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CLEANSING RITES OF CURANDERISMO
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“Erika Buenaflor’s new book, Cleansing Rites of Curanderismo, is a major contribution to a body of knowledge that has remained unrecognized for too long. It is particularly important because it takes curanderismo from the esoteric to the practical world. It is a long anticipated addition to our understanding of curanderismo.”

ANTONIO “TONY” ZAVALETA, RETIRED PROFESSOR OF ANTHROPOLOGY AND BORDER STUDIES AT THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS RIO GRANDE VALLEY AND COAUTHOR OF CURANDERO CONVERSATIONS

“Accolades to Erika Buenaflor’s brilliant book Cleansing Rites of Curanderismo. This is a much-needed teaching and an important validation of this ancient sacred healing tradition, which must be widely used in tandem with allopathic medicine as an answer to our modern life maladies. As a practitioner myself, I highly recommend it.”

ITZHAK BEERY, AUTHOR OF THE GIFT OF SHAMANISM, SHAMANIC TRANSFORMATIONS, AND 
SHAMANIC HEALING AND PUBLISHER OF SHAMANPORTAL.ORG

“It is a pleasure to endorse Erika Buenaflor’s book Cleansing Rites of Curanderismo on energetic and spiritual limpias. This publication will allow my students to explore the history and different types of limpias practiced by a number of shamans/curanderos/as. Highly recommended.”

ELISEO “CHEO” TORRES, PROFESSOR AND VICE PRESIDENT OF STUDENT AFFAIRS AT THE UNIVERSITY OF NEW MEXICO AND AUTHOR OF 
CURANDERISMO: THE ART OF TRADITIONAL MEDICINE WITHOUT BORDERS



An Introduction to Limpias and Curanderismo

I weave back my disassociated identities moving forward in unity and wholeness.

Riding the undulating serpent.

La Xicana, who long ago reclaimed a dynamic and eclectic identity that was hers to shape and adore.

La Feminista, who now no longer pokes at, or intends to destabilize normative androcentric mores; this is simply incidental; her essence, presence, often stirs and shakes, it just does.

La Curandera, who understands the illusory paradoxical nature of attaching to defined identities; her appropriation and negotiation of identities is a way of communicating, embracing, and weaving back all dissociated parts of herself into her sacred heart.

ERIKA BUENAFLOR

This book is an ofrenda (offering) of love. The material draws from over twenty years of practicing as a curandera; studying with curanderas/os and shamans in the Yucatán peninsula, the Sacred Valley of Peru, and a few botanicas in Los Angeles; and my graduate research on curanderismo and ancient Mesoamerican religious and shamanic practices.*1

This book focuses on limpias, which are Latin American curanderismo cleansing rites that can clear, heal, and revitalize the mind, body, spirit, spaces, and situations, as well as facilitate soul retrieval—recovering sacred essence energy that has left the body as a result of trauma. Limpias can also cleanse on the levels of different but interconnected dimensions, realities, and spaces.

Limpias typically incorporate holistic healing practices, including, for example, the use of plants and meditative remedies. They can also be shamanic in nature, as the curandera/o often knows, sees, or senses energies around the subtle energetic bodies and can journey to different states of reality or consciousness to track and clear the issues that have caused disturbances. These aspects take practice and trust in our intuition, but after many limpias, subtle energies become easier to manage. Limpias can also draw from magical practices in order to change a likely but unwanted outcome to an ideal one. Limpias are incredibly practical in that their sacred tools and methods are very accessible and effective, even for complete novices. Limpias are the most common rites within curanderismo because of their high utility; they facilitate holistic cleansing, healing, positive transformation, renewal, and rejuvenation.

This book provides the fundamental building blocks for the most prevalent types of limpias. It also provides examples of how they have helped my clients to attract ideal situations; heal from various forms of depression, insomnia, anxiety, and other types of illnesses; and experience what some would call miracles. I will explain what curanderismo is in more detail below. But for now, it is sufficient to know that curanderismo is a Latin American shamanic healing practice whose foundations lie in ancient Mesoamerican shamanic traditions.

