predator is nearby. But drumming can also be used in mate selection, especially by male animals who announce their availability and show off their prowess through this type of body signaling. The presence of lovely ladies often stimulated Rolling Thunder’s ritual activities, just as the presence of an attractive female often evokes drumming, preening, and courting behavior on the part of male animals.

        Shamanic ceremonies and rituals stimulate the release of body opioids and other internal chemicals through repetitive physical activities such as dancing and clapping, extreme body reactions such as sweating (as in the sweat lodge), self-inflicted wounds (as in some versions of the sun dance), emotional reactions (as in wearing or viewing terrifying masks), and suggestion (as in storytelling that creates positive expectations). The body’s opioids reduce pain and discomfort, and their production is highest at night.

        Sometimes a nighttime activity would continue until the shaman collapsed. Upon recovery the shaman often would report an out-ofbody experience that carried him or her into another world. The shaman would bring back information deemed useful to the community. These cognitive processes were animal-like in that they involved hunting and food procurement, as well as protection from the tribe’s enemies. The animals that were venerated during these ceremonies could be admired for their power or for their sacred qualities.

        These animals were helping spirits who augmented the shaman’s power and skills. But these animals were also sacred; they were prayed to, hoping they would intercede in human affairs. Sometimes Deer, Bear, or Eagle were admired for their power and sometimes for their sacred qualities, as when a hunter uttered a prayer of thanks over a recently killed prey, vowing to use its flesh to feed the hunter’s family and community. In Rolling Thunder’s words, “We give thanks for everything. We offer thanks to the game we have killed, and we express our gratitude to the vegetables we grow in our garden.” It is as if Indians knew that hunter and prey were engaged in a mutual dance, one that involved obligations and thanks.

        More often than not, the shaman would spend some time during the ceremony recounting mythic stories. During certain rituals the shaman would converse with animal spirits, using a language that other community members did not understand, a language punctuated by animal or bird sounds. Some shamanic rituals would implore malevolent spirits to cease their afflictions or would ask benevolent spirits to locate game, heal the sick, or protect the entire group. Rolling Thunder believed that evil spirits could be kept away through burning incense and playing traditional Indian music; he felt that these spirits were ignorant and could not relate to the smell of incense, sage, and sacred fragrances.

        Anthropologists have noticed a similarity between shamanic rituals and certain animal behaviors. There are animal practices that serve as social signals, whether they are for mating, for locating food, or for warning about the presence of predators. These are instinctual behaviors, genetically programmed, that are essential for survival. They served adaptive purposes over the course of evolution. For example, chimpanzees protect their territory against other groups through group shouting, hooting, and jumping up and down on tree stumps. These signals can be heard at a distance and allow dispersed group members to stay in touch with each other during travel. Synchronous group vocalization is found in chimpanzees and other groups, promoting social well-being.

        The human expressive capacity of music has deep evolutionary roots and provides a means of communicating information to other members of the group. Musical capacities play an important role in enhancing human functioning at a number of levels, particularly in promoting social solidarity and providing healing mechanisms. Music, through the positive effects of tone and sound on emotions, has positive effects on mental and physical health. Music also influences synchronization. It does this in several ways, ranging from the coordination of emotions through promoting a common sense of intention among group members. The anthropologist Michael Winkelman adds that music synchronizes brain waves, has positive vibratory effects on the body, and impacts the brain’s positive emotional processing centers. Therefore, music heals through the elicitation of positive emotions as well as by providing a means for catharsis and the relief of troubling emotions and repressed feelings.

        The precursors of the use of music and dancing by shamans can be seen in the rhythmic activities of chimpanzees and other apes. Observers have noted how chimpanzees will engage in foot stomping, marching around a post, and revolving in a circular form while spinning like tops. Males run up and down hills, breaking branches as they go, hooting and throwing rocks. They may even drum on trees or tree stumps, beat on the ground, and wave branches.

        Primates exploited this group orientation through mimesis, the deliberate use of communication through imitation. Basic to shamanic rituals are mime, dancing, chanting, singing, percussion, and enacting struggles with one’s enemies. Mimesis provides the shaman and the tribe an opportunity to entrain the body, using body movements, facial expressions, and gestures as a form of symbolic communication. Vocal imitation of animals was one of the first examples of human mimesis. Fundamental emotions are expressed in rituals and serve to coordinate the group.

