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For my family, for “the people,” and for all those who breathe the breath of life with the wonder of a child. Keep smiling. It is beautiful, isn’t it? Osda Nuwati.
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Preface

There was a little boy who used to get up before sunrise to watch “Casper the Friendly Ghost” on a small TV set and eat a snack in the darkness and solitude of the early morning. He would sit there on the carpeted floor, propped against the wall, wondering why no one else wanted to get up with him to watch television or see the sun rise, but he never felt lonely. He loved that quiet time to sit there alone in his flannel pajamas, to think about things and just be. He used to sit there and wonder about all kinds of things, just thinking about life—all of the things that were beautiful to him and all of the things that he wanted to create. And sometimes he would think of important questions to ask his mommy and daddy, as well as other special people. Then he would brush his teeth, get dressed, put on his little burgundy low-top Converse “Chucks” (which contained special powers), and go outside into the woods, losing himself in the beauty of Creation where everything has voice, and shape, and color, and feel. Everything moves, everything breathes.

That little boy speaks through me. I am an Eastern Band of Cherokee who bridges worlds. I am neither this nor that. I am both this and that. And in the end, I am as you are—human and spirit. When I speak, although the voices of my people speak through me, I can speak only for myself. I speak from my experiences, my joys and sadness, my limited understanding of this journey we call “life.” But most importantly, I speak from the heart. I am hoping that this is what you will hear as you listen to my words, listen to my spirit.

I am a teacher and a student. We are all teachers, and we are all students. I have learned much about the Medicine from my father and other teachers, just as my father, in turn, learned the Medicine from his grandfather and other medicine teachers. The Medicine is essence. It is all those things that have power for us. It is not easily understood, and yet it flows through us like a chill running down our spine when things suddenly come clear or the calm feeling of listening to the sound of raindrops softly pattering on leaves on a cool rainy day. The Medicine is not about me, and it is not about you; it is about us, and it is about life. The Medicine is a way of life. It is a gift. It is a feeling, an inner power that flows through us, guiding us and challenging us to learn so that we can be better helpers to ourselves, all our brothers and sisters around us, and our natural environment.

For all those who seek the truths that lie in our heart of hearts, let us spread our wings and taste the wind. Walking on the Wind follows in the footsteps of Medicine of the Cherokee, which I coauthored in 1996 with my father, J.T. Garrett, by offering a vision of harmony and balance within oneself and between oneself and all one’s “relations” in the Greater Universal Circle. It challenges each of us to look deeper and learn to become a helper in whatever way best expresses our own special Medicine, gifts, and purpose. This is the gift and responsibility of what we know as life. And healing in the traditional Medicine Way occurs in relation to people, places, and things.

Although some quotes, stories, and traditions represented in this work come from other tribes, showing the commonality of reverence for the Medicine across tribes and geographic regions, I speak mainly from a Cherokee perspective. Many of the stories and traditional ways described herein are presented as told to me by my father and other elders and teachers. Some of the stories are related as they have been told since the beginning of time, some of the stories are related as I like to tell them, but all in all, the teachings remind us of our humanity and offer us one pathway among many for seeking our own truths.

These ways represent generations of tradition passed down for the good of the people. Many of the teachings presented in this book represent a way of life, a way of spirit, and as I share these things, my hope is to honor my people and remind us all to live with a sense of reverence for the beauty of all life.



Cherokee Sounds

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE



	Letter
	Sound
	
	Example



	a
	as a in “father”
	or short as a in “rival”
	
ama (water)



	e
	as a in “hate”
	or short as e in “met”
	
selu (corn)



	i
	as i in “pique”
	or short as i in “pit”
	
awi (deer)



	o
	as aw in “law”
	or short as o in “not”
	
yonv (bear)



	u
	as oo in “fool”
	or short as u in “pull”
	
uwohali (eagle)



	v
	as u in “but”(nasalized)
	
	
vdali (lake)



	g
	as in English, but with a slight sound of k

	
	
digadoli (crow)



	d
	as in English, but with a slight sound of l

	
	
digadoli (eyes)



	h, j, k, l, m, n, q, s, t, w, y
	
	as in English






Giving Thanks

O Great One,

We come before you in a humble manner,

Offering what gifts we have,

Giving thanks for the gift of life that we have been given

Amidst the beauty of this Great Creation,

So that we may learn to walk the path of Good Medicine

as we give thanks to each of the Four Directions:

To the spirit of Fire/Sun (warmth and light) in the East,

To the spirit of Earth (peace and renewal) in the South,

To the spirit of Water (purity and strength) in the West,

To the spirit of Wind (wisdom and giving) in the North.