In this book, I trace limpia ceremonies to the ancient Mesoamerica shamans, particularly those of the Mexica, also known as the Aztecs, and Yucatec Maya of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. My most influential mentors came from the Yucatán. They had either lived there all of their lives, or they had moved there at some point; at any rate, they were familiar with both Maya and Mexica or Nahua curanderismo and shamanic practices.*2 I focus on these two ancient indigenous peoples, the Mexica and Yucatec Maya, because my mentors identified with these traditions and taught me their modern practices.

The different limpia traditions, and their ways of understanding, are as diverse as the thousands of indigenous peoples that have existed in the Americas. Clean lines of continuity between ancient and modern traditions definitely do not exist. These traditions often comprise jagged and idiosyncratic discontinuities of consciousness. Nonetheless, there are shared underlying methods, values, beliefs, and goals that have continued.1

There are three intertwined reasons for tracing limpia rites to their ancient Mesoamerican roots. First of all, being versed in the roots of a particular shamanic or healing practice enables the practitioner to be more comfortable and fluent in it, thereby making the practices more potent. I will explore the limpia processes and tools that the ancient Mexica and Yucatec Maya understood to procure cleansings, healings, purification, rebirth, birth, and revitalization. These processes were not necessarily seen as being linear in the sense that one process would result in a healing while another would facilitate a purification. Rather, limpia rites were often imbued with multivalent meanings and expressions; they could facilitate healings, purifications, births, and rebirths all at the same time. By tracing these roots, I hope to improve the ability of both novices and advanced practitioners to conduct effective limpias.

Secondly, tracing curanderismo practices to their ancient Mesoamerican roots allows us to reclaim indigenous healing methods that have historically been derided, ridiculed, and misappropriated. Reclaiming histories, ancestral medicines, and wisdom is often a critical component in the soul retrieval process for most modern Western peoples, who typically have no connections to ancestral medicines and wisdom and often feel disconnected as a result. This reclaiming is medicine in itself, and it can inspire us to weave our disassociated ancestral wisdom back into our heritage, as well as learn from, respect, and honor indigenous traditions.

Finally, intertwined in these goals is to enact the potential healing power of epistemology; claiming these histories as being worthy of being examined, further explored, and produced, embodying the power and right to choose how we shape and identify ourselves and our stories. Be shaped by someone or something else, or choose to shape yourself— limpia lesson number one.

After I trace the most prevalent limpia practices to their ancient roots, I discuss how these traditions have influenced my own methods. I also explain how to conduct limpias and what should be considered when using each method and its related tools. In addition, I share how limpias have helped change the lives of my clients and myself.

It has been argued that the term shaman is a Western-constructed term that is inappropriate for describing practitioners of the sacred traditions of indigenous peoples because it essentializes these traditions and obscures their rich diversities. This reductionism can also perpetuate racist views and understandings of the indigenous person as a “noble savage.”2 Although shaman and shamanic are not always the preferred terms among some scholars, I use them because they can also denote fluidity and dynamism.

I use the term shaman to describe those among the ancient Mexica and Yucatec Maya peoples who could enact sacred and magical rites of cleansing, birthing, rebirthing, purification, and rejuvenation, and could see beyond the veils of different realities—the predecessors of curanderas/os. I use the term shamanic to describe the rites they engaged in. This is not to say, however, that every ancient Mesoamerican shaman could perform all the limpia rites described herein, or would have performed them in the same manner. There were hundreds of different kinds of ancient Mexica and Yucatec Maya shamans with different specialties. Nevertheless, because the critical study and categorizing of their specialties is fairly recent and ongoing, until I am aware of a more specific name, I will use the term shaman to identify these ancient curanderas/os and shamanic to describe their rites.


BOOK SECTIONS AND CHAPTERS

The first section of the book encompasses the first three chapters and examines who and what influenced my practice as a curandera, as well as the sources I relied on. The first chapter discusses how I met my most influential mentors, the catastrophic accident and other events that inspired me to fully embrace becoming a curandera, and why I sought out ancient Mesoamerican limpia practices. The second chapter describes the Mexica and the Maya people of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries in terms of their dominant religious beliefs, calendrical systems and ceremonies, and shamanic trades. The third chapter explains the precontact and postcontact sources I relied on to examine the limpia rites of these peoples and acknowledges both the strengths and limitations of these sources.