        The links among community relations and intercommunity alliances helped shamanism contribute to human survival. When there were droughts only those humans who were able to forge emotional bonds with other people and other communities survived. The tendency to distrust strangers and maintain in-group boundaries was transcended in order to create a common identity. Those early humans who manifested this ability survived in inhospitable environments. At the same time, disruptive members of a community could not be tolerated because they threatened group cohesion. To be banished from a community was seen as a more severe punishment than incarceration or execution, but it had to be done for the protection and survival of the social group.

        Shamans facilitated relationships among members of their tribe or clan in several ways. They told creation stories that provided a mythological account of how the group came into being. They told survival stories—mythic talks of how the tribe overcame natural catastrophes, plagues, and warfare. But when it was expedient for the tribe to have peaceful relations with neighboring tribes, shamans would arrange ceremonial bondings, such as passing around a peace pipe filled with sacred herbs, or helping tribal warriors procure enough game and other food for magnificent feasts.

        A central aspect of shamanism is community service. Ritual reinforces the biological need for human communication that evolved to provide attachment bonds between infants and those who nurture and protect them. Humanity’s evolutionary ancestry produced a neuropsychology for a social world, a need for a shared emotional life that is wired into the human nervous system. Shamanic ritual provided a group identity and a social support system, both of which could be called on when healing was required. In these chapters we will often return to the discussion of evolution, because the human brain and body developed skills that were useful to survival and thus were carried down to future generations. Charles Darwin observed how cooperative activities were much more frequent than aggressive activities; in his book about the ascent of human beings he uses the term love or its equivalent dozens of times.

        Native Americans experienced being a part of the universe, an integral part of the cosmos in which the lines between past, present, and future were dissolved. The contemporary Western individual’s urge to restore this lost unity is an essential factor in such contemporary human activities as meditation, prayer, nature walks, and—for some people—sexual union. Rolling Thunder was a staunch advocate of the powers inherent in sexual activity, believing it facilitated his abilities to “doctor,” as he referred to his healing sessions.

        When RT talked about sex, he observed, “In the Indian way, sex is a part of Nature and is considered a natural function for people and must be treated with respect. It was not pornography or evil. People were healthy and had healthy minds. That’s why we didn’t have a lot of so-called sexual problems that a lot of modern people are having.” As for women’s liberation, RT observed, “Women’s liberation was already a fact among Native Americans before Columbus or any other illegal immigrant had become a fact of life and the law of the land.” As for love, “True love extends to Mother Earth, Father Sun, Grandmother Moon, stars in the sky that guide our way and give us messages, all animal life, all plant life, and people of different tribes, nationalities, and races.”

      

      
        Sidian’s Comments

        Weather prediction isn’t exactly an enigma with modern technology, given the tons of scientific data at our disposal. However, RT’s foresight in Alberto Villoldo’s story, like so many other stories I’ve heard, is uncanny. The timing and the symbolic meaning were integrated very tightly and coincide not only with RT’s own words but also with Native American lore in general. Even the degree of intensity of each rain shower proved appropriate to the circumstance.

        If one simply accepts the story at face value it only seems to raise more questions, and this can be frustrating. How does one align with such subtle energies, thereby gaining what might be called a clairvoyance of Nature? Have we, as humans, torn ourselves from these connections by constructing and inhabiting antiseptic suburbs and cemented cities? Or are all these events the clever deceptions of a trickster?

        For example, before a healing session, a Yuippie medicine man will ask tribal members to bind him very tightly and cover him with a blanket. If he emerges from the blanket, it is a sign that the healing will be successful. If people were to see this feat performed in Las Vegas, they might applaud the expertise of an escape artist. But if many of the same people were to see it performed at a Native American ceremony, they could conclude it was an example of shamanic power. But of course, in this example, the medicine man has control over many variables, such as setting, helpers, items, and so on. In Alberto’s story, Rolling Thunder seems to have had little control over any of these things.