We give thanks to Mother Earth and to the Sacred Fire,

Which burns brightly in our hearts,

Offering us the precious gifts

Of clarity, openness, strength, and wisdom

As we walk the path of peace.

We give thanks to all our relations

And for the beauty of all things,

For those who walk alongside us,

For those who have come before,

And for those yet to come.

In harmony and balance,

We give thanks,

O Great One,

We give thanks.

Wah doh.
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Lighting The Fire

As we approach the center, we look around and notice the Circle calmly, peacefully there with us. We watch the passing of the sun and the passing of the moon, one and the same, the Circle of Life that never ends. We feel our footsteps moving lightly upon the ground, and we feel Mother Earth breathing quietly, touching us silently.

We enter the Circle with a reverence for all the beauty that exists around us. We notice the smell of sage and tobacco, sweetgrass and cedar, and we feel the sacredness of the moment—always that moment forever. We notice the smell of the soil beneath us and we see the flowers and trees and little plants that fill our head with the many colors of the rainbow—one light from end to end, from beginning to beginning. We enter the Circle, and we bring with us all those things that have power for us, all of the feelings, all of the memories, all of the people we have known and know now, all of the places, the faces, and the experiences that have brought us to this moment.

Each of the seven sacred woods is laid upon the center, one after the other, with prayers offered in thankfulness and humility. We can smell the distinct aroma of each piece of wood as it offers itself in splendor and the wisdom of time. We can feel the rhythm of the drum penetrating our body and mind, vibrating and whispering to our spirit in an ageless river flowing through all that is. And with each heartbeat of the drum, we can hear the distant footsteps of our ancestors and those yet to come. Like the gentle rain, they are always there, always moving calmly in the soft, misty light of the dim early morning and quiet evening’s fall. We see them moving slowly, shifting in unison, smiling in the distance.

Again the prayers are offered, and we can feel the warmth upon our skin as the Sacred Fire is lighted. We inhale, we exhale; inhale and exhale. This is our breath of life. These are our sacred words offered in the timeless beauty of the Circle of Life. We are flowing as sunlight upon Mother Earth; we are flowing as greenery slowly offering life and rising; we are flowing as the river’s ancient song; we are flowing as the wind’s whispering voice.

Upon the fire, sacred tobacco is sprinkled and begins its journey to the Creator, conveying the thoughts and feelings of those in the Circle. The prayers tell of the way in which we come before the Creator in a humble manner giving thanks for the beauty of Creation, and through the wood and ashes of the fire, we again see our connection with Mother Earth. Through the billowing smoke that rises, faintly twisting into the Sky World, we see our connection with the Creator and all that is. As we watch the smoke dance on the wind in harmony and balance, we remember what it is like to move upon the wind—boundless, limitless, and flowing through all that is. Let the fire be lighted.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Sun and Moon

Love is something you and I must have. We must have it because our spirit feeds upon it. We must have it because without it we become weak and faint. . . . Without it our courage fails. Without love, we can no longer look confidently at the world. We turn inward . . . and little by little we destroy ourselves. With it, we are creative. With it, we march tirelessly. With it, and with it alone, we are able to sacrifice for others.

—CHIEF DAN GEORGE, COAST SALISH

And so it goes that long before Elohino, Mother Earth, was old and wise as she is now, there was a young man named Iga-e-hinvdo, Sun, who lived in the east, while in the distant west lived a young woman named Udosvno-e-hi, Moon. Sun was revered by all as the Creator’s young apprentice and as a fearless traveler who walked the sky searching for a magic lake that was said to have great healing powers. It was said that when the Creator shaped the world, upon standing back and seeing the beauty that had been made, the Great One was so moved that teardrops began to fall from the Creator’s eyes, forming the magic lake on that very spot. This was a sacred place of healing and comfort for those in need, and it allowed one’s spirit to see clearly things as they truly are. It was said that to seek out the waters of this magic lake and look upon your own reflection in its rippling surface was to receive your vision and come into the Medicine.

