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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

  THE SHAMAN’S QUEST

  ‘The Shaman’s Quest speaks to me of dreams, longings and the call of ancient wisdoms, for the re-enchantment of the world and healing of the bewildered human heart.’

  Ann Faraday, author of Dream Power and The Dream Game

  ‘Every person has a place within the wellspring of their being that is sacred and holy. The Shaman’s Quest ignites a potent awakening of these inner, ancient and mystical spaces… and life is much the richer for it.’

  Denise Linn, author of Sacred Space

  ‘This beautifully written and informative book opens the door to the world of the shaman. Reading it, we learn that our lives cannot but be enriched by knowing this path.’

  Joan Halifax Roshi, author of Shamanic Voices and Shaman: The Wounded Healer

  ‘A unique and empathetic work of spiritual fiction’

  Michael Harner, author of The Way of the Shaman

  ‘With this quartet of mythic stories, Nevill Drury has turned the shaman’s journey into a cautionary tale about the protection of the environment, and given it a millennial twist. It is the perfect spiritual companion to The Sacred Balance by the renowned environmentalist David Suzuki.’

  Rachael Kohn, ABC Radio National, Sydney
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  And the Great Spirit sent forth a sacred song

  which could be heard in all corners of the world,

  and shamans were summoned forth –

  from North, South, East and West

  And then these shamans journeyed to the

  centre of the world, so they could serve as

  witnesses to the healing of the earth.




  North

  As dawn washed pink-grey shadows across the icy foreshore, Enoyuk looked out from the entrance of his snowhouse. On his lined and rugged face he felt a mild breeze sweeping in across the bay, from the direction of the headland known as Three Ravens. Here and there the wafting breeze lifted little flurries of snow, brushing across the rocky outcrops where Enoyuk and his people had built their winter camp.

  It was certainly a better day today, and winter would soon be at an end. For a short time at least there would be a reprieve from the buffeting gales that had swept forcefully across the bay night after night, lashing the fishing boats and howling around the entrances to the snowhouses. In this season now passing, hunting near the edge of the ice floes had been hazardous indeed, the fierce winter swell pounding the jagged shores with large waves and treacherous currents. Only the very strongest and most skilful hunters could venture forth in seas like this.

  For those hunting along the icy shoreline itself there were problems of a different kind. Seemingly firm, snow-covered formations could subside treacherously underfoot at any time. Fierce snowstorms could rise up without warning, and blind the hunter in his tracks – making each and every step increasingly perilous. Even in favourable conditions, when one could see a clear path ahead, great reserves of patience and calm were called for. At those special moments when the hunter could hear the huffing of a seal catching its breath beneath an ice hole, he would still have to maintain the strictest sense of silence – and then throw his harpoon suddenly, and with all his might, into the dark hole in the ice. If he was lucky he would strike his prey, and could then call upon his fellow hunters to help haul the heavy, slippery carcass onto the ice.

  This year, the catches had been fewer, and the seals themselves much smaller than in seasons past. Enoyuk remembered times of great hunting when giant square-flipper seals were harpooned from kayaks and brought ashore, and a prized moment when he and his brothers had forced a whale into a shallow inlet, causing it to beach on the rocks. For many weeks afterwards the families had feasted on whale meat, and on the fat beneath its hide – always considered a great delicacy. And in this time of abundance there had also been ample supplies of seal-fat for heating their snowhouses, cooking their meat and drying their dank clothes.

  Now, though, times had changed. It seemed that Nuliajuk, Mistress of the Sea Animals, was no longer favorably disposed towards Enoyuk’s camp. Perhaps some members of the group had done forbidden things in secret – for when one transgressed the sacred teachings, the curses unleashed by violating these laws would then float down beneath the waves and darken Nuliajuk’s skin with a grimy coating that was hard for her to remove. Perhaps Tyara or Udluriak had cooked caribou meat over ice instead of on dry land, as was the custom amongst his people? He wondered, too, whether Kadlajuk had harpooned a seal without seeking permission to take its flesh for food? Or whether Moraq had caused offence to the animal-spirits by calling his prey by their secret, personal names instead of by their familiar hunting titles?

  Certainly, if forbidden deeds like this had taken place, Nuliajuk would be greatly angered and her rage would bring much harm upon the camp. For it was well-known that she had a special pool at the bottom of the ocean where she kept her seals and whales and walruses, and when sacred laws were broken she would keep back her sea animals and not release them for the hunt. At those times it would fall to Enoyuk himself to appease her, for he alone was the shaman-healer of his camp. He alone could make the spirit-journey beneath the waves, travelling fearlessly to Nuliajuk’s stone fortress at the bottom of the ocean, in order to make amends for the misdeeds of his people. He alone could take Nuliajuk’s comb in his hands and gently untangle her matted hair, while scraping the grime of wrongdoings from her body. He alone knew special spirit-songs of the deep which he could sing to her, urging her to forgive the transgressions which had taken place. He alone could urge her to command the creatures of her domain to once again go forth into the sea, yielding their flesh as food and spirit-sustenance for the group.