        These dilemmas seem to permeate every tale I’ve been told by the countless people who have talked to me about my grandfather. Their validity cannot be known empirically, but the stories can be deeply considered as something worthy of investigation and personal reflection. This is one thing I learned while interviewing people for this book. Even when those men and women I interviewed were present at the same time and place, there were differences in their accounts. Usually the variations provided a fuller account of the event than was present in a single description.

        Now let’s take a look at a different account of the 1974 “long trip” to Carlin, Nevada, this time through the eyes of Michael Bova, an art therapist and “psychic healer” who accompanied Alberto Villoldo and his group. Michael’s account complements what Alberto already described as “a long journey.”

        
          In 1974, I was one of five men and women who traveled in a cramped Volkswagen through the Nevada desert to visit Rolling Thunder. When we arrived I remember seeing a sign with the approximate wording, “No Drugs, No Alcohol Allowed on Land” (please see plate 6 of the color insert). Rolling Thunder had not returned from work, but we met RT’s wife Spotted Fawn and were invited to wait in the backyard area, where we joined several others who were cutting and drying apples. We joined them in slicing apples, and these slices were placed to dry on the house’s hot tin roof. The two young men whom we helped were brothers who introduced themselves as Wild Cat and David Leaping Horse.
        

        
          Wild Cat, a large man with long hair, said he was a “spiritual warrior” who was apprenticing under Rolling Thunder. He told us that he was learning how to harness lightning and talked a bit about how this ability could be put to practical use. I recall many of his thoughts were about using lightning in terms of civil protests against the Bureau of Indian Affairs. When I introduced myself Wild Cat showed great respect and deference to my work in psychic healing. I clearly remember the part of the ride where there was lightning and heavy rain. I remember the wipers pushing the rain off the windshield as well as the wide horizon with lightning coming down in the distance all around us. The weather is a vivid memory as well as my wondering if Wild Cat’s harnessing lightning was at play. This vivid memory bolstered my feeling of discomfort, along with awe, that this “cultural belief” was a reality and I had found myself to be a part of it.
        

        
          David seemed to be the quieter brother. I recall that he and Wild Cat were always seen together. Both were deeply involved in the ceremonies and activities that took place during the several days of our stay. These included Rolling Thunder’s “fireside chat” in his living room, his sunrise ceremonies, his preparation for the sweat lodge and healing ceremonies, and the evening dance.
        

        
          When Rolling Thunder was ready, all of us visitors were invited into his living room along with Rolling Thunder’s family, friends, and spiritual warriors, including Wild Cat and David. RT spent quite awhile talking about many topics relating to the experience of Native Americans, Native American medicine, and his own experiences as a medicine man. In that day’s mail a letter had arrived from a young man who had been psychiatrically hospitalized but was now on the mend. He thanked RT for his healing intervention at the hospital. RT told us that the doctors at the hospital told him that this teenager was hopelessly unresponsive to treatment, and it was only after RT physically wrestled the evil spirit out of him as part of his “doctoring” that he began to do better. Spotted Fawn added that RT’s intervention in local hospitals was acceptable for many doctors in that part of Nevada.
        

        
          When RT was talking, at times he seemed to meander among different topics that seemed only loosely connected. But during this time of meandering, when he looked at me RT seemed to look right through me, and his words seemed to directly respond to my unasked questions. I remember telling this to Gary Sandman, another visitor, and he agreed. Sandman told me that he also experienced RT and his conversations in this way. Even though the topic might seem unrelated to what had gone before, it made sense to the person on whom RT fixated his gaze during that part of the conversation.
        

        
          That night Spotted Fawn; Carie Harris, Stanley Krippner’s stepdaughter; and Christine Armstrong, another member of our entourage, prepared a sumptuous meal of lasagna, a very appropriate dish for an Italian American visitor to a Native American home. At the end of the meal I was excited to hear Rolling Thunder’s plan for the following night. He had planned to take us dancing, which I assumed would be outdoors. Soon after this announcement on the back steps of his home there was a slight drizzle, and I told RT that I assumed the dance would have to be canceled if there was rain. He said that rain was typical before an Indian dance to settle the dust. But he also remarked that there would be no rain for our dance. Instead, it would rain harder when we were finished to wash away our tracks so the locals will not think there had been a bunch of Indians and hippies dancing in the desert. I thought that was a quaint notion, but all the same I decided to bring my hat along. I had been given a bunk in a trailer in RT’s backyard and fell asleep immediately.
        