Even as a young man, Sun intended to become a medicine man, who would offer himself as a helper to those in need. He knew that in order to be a part of the Medicine, one had to walk in harmony and balance, moving higher than Uwohali, Eagle, and lower than Ujiya, Worm. But Sun, who was still young and curious, often wandered the sky appreciating all of the beautiful things there were to see and sometimes forgetting his “purpose.” He was happy to be alive. During the days, he would walk on the wind, watching all of the lush greenery falling away beneath his footsteps as he moved, looking for the magic lake and the power held in its deep waters. There was such beauty in this journey of life and so much to learn. During the nights, he spent time in his medicine lodge sweating and praying, singing and listening to the silence of the darkness to know what the Great One intended for him.

Moon was a beautiful young woman who seemed to glow in the dim light of the west and become brighter as the darkness grew. She was respected by all of her relations for her kindness, compassion, and gentleness. She moved calmly and peacefully, always offering her comforting presence to those around her, though she was desperately shy. Moon had a great love for Sun and secretly wished to be with him. She admired him from a distance, but retreated whenever he was around. He was like no other man she had ever known, and his presence made her tingle all over. Sun never paid much attention to her, though. He always seemed to be too busy searching for his Medicine to notice the quiet, unassuming young woman who loved him so.

Sun had a lover who used to come to him every month in the dark time of the moon. Since this darkness was supposed to be a sacred time for prayer and reflection, they used to meet in secrecy. She would come to him during the night and leave before daybreak. Together, they would spend much time talking, being close, and sharing beneath the starry sky and velvet darkness. But Sun could never see his lover’s face in the darkness, and she would not tell him what her name was. Soon he had fallen deeply in love with this silent woman who made him feel like no one else could. He always got very excited each month when he knew they would be together, and he longed for her painfully when they were apart.

Eventually Sun’s curiosity about his secret lover’s identity grew, and he devised a plan to find out who she was. So came the time once again when Sun sat quietly in prayer in the sacred darkness just beyond the horizon of the sky and his secret lover came to him gently, excitedly, as she always did. And as they were sitting together, Sun reached into the ashes of the firepit and rubbed some of the blackness on her face without her knowing it, saying, “Your face is cold . . . you must have suffered from the wind.” Time passed quickly that evening, and before long, she slipped quietly away once again as she always did.

The next night, when Moon came up in the sky, Sun was watching intently from his hiding place behind the horizon. He peeked through the arch of a shimmering rainbow as it faded, searching the sky for some sign of the one who had been coming to him. Suddenly, he noticed that Moon’s face was covered with ashy spots, and he realized that it was Moon who was his secret lover. As he jumped out from his hiding place, Moon knew that she had been found out. Embarrassed, Moon went as far away from Sun as she could and stayed on the other side of the sky all night.

Ever since that time, Moon always tries to stay a long way behind Sun. And when she sometimes has to come close to him, she makes herself as thin as a ribbon so that she can hardly be seen. And yet, out of her deep love for Sun and in remembrance of the time when he touched her for an instant, she has never wiped away the ashy spots that he left upon her glowing face. If you look close enough, you can still see them. And some people say that the stars are glittering teardrops that trickle down Moon’s face and fall into the sky when she is missing Sun.

Each day, high in the sky, Sun still searches for his vision and for his lover, Moon, who always seems to be just on the other side of the horizon. And so, it is good.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Rule of Acceptance

When you arise in the morning, give thanks for the morning light, for your life and strength. Give thanks for your food and the joy of living. If you see no reason for giving thanks, the fault lies in yourself.

—TECUMSEH, SHAWNEE

There were many things that fascinated me as a child, like the story of Sun and Moon. It helped me to understand why things were the way they were, but, most importantly, that there is value in everything beyond what we may see as opposites, such as good or bad, happy or sad, right or wrong, love or hate. I began to see that there is beauty and simplicity in everything, and I learned how to look beyond the limitations of my own perception. I began to feel the importance of harmony and balance as a way of life.