The second section, comprising the last five chapters, discusses the most common types of limpias performed by contemporary curanderas/os. Each chapter is broken into three parts: (1) a discussion of the ancient Yucatec Maya and Mexica limpia rites; (2) an account of how these ancient practices influenced my own practice; and (3) an explanation of how to conduct limpias. The specific rites and tools that I trace and explore encompass: platicas (heart-straightening talks), fire and water ceremonies, sweeping rites, and methods of activating and vivifying sacred spaces for conducting limpias.




WHAT IS CURANDERISMO?

This perspective and introduction on curanderismo comes from the sacred heart of a Xicana curandera who has been on a quest to understand herself, what has or had compromised her, what drives her questions, and what she chooses to be now. And as a Xicana, lovingly welcoming back the fragmented parts of herself into her sacred heart—
La India, La Española, La Mexicana, La Americana, La Africana . . .

The root word of curanderismo, curar, means to heal. A curandera is a female healer, and a curandero is a male healer. A curandera/o is someone who heals on a holistic level—mind, body, spirit, and soul. We generally approach healing by integrating an understanding of the soul and spirit with that of the body and mind.

We curanderas/os are trained to work with the person on a holistic level and often use many tools to do so: our hands, our intuition, the spoken word, and the power of the mind. Nonetheless, there are some curanderas/os who specialize in the use of one particular tool. The following are some of the more common specialties.

Sobaderas/os

Sobaderas/os are known for using massage and acupressure points.*3 But sobaderismo treatments are not simply intended to relax the body or to heal it of physical aches and pains. Rather they are intended to release many kinds of wounds—emotional, spiritual, mental, and physical— that may be stuck in the cellular body, spirit, and soul. A loving touch generally tends to melt hardness and stubbornness and can be incredibly effective in facilitating a limpia or soul retrieval.

One curandera who mentored me taught me to use massage and acupressure points to facilitate limpias and release energetic and physical ailments from my body. After a major hiking accident that broke many of my bones from the head down and placed me in a wheelchair for almost a year, I used the sobaderismo techniques that she taught me to relieve any pain and ensure that my muscles would not atrophy. I was able to walk with a completely normal gait in less than two weeks, after having been in a wheelchair for almost a year. Of course, I also applied many other tools I had learned from curanderas/os and shamans during my initial years of training; training that has been a continuous and ongoing process. But sobaderismo techniques were essential for helping me to walk normally again.

For the sobaderismo treatments I provide, I move stuck energies from the body using particular strokes, charged essential oils, and hot stones and crystals; then I release this energy with my intention and place pressure on particular acupressure points to facilitate a release. I have had clients begin to spontaneously cry or laugh as this energy is released from their bodies. Afterwards, they tell me that they feel physically, emotionally, and spiritually calm and rejuvenated.

Parteras/os

There are some curanderas/os who act as parteras/os (midwives). Parterismo is a distinct specialty in that most curanderas/os are not necessarily trained to work as midwives. Parteras/os provide prenatal and postnatal support for the mother, and sometimes for the entire family. Parteras/os act as dietitians, counselors, healers, doctors, and nurses to ensure the physical, emotional, mental and spiritual well-being of both the mother and her baby. They talk to the baby and the mother during and after the pregnancy. Parteras/os are typically familiar with massage and herbs, use their intuition quite frequently, and may work with other tools as well.

Along with prescribing particular foods, drinks, and plants, parteras/os may also advise the mother about how to protect herself and her baby from unwanted energies that could have adverse effects on them. A partera/o may advise that the mother stay indoors during an eclipse. If an expecting mother goes out at night during a full moon, she is to place a red yarn that has been tied three times in her bra. If she believes that she will be around negativity, she should tie a red yarn around her belly. Parteras/os also give massages to the mother to ensure that the baby is being formed in the right position and is in constant preparation for the actual delivery.

This tradition goes back to ancient Mesoamerica. Parteras/os would give sobaderismo treatments both inside and outside the temāzcalli (sweat lodge in Nahuatl).*4 In fact, recruiting a partera/o was an endeavor that involved the parents and grandparents-to-be, and took place over a ceremonial feast. The partera/o was thought to be highly responsible for ensuring the health of the baby and mother.