        
          We arose early for the sunrise ceremony that Rolling Thunder held each morning with the accompaniment of Wild Cat and David. Rolling Thunder and his words met the morning’s stillness and the desert’s beauty with Five Brothers Tobacco in his cupped hands as he acknowledged the Great Spirit and the Four Directions—North, South, East, West—as well as Father Sun, Mother Earth, Grandmother Moon, and All Our Relations, in other words, all other forms of life. It was one of the most moving ceremonies I had ever been a part of, and it set the tone for the entire day.
        

        
          After breakfast Rolling Thunder shared many of his thoughts and opinions about Euro-Americans’ treatment of the Earth. Regarding pollution, RT remarked that one of the worst hazards not realized by many is electronic pollution. The waves given out by radios, television sets, microwave ovens, and other electrical appliances were polluting the air. RT said that the atmosphere is being swamped by these electronic emissions, but few people are paying attention to the effect they are having on us. This pollution interferes with the workings of the mind as well as the body. There are some “power places” in the Sierra Nevada that are far away from radio waves, and those are very special places. Medicine people often go there to rest and restore their energy because there are no distractions, especially electronic ones. They also take people they are “doctoring” there because they can heal faster in this environment.
        

        
          Spotted Fawn served refreshments, and we took them outside, where we sat down in the shade to discuss the many pressures, tensions, and craziness of life in America’s big cities. RT attributed part of these problems to electronic pollution, with city noise coming in a close second.
        

        
          Suddenly I noticed a spider sitting next to me. I was about to whack it when Spotted Fawn stopped me and gently scooped it up and put it outside, saying that it could be the spirit of an ancestor. I could not tell if she was joking, or if I was meant to take her seriously. After I got to know her better, I suspected that she had been joking.
        

        
          Rolling Thunder spent most of the day with fellow activists from nearby tribes, and the rest of us enjoyed talking with each other and swapping stories with the spiritual warriors who were on hand to help with chores and yard work. As the sun set I felt a few raindrops and remembered that I had planned to bring my hat along to the dance.
        

        
          When we arrived at the location chosen for the dance a huge fire had already been built by David and Wild Cat, who were there to greet us. I later learned that lighting a fire is used to begin a cycle; when the cycle is ended and the people are about to disperse, the fire is put out.
        

        
          The rain had suddenly stopped, and the next few hours were spent dancing Native dance-steps to David and Wild Cat’s drumming, which we accomplished with some quick dance-step lessons. We laughed, danced, and had a great time for several hours, and when we finished the last dance we all whooped and fell to the ground in delightful exhaustion. As soon as our butts hit the ground the rain came down. It was immediate, and we quickly readied ourselves up to get back to the cars. I was amazed that the weather changed just as Rolling Thunder had forecast, and I found this both beautiful and disconcerting. A part of me could not make peace with this new reality that I had entered the previous day.
        

        
          I was also dealing with a very different problem. I did not want to offend Rolling Thunder, but during one of his talks RT stated that it was disrespectful for one healer to conduct healings on another healer or medicine person’s land without permission. During the dance I felt deeply in harmony with the experience and found myself moving into the meditative healing state I had learned from Lawrence LeShan, a New York psychologist and parapsychologist, in my seminars with him. I tried very hard to repress this state but was not able to do so completely. As we readied to leave the dance area and go back to our cars I asked Rolling Thunder for some guidance about what I was going through. Rolling Thunder asked me what spirits I call on during healing, and I told him that I did not call on spirits but went into a state of union with another person that was based on love. Rolling Thunder said, “Well, there’s nothing wrong with loving someone.” So, that was that. It was okay.
        

        
          This encounter should have helped me to feel better, but once again I felt confused. This special, loving, meditative state that I had dutifully practiced for years was a special state that mystics and saints drew from. I sensed that it was just a warm and fuzzy feeling to Rolling Thunder. At least that’s how I saw it at the time. Yet this remarkable man seemed to move in synchrony with atmospheric conditions as we danced. This was something that I never even imagined that I would experience.
        