Therefore, stories like these helped me learn that everything has a place, a time, and a purpose for being—something my father taught me was known as the “Rule of Acceptance.” My job, as I understood it, was to discover through the stories what beauty something might hold for me and what truth something has in and of itself. That was the way to understanding harmony and balance—by looking for the beauty and lessons that are offered to us in every experience.

In the traditional way, there is no one moral to a story. The power of it lies in the listener’s subjective experience of the story. Whatever lessons are most needed at the time emerge for the person as the spirit seeks to grow. As the elders would say, “You have to sit with it. . . .” Something like the love between Sun and Moon, for example, can be better understood as the natural harmony and balance that is needed in order for us to survive. It is an energy that exists in and of itself. It is just because it is.

Even at a young age, I began to intuitively understand the simplicity and power of such traditional teachings. I also still saw only what was on the surface sometimes. Little did I know that one of my most important lessons was yet to come.

When I was about ten years old, my family and I went out to eat at a family-owned restaurant, in Asheville, North Carolina, that was operated by a Greek man known for his kindheartedness, friendliness, warmth, and, of course, good food. He would come around to each table during the meal, asking how everyone was doing, how they were enjoying the meal, and just making friendly conversation. He loved children and gave candy to them whenever they were at his restaurant because he liked to see them smile.

As a child, I had a real taste for candy, particularly sour candy and Butterfinger candy bars. After this meal, we went to the front counter to pay, and I asked if I could have a Butterfinger. The Greek man, overhearing my request, reached behind the counter and happily handed me a Chick-O-Stick. He did not have any Butterfingers, so he was offering me what he did have—as a gift. Now, for those who do not come from Chick-O-Stick country, you have to understand that it has the same crunchy peanut butter inside that a Butterfinger has, but instead of having a chocolate coating, the Chick-O-Stick has a coating of shredded coconut. Sounds yummy, right?

Well, as a boy, there were many things in the world that I had not yet experienced. Chick-O-Stick was one of those things. The package shows a picture of a chicken. So, naturally, I assumed that it was made out of chicken and tasted like chicken. The thought of a chicken-tasting candy bar somehow did not fit my expectation of an after-dinner treat, and I thought this man must be crazy. And there he was beaming at me, offering me this “chicken bar.” Cringing at the thought of eating a chicken candy bar, I refused his gift, saying, “I don’t want it.” My parents’ faces were frozen stiff with horror and disbelief at my behavior. I had just rejected an unselfish offer and insulted a good man. I did not get a Butterfinger that day. And I did not get a Chick-O-Stick either.

What I got was a good long “talking to” about how we Garretts do not act like that, about how important it is to be gracious and respectful and appreciative of things that come our way. I also got sentenced to a month with no candy whatsoever and no chance for probation. Before long, I was going through severe withdrawal effects, with a desperate inner craving for the taste of sweetness to once again grace my mouth and fill my tummy.

That was the longest month of my life. It was also very enlightening. Sometimes we do not have a true sense of appreciation for something until we no longer have it. And it helps us see things in a totally different light.

I remember thinking of candy often during that month, watching as others devoured it, while I could not. I developed a new appreciation for candy and the truly spiritual experience of eating it. At the same time, fruit of all kinds and graham crackers spread with peanut butter became my best friends. But more than that, I learned how important it is to look beyond the surface and the immediate experience, and to always carry oneself in a humble manner. In my four weeks of solitary confinement from candy, I was transformed into one who would never look at the world the same again. Now, there is no way that I could have known that Chick-O-Sticks are not made out of chicken, but, nonetheless, that was not the point. I had hurt the Greek man’s feelings.

You can probably think of many things in your own life that you regret, things that you wish you could take back, things that you wish you could go back and do over again. Yet I learned much from that experience that is such an integral part of who I am as a person today. I cannot go back and undo the threads of the past, and I would not want to. I have a saying that I have shared with many people: “The past is the past. Let it be.” The self-destruction that occurs through guilt or blame takes one out of harmony and balance, though these things, too, offer important lessons.