During one of my mentorships in Bacalar in the Yucatán, when it was still a sleepy little town, I had the honor of experiencing a temazcal ceremony with an old partero named Pedro. After my first ceremony, I struck up a conversation with this very sweet man and learned of his specialty. I became incredibly curious, particularly because he was the first Maya partero I had ever met. When I asked him if there were any issues because he was a male delivering babies, he gave no indication that being a male partero was of any consequence. After his nonchalant response, I did not give a second thought to his gender; I was more interested in any stories he had to share. Pedro had spent decades delivering babies in temazcales. According to him, the family of the mother, the elders in particular, would be in the temazcal when the mother was in labor. They would sing songs and play the drum to honor and welcome the birth of the baby. Herbs were chosen to ensure a graceful outcome for the delivery and were integral to facilitating the well-being of the baby and mother during the process.

My interactions with Pedro showed that he was knowledgeable about plant medicines and their preparation. One lady from our group was experiencing severe nausea. He made a fresh tea blend of lavender, basil, oregano, and cinnamon sticks, which more or less instantly alleviated her dizziness and nausea. He also made a salve for me of spearmint, camphor, yarrow, and aloe vera, which relieved the itchiness and swelling I had from a bug bite. When I asked him about his training in working and healing with plants, he said that these remedies were common knowledge. But he had received special training from his mother, who was the partera that trained him, in working with plants to heal most of the common illnesses pregnant women may experience.

Yerberas/os

Yerberas/os are curanderas/o who work principally with plant medicine. The name is derived from yerba, which can refer to an herb, a weed, or a plant. Many yerberas/os know how to heal and work with flowers, fruit, weeds, tree bark, vines, leaves, vegetables, flowers, fungi, cacti, and succulents. Most yerberas/os know the healing and magical properties of hundreds of plants, possibly even thousands.

Some practitioners may work strictly with plants that grow in their area, often because they have established a particular relationship with the soul essence of these plants. This relationship may have developed from a diet whereby the yerbera/o ingests the plant, prays, and calls forward its essence repeatedly for a certain number of specified days. The soul essence teaches the yerbera/o where to find the plants, when and how to pick them, and how to prepare them. There are also some rites that require plants to be fresh and harvested at a certain time of the day or night, which also makes it necessary to work with local plants.

While in Lamanai, Belize, I had the honor of meeting a yerbero whose local medicinal plants were located in a lush jungle. When I took a walk with him in the jungle, he began by welcoming me and inviting me to join him in a prayer and tobacco offering for the plants. He could identify the healing properties of hundreds of different plants and knew how to prepare medicines from them. Over dinner, he told me that his greatest teachers have been the plants themselves. As a young man, he had a teacher that taught him how to begin spotting, picking, and preparing plants for medicinal and magical purposes. He would go with his teacher to spot the terrain where they grew, and the teacher taught him where to cut them so that there would be more for him to pick later. He watched and helped his teacher heal hundreds of people from many different types of illnesses with plant preparations. But his teacher particularly stressed how to listen and connect with the spirit of the plants, because they would teach him more than he ever could. Praying with, walking, and meditating with the spirit of plants were essential for him in developing his connection with their soul essence.

My connection and work with plants has developed and evolved throughout the years. My first plant mixture was with rosewater when I was five, a gift for my mom. Then, when I was eight, I felt it necessary to steep bougainvillea in warm water and add lime for my sore throat. It turns out that bougainvillea flowers have been used by many curanderas/os for colds and sore throats. I dabbled a little here and there, and throughout the years I made various herbal and flower remedies to heal the body, spirit, and soul. During my quarterly trips to the Yucatán, where I received the bulk of my training, I always offered to help and pick up any necessary plants, either at the open-air market or from my mentors’ backyards. Typically, in exchange for lending a helping hand, the curandera/o was willing to teach me what the plants were being used for and how to prepare them for many things, such as sweats, magical preparations, limpias, and healing remedies.

Throughout the years, as a curandera, I continued my training in working and healing with plants. Eventually I began my own healing garden, and dove deeper into connecting with the soul essence of plants and welcoming them in to teach me. The plants I work with regularly have been and continue to be some of my greatest teachers. At my yerberismo classes, we cover different topics, such as ceremonies for connecting with the essence spirit of each plant; the plants’ magical and spiritual qualities; how to create magical and healing oils, tinctures, salves, ointments, liniments, and poultices; when and how to pick and prepare plant mixtures in relation to the time of day or night, the specific day, and the phase of the moon; and how and where to store plants. At each class, I always have my students work with plants to make tools, such as complex tea blends, tinctures, bolsas poderosas (magical power bags), smudge bundles, salves, ointments, oils, and blends for baños (spiritual baths). This way, they get firsthand experience working and healing with plants. Although I know a thing or two about these subjects, it is not necessarily my specialty, so I do not identify myself as a yerbera.