        
          That night I went to my sleeping quarters in a trailer that seemed to be kept for guests and for storage. As I walked in, right by the door was a huge plant of some kind that had been pulled from the ground and had been placed there, possibly to dry or for future use. I remembered the books I had read that emphasized Native Americans’ awareness of a plant’s spirit and its power. That awareness gave respect to these plants, and I felt this plant had been taken from the Earth, possibly by Rolling Thunder or his family members. So my respect for the plant would be enacted by greeting it and not stepping on it as I went toward the bed. I did this little ritual and, again, went immediately to sleep.
        

        
          A knock on the door awakened me. Another visitor who had no place to sleep asked to share my bed. I told her that it was fine, but before I could warn her about the plants she walked right into the trailer, stomping all over them. My warnings were too late, and before long she was in bed. We lay there for a while talking about the amazing day that we experienced. It was a warm night with only a small open window to mitigate the heat. Suddenly, a small, compact breeze began blowing through the trailer, seeming to ricochet within it. The wind traveled through the trailer faster and faster, which startled us both. I remembered reading a book by Carlos Castaneda in which he became vulnerable to wind currents by cutting down too many plants. I remembered that Castaneda had used balled-up clothing to cover his abdomen, and we mimicked this protection with pillows protecting our bellies until this breeze seemed to leave.
        

        Stan Krippner and Corinne Calvet arrived the following day. Corinne was a friend of Stan’s who had hoped that her young son Robin would receive a healing from RT. When Robin refused, Corinne used the airplane ticket herself, planning to ask RT if he could bring relief to an abdominal pain that had resisted the ministrations and medications of a half-dozen Hollywood physicians. Corinne, born in Paris, was an accomplished actress who had appeared on the French stage before being brought to Hollywood to costar in a 1949 film, Rope of Sand, with Burt Lancaster. Her later costars included Danny Kaye, Joseph Cotten, James Cagney, Alan Ladd, and James Stewart. Later I discovered that Spotted Fawn had seen one of Corinne’s films on television the night before her surprise arrival and interpreted this coincidence as a “sign” that RT should agree to her request for a healing. Stan had met Corinne in New York City, where she played an active role in the Arica Foundation, which promulgated the teachings of Oscar Ichazo, a South American spiritual teacher.

        
          Stan and I spent some time catching up on our activities since our last meeting, and I enjoyed meeting the charming Corrine Calvet. When I was introduced to Rolling Thunder, I was struck by his charisma as well as his great personal power. I brought tobacco to him, as was the custom, and a necklace made of coconut and sea urchins. He liked the necklace and wore it in a frequently reproduced photograph taken that weekend, flanked by two beautiful women, Corrine Calvet and Carie Harris. I had bought the necklace in Manhattan’s Union Square; a friend thought that RT would like it because the urchins were from the sea and there was no sea in Nevada.
        

        
          Rolling Thunder had told us that he usually waits three days before making a decision whether to “doctor” someone who requests help. But Spotted Fawn encouraged him to make an exception in the case of Corrine, based, in part, on the film she had watched while the rest of us were dancing. As a result, RT announced that he would “doctor” Corrine after dinner. RT did not spell out this plan for the evening, but it unfolded later. The men would participate in a sweat lodge purification ceremony, followed by the women. All of us would then do a snake dance around Rolling Thunder and Corrine as he performed the healing ceremony. The plan changed, however; at the end of another delicious dinner it was apparent that there would not be enough time for the women to enter the sweat lodge. But RT pointed out that this was not absolutely necessary because almost all of the women there had purified themselves once a month during menstruation.
        

        
          There were two small domes, or wickiups, in the backyard area. One was the home of one of RT’s children, Buffalo Horse, and the other was the sweat lodge. All the men were instructed to remove their clothing, after which we stood around the fire receiving instructions from Wild Cat. We were to enter the wickiup in a line and sit inside facing the center in a circle. Wild Cat told us that if the steam-filled wickiup gets too hot there are several methods to bear the heat. First, you could cup your hands over your nose, mouth, and chest, keeping your head down to breathe air that is close to your body. Second, you could bend forward and breathe the air closer to the ground. It was important to remain in the ceremony, but if the heat was completely unbearable for someone, this should be announced, and the whole group would leave in formation and the heat-struck person would drop out of the line. Then the group would reenter the wickiup and continue with the purification ceremony.
        