  Enoyuk reflected on the tales that he had learned about the great Goddess of the Sea when he was still only a child. His grandmother Kinalik, who always enchanted him with her stories of the spirits and the ancient ways, had told him around the campfire at night how Nuliajuk was once a beautiful young woman, with many admirers who sought her hand in marriage. Not finding any of them to her liking, she went far away from her camp and lived for a time by herself. After this period of seclusion she took a bird husband – a petrel or ‘bird of the storm’ – who promised her a life of leisure and luxury and took her away to live on an island. However the bird-husband’s promises of a pleasurable lifestyle soon proved empty and misleading and Nuliajuk became saddened and distraught by this cruel twist of fate. She now called for her father to rescue her, and in response he came swiftly to the island and killed the bird-husband who had trapped and misled her there. But as the father and daughter sought to escape from the island in their small boat, friends of the dead petrel summoned a fierce storm which threatened to capsize them both amidst mountainous seas.

  Thinking now only of his own safety, and keen to lighten his load, Nuliajuk’s father threw his daughter overboard and in desperation she was forced to cling tightly to the side of the boat. And yet his selfishness and cruelty knew no bounds for he now began to chop her fingers off one by one with his hunting knife, till at last she could hold on no longer and fell down into the depths of the ocean.

  Mysteriously, she did not drown. Nuliajuk’s severed fingers transformed into whales and seals and walruses, and Nuliajuk herself became the Great Goddess of the Sea, with mastery over all its creatures. As a Great Goddess she would retain her beauty forever but as a consequence of her father’s cruelty she now had no fingers to hold a comb or braid her matted hair. Nevertheless, the sea animals had helped her build a stone fortress at the bottom of the sea, protected by large boulders and a fierce seadog guardian. As Enoyuk’s grandmother explained, according to the wisdom teachings only the most powerful shaman within each hunting community was allowed to visit Nuliajuk’s domain, and only when enticed by sacred songs would she consent to have the shaman comb her hair.

  Enoyuk remembered, too, how he himself had become a shaman those long years past. In those early days, when he was still little more than a youth, he had had a vivid dream, and in this dream he was visited by the spirit of a polar bear – the Great White One – who seemed to shine in the dark and who told him he would one day become a great hunter and magician. Enoyuk told this dream to his father, and his father then took him to meet the wise and esteemed Alareak, who at that time was considered one of the greatest shamans among the northern peoples.

  Alareak had built his snowhouse on a rocky crag at the edge of the camp – on an outcrop known as Eagle’s Claw. Alareak lived only with his three aging husky dogs – survivors of the dog-team which had pulled his snow-sledge when he was more actively engaged with everyday hunting. His wife had long since departed for the spirit world and he had no children of his own to whom he could pass his sacred knowledge. Many in the community found his manner distant and aloof – but everyone honoured and respected him.

  For a while Alareak did not respond to the presence of the young man who now stood before him, and he appeared to engage in silence only with his own thoughts. But he then bade Enoyuk to enter his snowhouse and take his place upon the caribou skins strewn across the floor. Looking deeply into the recesses of his soul, he now told Enoyuk that the Great White One was a wise and powerful teacher and a great spirit-helper, and that it was indeed a good omen that he had come to visit in the dream. He also explained that to become a shaman was a great calling, and one that required considerable strength, patience and discipline – qualities that could only be earned through personal experience.

  Alareak now engaged in an earnest discussion with Enoyuk’s father, finally agreeing that he would tutor his son as a trainee shaman. He then accepted the gift of a tent pole embellished with the wing of a seagull – a sign to the master shaman that the young apprentice wished to learn how to fly in the spirit world.

  Alareak now instructed Enoyuk to sit in silence on a snow sledge, far away from the community. For five days Enoyuk sat there on the sledge in the very depths of winter, desolate and very much alone, feeling that he had been abandoned and thinking that perhaps this was all a terrible mistake. At night strange and eerie animal-calls would fill the air and strong, icy winds would buffet him from all sides. And although he was clothed in a heavy fur-lined jacket and was wearing leather mittens and sealskin boots, an aching coldness still found its way into every limb of his body.

  Finally Alareak came to see how he was coping and told him that he could now come to stay inside a small snowhouse which had been especially built for his initiation. Here he would have to sit silently on a small raised platform, again without food or drink, and cast his mind only upon the all-embracing power of the Great Spirit, and upon the task of summoning tunraqs, or magical allies. Alareak explained to Enoyuk that these helper spirits would appear to him in his visions at a time of their choosing – and only if he was considered worthy...

  For five days Enoyuk sat in the freezing snowhouse, contemplating the Great Spirit, summoning all the reserves of patience and endurance he could muster, and calling from within his soul for helper allies – as he had been instructed. While he felt more protected within the snowhouse than on the snow-sledge, he still felt miserable in his isolation and now was cramped and confined in a way he hadn’t experienced before. On the sixth day Alareak appeared again, and this time offered a small drink of lukewarm water. Seven days later he came once more, this time with another drink of water and a small piece of meat. These would have to sustain Enoyuk on his vision-quest for a further ten days...

