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        For our daughter Maitreya, Virgencita Ikunanta,
who illuminates our way
      

    

  
    
      
        Are most of the allegorized, dramatized, literalized, sanitized, boring, overly historified rituals and written stories only jealously guarded fragments of a pushed-aside indigenous intactness which all people, in this increasingly displaced world, have hidden somewhere in their bones as an unremembered legacy in which an intact living story still waits to come into view?
      

      MARTIN PRECHTEL

      
        Upon arriving in Byzantium, Hierocles, the fifth-century Alexandrian philosopher, seems to have offended certain Christians and was therefore whipped in the presence of the Christian magistrate. Taking some of his blood in the cup of his hand, Hierocles sprinkled the judge with it, quoting these lines from the Odyssey: “Cyclops, since human flesh is thy delight, Now drink this wine.”
      

      KENNETH SYLVAN GUTHRIE

    

  
    
      THE SHAMANIC ODYSSEY
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      “The authors’ exploration of the shamanic, indigenous characteristics of Odysseus’s journey through the ancient otherworld of divine powers is a noteworthy new contribution to the field of Classics. In particular, their reading of the Odysseus and the Cyclops episode in light of the encounter between the indigenous peoples of the Americas and the ‘civilized’ European conquistadores opens marvelous new possibilities for understanding the mind of Homeric man.”

      CARL A. P. RUCK, PH.D.,
PROFESSOR OF CLASSICAL STUDIES AT BOSTON UNIVERSITY AND 
COAUTHOR OF THE ROAD TO ELEUSIS

      “A unique and insightful comparative look at the Odyssey and the South American shamanic tradition—highly recommended!”

      MARK PLOTKIN, AUTHOR OF
THE SHAMAN'S APPRENTICE 
AND MEDICINE QUEST

      “Tindall and Bustos do more than remind us of a world celebrated by visionaries—from Homer to Shakespeare to Tolkien to indigenous shamans—a world where the old gods walked with us and the animals taught us how to live and the plants healed us. They take us there.”

      STEVE WALKER, PH.D., 
PROFESSOR AT BYU COLLEGE OF HUMANITIES AND AUTHOR OF THE
POWER OF TOLKIEN'S PROSE

      “Placing the story firmly in a shamanic context—including touching upon sacred psychoactive plants, ancient bardic song, vision quest, and the creative mythology of Middle Earth—the authors present us with a Homer who is an indigenous singer of healing song. Tindall and Bustos have a truly comprehensive vision, a striking depth of knowledge, a scholar’s love of language, and a compelling storyteller’s way of tying together the many threads. A significant and hugely enjoyable book.”

      STEPHAN V. BEYER, AUTHOR OF 
SINGING TO THE PLANTS

      “The Shamanic Odyssey is a brilliant book! The authors explore wildness in the form of plant spirits, indigenous peoples, and ancient roots of deep knowledge. They illustrate what one meets on a shamanic quest, whether mythic, collective, or individual. The treatment is erudite, illuminating, and deeply insightful.”

      KATHLEEN HARRISON, 
M.A., ENTHNOBOTANIST
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            When the Condor of the south flies with the Eagle of the north, a new day for Earth will awaken!
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          	AN INDIGENOUS PROPHECY
        

      

      I have always felt an affinity with the amanuensis, that little figure seen illustrated in the margins of medieval books. Head cocked, quill poised over blank manuscript on writing table before him, he listens intently, ready to faithfully transcribe. I admired his single-minded devotion to the Word, to capturing and preserving the oral tradition flourishing around him. His austere craft spoke to a quiet aspiration in my own heart: to record beautiful things heard in a fitting way.

      This book is an outcome of that desire. The Shamanic Odyssey was born and nourished as I sat listening in malocas and tipis, participating within the indigenous medicinal traditions of the South American jungle and the North American desert. Like the prophecy of the eagle and condor, in its own way it marks the confluence of two cultural streams in the persons of two remarkable healers, Juan Flores and Bob Boyll.