        
          Following these instructions, Wild Cat placed purple sage on the rocks. He kept the door flap slightly open so that spirits, both malevolent and benevolent, could leave through the door. He told us that if the door was closed too tightly it would explode open as the spirits left. David used a pitchfork to transfer hot stones from the outside fire to a recess in the middle of the wickiup. Rolling Thunder espoused the spiritual potency of circular forms and movements in Nature, and we were blending in with these natural forms.
        

        
          This evocation of our “circle consciousness” was certainly fortified by the physical reality of our sitting in a circle within a dome. When Rolling Thunder finished his reflections on the spiritual nature of the circle, Wild Cat dipped a ladle into a bucket of water in front of him and said, “Pray for your selves, brothers.” This was followed by other prayers, after which he poured water onto the heated rocks several times and steam filled the wickiup. The steam immediately overtook me, sharply stinging my lungs and sinuses. I used the techniques that I was taught to fight the heat, but they did not work, and so I simply gave in to the heat. I accepted and honored the steam, and then it became tolerable. Wild Cat was drumming, but at first I suspected that I was hearing drumming in my head. Then Wild Cat instructed us to wipe the sweat from our bodies and to see this action as wiping away our impurities—emotional, spiritual, and physical. This was a difficult maneuver to undertake, but I accomplished it by focusing on my breathing, coping with the steam. I saw the light from the fire outside filtering into the wickiup from the openings of the uneven patch of hide that served as the wickiup’s door. This link with the outside world helped me to endure the heat.
        

        
          I could see Rolling Thunder in silhouette seated across from me. As the drumming went on and as we cleansed ourselves with the steam, Rolling Thunder’s body seemed to change shape, as if it was decomposing, like sand or mud losing its sculpted shape as water washes over it. The silhouette of his human figure transformed itself into a lump of clay, mud, or sand. And then, after a short time, the form shifted again to his recognizable shape.
        

        
          I refocused on breathing the steam and could feel its actual journey into my sinuses, lungs, and body. I told myself, “Breathe in, breathe out, breathe in, and breathe out.” At another point I began feeling a certain oddity of the shape of the ground. I was seated on a curve, and this sensation dominated and puzzled me until I had a body awareness of the curve as the curve of the Earth. I actually felt myself sitting on the curve of the Earth. At this moment I was at one with the Earth, the very ground that Rolling Thunder had shifted into minutes earlier. Lawrence LeShan, with whom I had studied psychic healing, referred to this as entering into a “transpsychic reality,” being at one with it all.
        

        
          Wild Cat told us we were going to take a short break. We left the sweat lodge, cooled down with water from a hose, and returned to the wickiup, except for one member of our group, a novice spiritual warrior who was unable to sustain the heat. When RT decreed that the purification ceremony had come to an end, we dressed and regrouped by the fire, where Rolling Thunder was preparing to “doctor” Corrine. She was sitting on a chair in front of the fire, approximately twenty feet away from the sweat lodge, and Rolling Thunder stood behind her.
        

        
          RT initiated the healing ceremony by placing raw meat under Corinne’s feet. He instructed her to keep her feet on the meat until she was ready to leave the area. She would know when to leave and go inside the house, when she felt that the evil spirits who were responsible for her pain had left her. Wild Cat and David began drumming; the women joined the men, and we all danced the snake dance around RT, Corinne, and the fire—the very dance that we had learned the previous night.
        

        
          Rolling Thunder held an eagle’s feather toward the sky then lowered it over Corrine’s head. I later discovered that the eagle was one of RT’s “allies” and that the feather was one of his “power objects.” As the feather approached her head she cringed and shrunk away from it. This happened several times, and RT interpreted this to mean that the malicious spirits knew that they were losing control over Corinne’s body. Then RT started growling. He sucked a spot on Corinne’s neck where she had winced visibly as the eagle feather approached it. RT spit out what looked like a black fluid. He did this several times, expectorating it into a pail. RT had given me permission to enter my own healing state, and I did what I could to facilitate the process. I was later told that this was a great honor because of the prohibition of attempting healing on another healer’s land.
        