There are other curanderas, such as consejeras/os, who principally use spiritual counseling to heal; espiritualistas/os, who connect with deceased spirits; mentalistas, who work solely with the power of the mind to heal; perfumeras/os, who use the scent of plants to heal and work magic; santeras/os, who work with the Santería religion to heal and cleanse; and hueseras/os, bonesetters, who work with broken and injured bones. Many other curanderas/os no doubt identify themselves or are identified by different names throughout Latin America.

Research in the American Southwest on curanderismo identifies another type of specialty, the “total curandero,” one who is skilled at all of the specialties. Perhaps this label was appropriate when the Southwest was mainly composed of Mexican-Americans, but it is arguably outdated as a result of globalization and immigration. I am unsure whether a Peruvian, Cuban, or Puerto Rican curandera/o would be skilled at all of the same specialties as a Xicana/o curandera/o or vice versa.




CURANDERISMO AND ITS ROOTS

Curanderismo has evolved as a dynamic and eclectic practice. Scholars point out that curanderismo is rooted in Mesoamerican practices, African medicine, Spanish spiritual theories, Judeo-Christian beliefs, early Arabic medicine and health practices, Greek humoral medicine revived during the Spanish Renaissance, and, later, European witchcraft and African medicine.3 These complex processes of negotiating and appropriating beliefs and practices often allowed Mesoamerican peoples to continue to practice rites postcontact that were already familiar to them in varying degrees, prior to the arrival of the Spaniards.*5 But the question that is often left unanswered is, Which specific curing practices have their roots in ancient Mesoamerica?

Typically, what is discussed are the early Spanish influences on indigenous curing rites and beliefs. For example, many scholars who have written about the origins and development of curanderismo state that the Spanish theory of humors influenced the practice of curanderismo early on. This theory, which can be ultimately traced back to the Greek physician Hippocrates in the fifth century BCE, identified four humors: (1) blood; (2) phlegm; (3) yellow bile; and (4) black bile. Sickness developed when one of these humors was out of equilibrium with the others, and it was the healer’s job to ascertain the imbalance and correct it. Certain physical conditions were treated with the application of heat or cold, for example.4

Some scholars, such as George Foster, assert that the influence of Spanish medical theory is so great that it is difficult to discern what is truly Mesoamerican in origin with regard to the sixteenth-century medicinal documents written by indigenous scholars. Foster further claims that indigenous scholars had been trained using European books and were therefore influenced by Hippocratic-Galenic humoral theory, so references to a “hot” or “cold” remedy should not be considered indigenous. Unfortunately, this line of thinking has influenced the study of curanderismo, particularly as it relates to its Mesoamerican origins.5

Mesoamerican scholars, such as Alfredo López Austin and Bernardo Ortiz de Montellano, however, have critically compared many early ethnohistorical records and disagree with this dehistoricization. Ortiz de Montellano points out that Francisco Hernández, King Phillip’s appointed physician sent to conduct scientific investigation in the Americas in 1570, often criticized Mesoamerican healers for misclassifying or mislabeling plants in relation to hot-cold applications. For example, when classifying memeyas, plants that secrete a milky juice, he claims that they are certainly of a hot and dry nature and disagrees with the Mexica’s classification of them as being cold and fighting against fevers. His criticisms of the hot-cold applications make no sense unless the indigenous peoples also had their own system of applying “hot” or “cold” labels.6

In the Florentine Codex, Friar Bernardino de Sahagún, sixteenth-century ethnographer, discusses how the Mexica treated certain illnesses with hot and cold therapies. When discussing a constant cough, he notes that one should abstain from fruit and other cold food and should only drink hot beverages.7 If they were healing an infected knee, for example, they would take the humor, or phlegm, out and place a poultice of powdered toloa foliage on the knee.8 In Primeros Memoriales, Sahagún also lists different cures for humoral imbalances such as bloody phlegm, white phlegm, and yellow phlegm.9