However, once something is done, it is done. And all you can do is the best you can do at that point in time given what you have available to you. So once something has happened, all you can do is the best you can do from that point on, which also may mean having an opportunity to correct or compensate for, as is the traditional Cherokee Way, wrongs committed in order to restore the balance and peace. This does not mean forgetting what has happened, but it does mean doing whatever needs to be done in order to let go of harmful energies or emotions such as anger, jealousy, resentment, and guilt so as not to become burdened or blind to the natural flow of life and our own purpose in this flow or Greater Circle, Donelawega.

The past is the past. And yet, regardless, it is also very much alive in our hearts. It is very much a part of who we are. For who are we but the culmination of all of our experiences and memories and perceptions? The spirit is an inner record of all of our experiences, good and bad, positive and hurtful. Who are we but the choices that we make right now at this very moment—the way that we see things and how we respond to everything that happens around us and within us?

Candy has never tasted the same to me, and although I might wish that I had acted differently, I am grateful for the way that it did happen because that experience taught me more by the way that it occurred than if it had never occurred at all. This is one of the many lessons of the Rule of Acceptance: how to make sense out of things that we experience in life, see beauty in these things, and be at peace with them (even if they are painful).

I have many memories of my past, and there are also many things that I do not recollect or that seem fuzzy in my mind. There are many experiences that I remember one way, while others who were also there remember them another way. And many of my memories have changed as I have changed. That is because as I change, I see them in a different light. And so these experiences that are so much a part of me continue to offer me many lessons long after the experience has occurred. These are my truths. And you have your own truths.

When you think back over your own life to this point, what do you see? Do you see missed opportunities? Do you see pain, joy, hardship, luck? What do you see when you look in the mirror? Do you see “wish I could, wish I was . . .” or do you see “glad I did, glad I am . . .”? It is not easy to take a good look at where we are in our lives, particularly since we have so many things to which to pay attention.

When I think back over my life to this point, I remember many faces, many places, many things happening to me, and many of my choices that have carried me to where I am now and where I may be someday. I remember things like Chick-O-Sticks being offered to me unselfishly in the place of Butterfingers, and I remember looking up at the moon in the darkness of the evening, squinting to see the ashy spots on her beautiful pale face. I remember stories, and I remember all of those people who have contributed in some way to who I am today. And I am grateful. Maybe we all are searching for the magic lake in our own way. Maybe we have glimpsed it and didn’t realize it. Maybe its reflection shines in every living being. This is the continuing process of life in which we are invited to learn and grow and shine brighter than before.

I remember being very curious as a child. I asked many inquisitive, thought-provoking questions and took many nice toys apart because I wanted to see what they looked like on the inside (much to the dismay of my family). Everything seemed to hold a mysterious secret, and I was bound and determined to unlock these secrets—just because they were there. For all those who are parents or who work with small children, you know that the main purpose of our little ones is to teach us things that we have forgotten, and I did just that. While many adults await the dreaded question from children “Where do babies come from?” I asked no such thing, being too interested in all the other things that there were to learn about in the world. I can remember asking things like:

“Why is the sky blue?”

“Where does the sun come from?”

“Why do birds fly?”

“How does the moon stay in the sky?”

“Why doesn’t Melissa [my sister] have a penis?”

“What’s at the end of a rainbow?”

“Why are buildings square?”

“Do plants breathe like we do?”

To me, these were important questions deserving important answers.

Now when a child asks you questions like these, there are many approaches you can take. One approach is the scientific approach, in which you can attempt to explain things in a logical, rational, sequential manner, hoping not to overwhelm the child with too much information or information that will only complicate things (or make you uncomfortable). This approach (and all others), of course, inevitably leads to the child’s natural follow-up question, “Why?” which leads in turn to the child’s next natural follow-up question, “Why?” and so on and so forth.

Another approach is the magical approach, in which, drawing upon the natural ability and tendency of a child to be creative and imaginative, one tries to explain things in terms that will be easily accepted by the little one given his or her current view of the world (after all, storks really do deliver babies). Yet another very popular approach is diversion, in which one quickly responds by saying, “Go ask your mother” or “Go ask your father” or some other convenient scapegoat.