        
          After a while, Corinne left the group and went inside the house. Stan accompanied her and returned to the group, telling us that her abdominal pain had disappeared. It never returned during the remaining years of her life. Corinne left the Earth in 2001 but never again experienced the pain that had troubled her for so many years. Corinne had two sons; the younger son, Michael, went on to live a happy and productive life. Her older son, Robin, took his own life. Stan and I always speculated what might have happened had he not rejected the offer to visit RT and engage in a healing ceremony.
        

        
          I was invited to remain at Rolling Thunder’s home for a longer visit than the few days that I had planned to stay. I left with my original group simply because I just could not adjust to the reality shift. As profoundly beautifully as the universe worked in RT’s reality, it was not the universe that I was used to. I was comfortable with a type of spirituality and healing that worked gently and safely. I was content to engage in Lawrence LeShan’s healing procedures, to meditate, and even to participate in the dream studies that Stan had been conducting at his laboratory in the Maimonides Medical Center in Brooklyn, where we first met. Coordinating a dance with a downpour of rain, seeing a medicine man’s body change form before my eyes, and hearing about evil spirits leaving a sick person’s body were outside of my repertoire of experiences. However, I wrote Rolling Thunder when I got back to Brooklyn. I thanked him for his graciousness and told him that I was lost and confused when I was with him but that at the same time my being was filled with peace and love.
        

        In retrospect, I was amazed and literally stunned by my experiences with Rolling Thunder. My time with RT and his Carlin community brought me a deep feeling of peace. But there was a paradox. I also made a profound Earth connection that was a simultaneous overload—way more than I could take. Carlos Castaneda wrote a book titled A Separate Reality. This had been a separate reality in spades.

        Finally, let us allow RT to speak for himself (at least insofar as Alberto was able to remember his remarks). When Alberto asked RT about sickness, he recalled that the medicine man responded:

        
          Everything has a cause, and at the same time it is going to be the cause of something else. The medicine man knows this and takes it into account when he is deciding whether to “doctor” someone. Everything has its costs, and illness can sometimes be the necessary price that the person pays for something. This is why a medicine man can take up to three days to decide if he is going to “doctor” someone or not. If we take away an illness or a pain when we are not supposed to, the price the person pays in the future might be even greater. The sick person’s spirit knows this even if, on the surface, the person is not aware of it.
        

        
          I am interested in helping to alleviate pain by using herbs and the waters and all the natural things around us. Every physical object in Nature has a spiritual side; therefore, these objects can be spiritual helpers to the medicine man. The medicine man must know the laws of Nature and understand the spiritual side of things, then these objects can be helpers. This is why my medicine cannot be duplicated. One fellow I “doctored” had my herbal mixture analyzed and determined what plants were in the mixture. He thought that he had discovered one of the secrets of my medicine and put together a similar mixture. Well, that mixture did not work. He had duplicated the physical part of the mixture but did not know how to handle the spiritual portion.
        

        
          When I find a plant I have never seen before I can hold it in my hand and tell what its uses are. It will communicate with me. It will sing its songs and reveal its secrets. In the winter, when there are three feet of snow on the ground and I need a certain green plant, with green leaves on it, I will find that plant even if I have never been in that place before. But a medicine man cannot do this for show. These things can only be done when they are needed.
        

        Anne Habberton, who went on to become an advisor to international philanthropy groups, visited RT at about the same time. She wrote us a letter containing her impressions.

        I was very fortunate to get to know Rolling Thunder, his wife Spotted Fawn, and their family at their home and elsewhere in the vicinity of Carlin, Nevada, for a summer and fall in the early 1970s when I was a young adult. Throughout this time I was impressed by RT’s diligence and hard-working life as a healer, father, husband, brakeman on the railroad, and a medicine man. As a medicine man, he carried the burden of the larger society in regard to its relationship and responsibilities to our Earth and all her creatures and peoples. Rolling Thunder was patient, gentle, strategic, respectful, humorous, enigmatic, powerful, quiet, and serious. As a medicine man he was also a teacher and an advocate for Native American rights, a wise man who expanded my understanding of the term healer.