Many hot-cold designations were also related to the loss and gain of tonalli, a particular type of soul piece or sacred essence energy, an exclusively precontact Mesoamerican concept.10 The loss of tonalli, for example, was regarded as the result of a hot and cold opposition.11 Tonalli was regarded as an impersonal regenerative energy, composed of heat and light, that circulated throughout the cosmos, and one of three animating energies possessed by humans.12 As an energy within humans, it was a regenerative inner life force that provided vigor, heat, strength, and growth and was determined by the character or sign of the day under which one was born. This inner life force was primarily received from the sun. The more tonalli something contained, the hotter it was; the less tonalli, the colder it was. In fact, every situation of fear produced a feeling of coldness.13 A loss of tonalli caused a state of coldness in the person, which could lead to severe illnesses, and sometimes death. A retrieval of the tonalli, performed by a shaman called the tetonalmacani, often incorporated hot and cold treatments.

A comparative critical rereading of these early documents suggests that the understanding of hot-cold applications in curing traditions can be directly traced to ancient Mesoamerican practices. This is not to say that Spanish humoral theory couldn’t have influenced curanderismo. But before immediately assuming that Spanish humoral theory actually influenced curanderismo curing practices, the focus should be spatially and temporally contextualized with special attention to the quality of interactions and instructions between them. While there were a select few to whom the Spaniards taught their healing theories and practices, the sources suggest that most curanderismo shamanic curing practices can be traced to ancient Mesoamerica.

In this book, I intend to explore the largely neglected contexts of ancient Mesoamerican limpia rites. I consider, when appropriate and available, the ritual and theatrical space in which they were performed. In addition, I also focus on their polysemic nature and on their consequent transformative power in healing, purification, birth, rebirth, and revitalization. I will then expand on what we can learn from these ancient practices and how they have influenced my own methods.
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1

Coming into Being

A Modern-Day Xicana Curandera

My early childhood was full of stories of my great-great-grandmother, who was a very well-known and respected curandera, in Chihuahua, Mexico, during the Mexican Revolution (1910–1920). She was a short, large in frame, gregarious woman who, in addition to being a curandera, was a saloon owner and a bold businesswoman. People throughout Mexico and the Southwest came to her for healings and magic. She was known to be a no-nonsense, perhaps a bit gruff, curandera who wore a patch over her right eye. She had injured the eye when making a concoction that required many roses. She was reaching deep into a thick rose bush when a thorn punctured and damaged her iris. Although she was able to prevent infection, she was unable to repair the damaged iris and had to wear an eye patch. It eventually became her trademark, and part of her persona. She had her saints decorating her saloon and the private room where she worked with clients individually. She offered sobaderismo treatments, worked with various plants, and relied on platicas (heart-straightening talks) to help clients release and heal and to diagnose what needed to be done. She was also able to do divination through cooking, specifically by making tortillas. Her daughter, my great-grandmother, whom I was very close to, had the same skill. As a little girl, I was always amazed by how my great-grandmother would tell me who was coming to the door by the way the tortilla landed, and to my surprise she was always right.

It was said among our family that one day the rambunctious Mexican rebel Pancho Villa came into her saloon and began harassing one of the waitresses. My great-great-grandmother immediately greeted him by placing a shotgun to his head and ordered him to leave. A man who had evaded the Texas Rangers for years, and who was known for taking and doing what he wanted, meekly followed her orders. He left and never came back.

Although she had a hardness to her, my great-great-grandmother healed many people who were unable to pay with money. Even if they were penniless, they would pay her in the manner they could, with, for example, food, livestock, or clothes. Nonetheless, whether it was due to respect or fear or a little bit of both, people always paid for their drinks.

My great-grandmother, her daughter, also knew how to heal and work with plants. But her daughter in turn, my grandmother, felt the pull toward a more modern life and pursued nursing instead of curanderismo. She eventually dropped out of nursing school to get married and become a mother. My great-grandmother lived a block from my grandmother, so I had the opportunity to be around my great-grandmother quite a bit. She told me many stories and shared many tidbits of curanderismo wisdom with me during my childhood.