There is another approach, less popular and not quite as effective, called the honest approach, in which one simply says, “I don’t know,” but this one is not often used because adults can be too proud to admit that they don’t really know or they may assume that they really do know. And there are many other approaches used for fielding children’s inquiries.

My parents used a combination of approaches in fielding my questions, but the approach that I recall most clearly was the one used most often by my father, called the “Rule of Acceptance.” To this day, there are many instances in which he will resort to this approach with me and others. The way it would work is like this:

Me: “How does the crystal work?”

Him: “Well, that’s the Rule of Acceptance.” (End of conversation.)

Me: “Yeah, but why . . . ?” (To no avail.)

Him: “You will understand when it is time for you to understand.”

Now, I am not saying that this was always the way he responded to my questions, or you might start thinking that he was not very helpful. Of course, at the time, I remember thinking that in fact he either did not know the answer or did not want to tell me. In my perception, the Rule of Acceptance seemed like an easy out for him. After all, it takes a great deal of time and patience to explain something to a child. But I came to understand that the Rule of Acceptance is much more than an easy out, and it is a very basic part of the Cherokee Way.

There are many instances in which the Rule of Acceptance left me frustrated and unfulfilled in my quest for knowledge, and so, determined to satisfy myself, I went in search of the answers I required. Looking back on several times when I received the Rule of Acceptance in response to my questions, I can understand the wisdom of its implementation. There are many things about which I have inquired that if given an answer, I never would have had to seek my own answer and, therefore, might never have truly understood. There are also many instances in which if told “the answer,” I would not have accepted it anyway. The point here is not the knowledge, or even necessarily how I received the knowledge, but whether or not I was ready for the answer. This is another important lesson of the Rule of Acceptance: Sometimes it is not the right answer that is important, but asking the right question and being ready for whatever comes.

Part of what has made my father such a good father is that he has had the ability to recognize when my spirit was ready and when it was not. To me, that is the mark of a good teacher. One cannot teach algebra to students who have not yet mastered their multiplication tables or who do not want to learn algebra. One cannot teach advanced literature to students who have not yet mastered the ability to read. And one cannot teach a bird how to fly when its wing feathers have not fully grown in, its eyes are not yet sharp enough to avoid collisions, and its balance is not yet fully developed. Everything is a process that is often gradual and builds upon itself. This process often also requires openness, diligence, and patience, with a little bit of time mixed in.

And so, thanks to the Rule of Acceptance, I learned many things in a proper sequence, learned when and if I was truly ready (and open to learning it), and, in some instances, learned things the hard way. Regardless, my understanding of things, albeit incomplete and forever changing, is my own. Sometimes, only we can teach ourselves best what we most need to learn. And I continue to learn more every day I am alive.

Many people have asked me if I am a student (because I look so young), to which I reply, “Yes, aren’t we all?” I am a student of life; I will always be a student of life, as are all of us. And sometimes it is not as important to know why as it is to know what. It is the difference between knowing and feeling. It is the difference between spending energy—trying to “figure things out”—and making ourselves available to the natural flow of energies around us and to our own unique place within them. And so I learned about the Medicine, much like my father did, much like my grandmother did, much like my great-grandfather did, and so on, by observing and listening, and not necessarily by asking questions. After all, as my father put it, “If you have to ask, you’re not ready anyway.”

Things that need to happen have a way of happening regardless of how we think they should happen, regardless of how we think they should be, regardless of what we expect. Therefore, our greatest responsibility sometimes is to let things unfold naturally and make good choices as we go, rather than forcing things to happen. That is not to say “do nothing,” but rather do things wisely—and all in good time.

Understanding the flow of life allows us to let go of expectations, accept the limitations over which we have no control, and move with this flow. This way, we focus our “Nuwati” (energies) on making intuitively informed choices about where our path is taking us and learn from the beauty of life—allowing our own spirit to flourish like a small wildflower opening its dewy petals to the bright and orangey morning sunlight. Expect nothing and appreciate the value of everything; this is the true lesson of the Rule of Acceptance. There is a passage in I Heard the Owl Call My Name, by Native American novelist Margaret Craven, that reminds me of the Rule of Acceptance:
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