        
          RT was incessant in his pursuit of healing, whether for individuals who came to him for help, or for the Western Shoshone Nation, or for all of us on the planet Earth herself. He spoke of troubled times ahead for the planet, yet he was optimistic and positive on a day-to-day basis.
        

        
          I met RT with my two friends, one an author and the other a graduate student, both of whom came to RT to offer various types of support and assistance. With his agreement, they also observed and learned much that was included in their later written works. We spent time with RT and his family, both in their home and then for part of the summer RT sent us out to the nearby abandoned outpost of Palisades, on the Humboldt River, to help establish and maintain a safe place for RT’s healing ceremonies. We created a camp for ourselves to live and work in, using old abandoned buildings for various work projects, writing, pottery, and the like. We made crude furniture from wood scraps. We cooked food, and I tried firing pottery in a Dutch oven and wood fire. We stored our food in coolers in shaded caves that had been used a century before by Chinese Railroad workers. RT worked as a brakeman on the Southern Pacific railroad, and when his trains came barreling thunderously through Palisades he would heave huge chunks of ice off the train and we would put it in our coolers. We held this special, beautiful place to be sacred, because RT often used it for his healing ceremonies.
        

        
          At one healing ceremony RT asked those of us who were present to reflect on what we wanted to do with our lives. He asked what meaning would we give to our lives. To my great surprise out of my mouth came the answer, “I want to work with young people in New York City and help improve their lives.” As it turned out, I became engaged in that exact kind of work for more than fifteen years.
        

        
          Another vivid memory of RT was when we trooped out to help him clean up a sacred hot spring. We did this at night under the stars so as not to give away its location to those who might wish RT or the hot spring harm.
        

        
          A humorous revelation took place one time at RT’s home, the living room of which was dominated by an imposing stuffed eagle. We found out that he was using an over-the-counter medicine, Dristan, for a cold he had. We thought this was very funny, considering that he was a traditional medicine man. Yet he was never dogmatic and often was quite practical. I recall a room he had filled with herbs for making medicine and that he kindly made me a terrible-tasting dark medicinal drink for a health problem I was experiencing. The medicine had a horrible taste, but it worked.
        

        
          I recall a quiet moment with RT when he was sitting out on a hill in the sagebrush discussing the value of an insect’s life. He pointed to the large dung beetles busy at work in the soil and told us that they had the right to be left alone. At another time he observed with sadness how humans often step on ants and obliterate their lives without reason or thought about their actions. For RT, beetles and ants are our relatives, deserving our respect and consideration.
        

        
          At summer’s end, when it became too cold to stay at the camp, we rented rooms in Carlin from a retired nurse who burned coffee grounds on her electric stovetop because she loved the aroma of coffee—but as a Mormon was forbidden to drink it. When the other women who normally cooked were unable to do so for several days each month, when they were menstruating, I was called upon to help cook for RT and the many visitors who frequented his home. Although I was a vegetarian, I didn’t mind helping cook huge amounts of fried chicken or calamari or whatever was on the menu. Although RT expressed respect for my “vegetable sandwiches,” he made it clear he required meat in his diet to give him energy for his work. Once again, he was not dogmatic and respected my own food preferences.
        

      

      
        Sidian’s Comments

        I recalled these accounts about my grandfather in 2009 when I attended a ceremony in the Brazilian rain forest where ayahuasca, a tea concocted by South American Indians centuries ago, was used as a sacrament. I had a series of colorful visions that taught me lessons that I am still trying to incorporate into my life. And I remembered what the anthropologist Jeremy Narby had written in 2001 in his remarkable book Shamans through Time: “Here are people without electron microscopes who choose, among 80,000 Amazonian plant species, the leaves of a bush containing a brain hormone, which they combine with a vine containing substances that inactivate an enzyme of the digestive tract, which would otherwise block the effect. And they do this to modify their consciousness. It is as if they knew about the molecular properties of plants and the art of combining them, and when one asks them how they knew these things, they say their knowledge comes directly from the plants.” Rolling Thunder said much the same thing, even though both comments make little sense to twenty-first-century pharmacologists and botanists.
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