My father was shot when I was two years old. He was a foreman engineer at a 
maquiladora (factory) in Juarez, Chihuahua, Mexico. At that time Mexico wanted to demonstrate that its border towns were a good place to invest in—with resources that could be polluted and full of cheap, docile labor. The maquiladora where my father worked was trying to organize a union independent of the government union. My father allowed the organizers to talk to workers during their breaks, because this, he held, was allowed per the Mexican constitution. According to the police, the nongovernment organizers came in armed, held up the people they were trying to organize, and shot my father. The story is ludicrous, but as I learned when I got to college, this kind of incident was quite common at many places of employment.

Much to my grandparents’ surprise, and displeasure, their widowed twenty-two-year-old daughter, my mother, wanted to be the first in her family to go to college. Perhaps she was inspired by my father, who graduated from college with an engineering degree at the age of sixteen, making him the youngest graduate of the University of Texas at El Paso at the time. Whether it was from inspiration, despair, a desire to continue moving up the ladder of modernization, or all of the above, my mother started the family trend toward going to college. Because she was busy studying or working, I was able to spend more time with my great-grandmother, so as a young girl I was influenced by her stories of curanderismo.

We moved to Los Angeles permanently when I was about nine. The move was very difficult for me. I was an only child, was incredibly lonely, and endured many years of sexual and psychological abuse by my so-called stepfather, a man my mother married after my father’s death. Fortunately, at a very young age, I became captivated by her metaphysical books, particularly those by Carlos Castaneda. Out of necessity and curiosity, I mastered the art of astral projection. When he came into my room, I left.

My childhood and adolescence can be described as periods of extreme duality. The sexual abuse went on for almost a decade, until I spoke out against it. It was “remedied” with an apology to my mom and me and a day trip with my best friend to my favorite theme park. The psychological abuse from my so-called stepfather came in many forms, including having this Mexican man constantly berate and ridicule anything I did that reflected Mexican culture, such as speaking Spanish. He constantly told me that people would assume I was a “wetback” because of my last name, Hernandez. When I was about twelve, I begged my mother to legally change my last name to her maiden name, and she did. I had been programmed to believe that her name did not make me sound too much like a wetback. Growing up, I never spoke Spanish, constantly dyed my hair to make it lighter, and got blue-eyed contacts as soon as they were available. It took a very long time and a lot of healing to love and adore my dark brown eyes and hair and olive complexion.

Despite this grave cultural disassociation within myself, I knew even as a young girl that I had the 
don, the gift of healing, and was a curandera shaman; this knowingness kept me strong. Although my mother had allowed that man and others to stay in our lives, she nonetheless served as a source of inspiration. I knew that being a widow, being the first in her family to go to college, and learning how to speak English in school was no easy feat. I always admired her for that.

I did not grow up with any type of religious affiliation. My mother was forced to go to Catholic school, but as an adult she did not identify herself as Catholic, nor did she require me to adhere to any religion. Nevertheless, as a young girl, I was very spiritual. I knew there was more to life than the naked eye could see and always felt an incredibly strong bond with angels, fairies, Buddhas, and saints from various traditions. I sensed the divine, and I knew I was loved by all that is divine.

When I got to college, I began to experience an awakening of my spirit as a Xicana feminist. With the help of many Xicana/o classes, I finally had an opportunity to reclaim and love my history, culture, and ethnic identity. I had an opportunity to shine, and I did. I got As or A+s in most of my classes and got into an honors program at UCLA, which allowed me to take many graduate-level courses, giving me the freedom to choose what I wanted to focus on. I also sharpened my critical and analytical skills to an art and questioned everything. I became acutely aware of the many forms of institutionalized discrimination and sexism, the health issues with genetically modified foods, the assortment of atrocities committed by First World countries, and many other types of injustices. I wanted to be of service and help to eliminate these injustices, so I decided I would become an attorney. But I also shaped my curriculum in a way that began to feed my hungry spirit and soul. Alongside studying political theory and the recent effects of economic globalization, I studied curanderismo.

Law school was another period of stifling duality. I stuck through it because I was unaware at the time that I could create other possibilities for myself. My spirit was awakening, but my psyche was still very much wrapped up in a dualistic prison. Perhaps it was enduring thirty-plus years of repeated cycles of incredibly challenging traumas that motivated me to be diligent in continuously seeking out curanderas/os and shamans that were willing to train me and enabled me to be incredibly disciplined in studying, learning, and carrying out their assignments.