  As days and nights flowed into each other in a pattern of desolate and unending repetition, Enoyuk felt his personal resolve sinking – and he began to descend into an intense abyss of alienation and despair. He seemed utterly forsaken, utterly without any sense of companionship or purpose. But then, quite suddenly, a dramatic change occurred. Without any expectation, and in a complete reversal of all that had gone before, he now discovered that he was no longer aware of the passage of time. He seemed at last to disengage from the pain of his ordeal, moving beyond icy fatigue and isolation into a realm sustained by an increasing sense of inner warmth. He now felt as if an altogether different world was nourishing and supporting him – a world of spirit, peace and calm far removed from the agonising cycle of blisteringly cold days and storm-swept nights. And now the spirit-beings began to show themselves before him too – in darting flashes and quick movements to begin with, but then within waves of radiant, luminescent colours that were awesome to behold.

  At first Enoyuk felt that perhaps he had journeyed right into the very heart of the Northern Lights whose beautiful glow illumined the heavens, providing – as his grandmother had often reminded him – a torch-lit pathway for the spirits of the dead. Now and then in the haze of moving colours he seemed to snatch a glimpse of the Old Ones – those of his ancestors who had passed into death many years before, but whose wisdom and insight still guided the ways of the living. Then, from amidst the vivid colours he saw a small white bird – a fluffy ptarmigan – which now presented itself before him, catching his attention with its dark, intense eyes. Opening its wings to reveal a small hunting knife it spoke to him in words which seemed to come from within its very being: ‘Take this knife and plunge it into my breast with a single strike. Eat of my flesh. Be nourished by my spirit. Take my strength as an offering, for your first guardian upon the shaman’s path will soon come before you. On this encounter you will need to be strong.’

  Enoyuk at first resisted, for he loved these gentle snow-birds and wished them no harm. But realising that he had to follow these instructions he reached for the small knife and plunged it with a single action into the heart of the little bird. Peeling away its delicate white feathers he exposed its dark red flesh with the knife and began to take nourishment from its body, as he had been told.

  Now he became aware of a much larger creature approaching, and all at once he felt the awesome presence of the Great White One close at hand. Never in all his hunting days, and not since his vivid dream, had Enoyuk come so close to a polar bear. Instantly, and without warning, he could see every bristle of its dense white fur, every tiny pore on its glistening nose, every hint of light in its dark brown eyes, every pointed tip of its sharp teeth. Frozen with fear, Enoyuk was sure that this was his last moment as a living being. But now, in a movement that took him completely by surprise, the Great White One placed its wet nose hard against Enoyuk’s face and he could feel the warmth of its dank breath across his cheeks and in his nostrils. Then, just as he was recovering from the sheer shock of this encounter, suddenly it was Alareak’s face that now confronted him – for in a sudden and magical transformation the head of the polar bear melted away, dissolving in an arc of soft light. Now it was Alareak who stood before him... with a broad grin on his bronze-tanned face!

  For a while neither spoke. Time itself seemed suspended in that magical encounter. But then Alareak said simply: ‘You did well. You understood the lesson. You faced the Great White One and you shared breath together. And you restrained your fear.’ The two men then sat down beside each other without speaking. Shadows flickered across the wall of the snowhouse before Alareak finally broke the silence: ‘Wait here for me. I have to go away for a short time. We will continue tomorrow evening at Eagle’s Claw, and I will drum for you.’

  In Alareak’s larger and more welcoming snowhouse, Enoyuk felt much more at ease. For this, after all, was the home of the great shaman, a place where the helper-spirits would also come when summoned. Alareak kept his special shaman-drum wrapped in a heavy woollen blanket and handled it reverently as he showed it for the first time to his young companion. ‘This drum will help you journey further than all the snow sledges and husky-dogs in the camp,’ he said quietly. ‘This drum will take you far upon your spirit-quest.’

  As Enoyuk looked down at the rim of the drum he could see different creatures painted along its edge. ‘Those are my spirits, my tunraqs,’ said Alareak. ‘Every shaman must have his own spirits, for everyone needs strong guardians on the journey. When I drum for you your soul will come forth from your body, but in the spirit-world the shaman needs to know where to go.’ He chuckled softly and then said teasingly to Enoyuk, ‘You might lose your body on these journeys, but your soul will never become lost if you have tunraqs to guide you on the path...’

  Towards evening on the following day Alareak returned and began to prepare for Enoyuk’s soul-journey. Clearing space within the ice house, Alareak placed his small stone lamp in the centre, poured in a small quantity of seal-oil, and then lit the thin strip of dried moss which served as a wick. Immediately shadows began to dance across the walls, exciting Enoyuk’s imagination and filling him with eager anticipation. Alareak, meanwhile, reached for his shaman-drum and also brought out a time-worn rattle which, like the drum, was inscribed with motifs of his spirit-helpers.
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