MY TRAINING WITH CURANDERAS/OS

After I survived my second year of law school, Breata, a high school friend, and I planned a trip to Cancun to unwind and relax. We were both in school, and finances were tight, so we could not by any means afford a five-star hotel. Nonetheless, we spent a little more than expected in order to stay somewhere that still appeared to be a tropical paradise.

On the day we were leaving for our trip, Breata’s car broke down, and we missed the flight. We were a little disappointed but were still in great spirits. Missing our flight enabled me to meet Rob, a very interesting gentleman who helped make the world of curanderismo accessible to me again.

At first glance, I never would have thought that this man, who continually identified himself as a “gringo,” would have served as my first bridge back to curanderismo. Rob was in his late fifties, about six feet one, with short gray hair, a large belly, and very skinny legs. He had buck teeth, which peered out a bit even when he closed his mouth. His eyes were full of life, but the layers of bags beneath his eyes suggested that he worked late too often. He was incredibly friendly and sparked a conversation with us immediately on the flight to Cancun.

After establishing where we were going and what we did, Rob told us about his properties in Puerto Aventuras and Tulum and entertained us with fascinating stories about these then-quiet cities.

Rob also told us about his restaurant on the beach of Tulum. When you walked in, you were greeted by a white pathway adorned with hundreds of different kinds of orchids, coconut and banana trees, and a few 
casitas (small houses) to the left that were still being constructed. The restaurant on the beach was covered by a giant 
palapa (palm roof), reminiscent of a traditional Maya house. He also began to talk about the book 
The Celestine Prophecy. At the time I had never heard of it. I had had my head buried in books on torts, constitutional law, and civil procedure for what felt like an eternity, and I welcomed hearing about something uplifting and beautiful.

When the pilot announced that we were about to land in thirty minutes, Rob offered his beachfront house to us. He told us that he only intended to stay for a few days and that we could continue to stay there after he left. He proclaimed that we were not going to like Cancun; it was too busy and overrun with tourists. As much as we loved his stories, we were not sure if he had ulterior motives or whether his stories were actually true. We immediately responded with a gracious thank-you and turned him down. He then drew a map to his restaurant in Tulum on a paper napkin. This is where he intended to be most of the time and where we could find him in case we changed our minds. The map did not have any street names; rather it was all landmarks, including the second 
tope (road bump) where we would make a left to find the strip of new construction that housed his magical temple restaurant. I took the map and put it in my purse. When we landed, we said our goodbyes. Although I was grateful for meeting such a colorful, upbeat, and entertaining storyteller, who took the sting out of missing our first flight, at the time I did not think I would be seeing Rob again.

When we got to Cancun, it was exactly as Rob described. Our hotel felt cold, not just from the uncomfortably blasting air conditioners, but from its artificiality. It was nothing like the natural tropical paradise we imagined. Although our room was nicely furnished, it had a lingering moldy smell that made me ill. They moved us to two different rooms, but the mold smell lingered throughout all of them. The town, with its dizzy happy hour of howling and whistling, was also not what we had in mind. After the second night, we decided to drive down to Tulum to visit our friend. Although we told each other that we were just going to visit, we packed our bags and took our luggage without any mention of why. After all, if we did not care for his place, we would immediately leave and come back to the room we had reserved and paid for. We headed down to Tulum in our little rented Volkswagen.

The drive itself was invigorating. We were surrounded by gorgeous, lush green fields and were heading to a possible adventure that sounded ideal. We laughed at ourselves for following a napkin map with landmarks, but we kept going, singing to our freedom. We got to the first landmark, the sign to Tulum, a very popular ancient Maya site. Then we simply paid attention to the road bumps, turned down the street to the beach strip that contained all of the new construction, and found our way to Rob’s Maya temple restaurant.

We were amazed. It was as gorgeous as Rob had described it. We made our way down the white path to the restaurant. Breata and I looked around and saw we were the only potential customers. Almost immediately we were welcomed by Pancho, Rob’s right-hand man. We asked if Rob was around, and Pancho confirmed that he would be coming shortly. In less than five minutes, we heard Rob singing our welcome, incredibly joyful that we had decided to visit him. He had his staff prepare the most amazing dishes for us and simply spoiled us.
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