      Maestro curandero Juan Flores Salazar is the founder of Mayantuyacu, a center for traditional medicine in Pucallpa, Peru, who has shared the riches of the vegetalista tradition of the Amazon with us for many years now. Unstinting in his hospitality, humor, and wonder for the plants and many other beings of the rain forest, Juan has, poco a poco, revealed the native, vital cosmovision that underlies his work to us.

      Roadman Bob Boyll, his wife Ann Rosencranz, and members of the Native American Church have prayed with us for our daughter Maitreya in the heart of near-tornado conditions, and with hearts of great kindness have guided us along the peyote way of the Plains Indians. Bob and Ann, as medicine folk of European background, are rare critters, even cultural treasures. Their lives, and those of other Euro-American members of the NAC, demonstrate the possibility of rediscovering and walking on indigenous paths once again. Montrese and Anders, Jaguar, Nick and Lisa, and other NAC members have also made significant contributions to this book.

      Tom Walsh of the comparative literature and Daniel Melia of the Celtic studies programs at U.C. Berkeley have offered valuable feedback on this manuscript and deepened my understanding of the ancient Greek and Celtic worlds.

      Phan Tu Quynh, our illustrator, has worked with sensitivity and diligence to render the indigenous and ancient art reproduced in this book. J. P. Harpignes, Joanna Reichhold, Bob Boyll, Richard Koenig, Jeff Jenkins (Pluma Blanco), Lia Gatey, Robert Forte, David Teachout, Adine Gavazzi, China Galland, Brian Anderson, and others have scrutinized and enriched this manuscript in countless ways.

      Most of all, however, I want to acknowledge my coauthor and wife, Susana, who has made crucial contributions to this book and whose heart and vision have stayed with me throughout its writing. As George Harrison once sang, “If not for you, Babe, I couldn’t even find the door.”

    

  
    
      FOREWORD

      My dad taught Latin. I was raised on the classics. Homer’s epic poem, the Odyssey, was bedtime reading in our house.

      When a Shuar shaman, deep in the Amazon, saved my life not long after I graduated from college, he demanded that I repay him by becoming his apprentice. “It will be a tough journey,” he warned, “but you’ll connect with sacred plants and powerful spirit guides . . . just like Etsaa.” His description of the adventures of this legendary rain forest hero astounded me. Etsaa so resembled Odysseus that I puzzled over how two cultures so far removed in time and space could share such similar myths.

      Later, as an economic hit man, I traveled the world, coercing governments to subjugate their people to a new form of empire led by multinational corporations. During long flights I re-read Homer. I was struck by how little we humans have changed. We had traded sailing ships for airplanes and swords for AK-47s, but we were still hell-bent on exploiting others. I knew that Odysseus would admire the wily tricks-of-trade—the Trojan horses—I and my cohorts employed to conquer other lands.

      So, was Odysseus Western literature’s first full portrait of a practicing shaman and shapeshifter? What about Odysseus, that ancient Greek raider of cities, as Western literature’s first economic hit man?

      Sound implausible? All I can say is: “Read on!” Prepare to be amazed by the confluence of ancient and indigenous ways with ruthless modern capitalism, as realized in the character of Odysseus. You may even find yourself agreeing with Tindall and Bustos that the origin of our current global financial meltdown is far older than contemporary predatory capitalism—it can be found in Odysseus’s dolos, his renowned spirit of trickery and cunning deception.

      The Shamanic Odyssey is more than just an exploration of ancient texts, native cultures, and shamanic practices. Like the bards of old, Tindall and Bustos sing the Odyssey for our time; this modern version is a warning for a world threatened with ecological collapse and economic injustice. The prophetic voices of our indigenous relatives—the Shuar, Hopi, Kogi, Quechua, Maya, and so many others—have now penetrated the iron bubble of our exploitative society; they expose the causes of its likely collapse. Their voices remind us of our humble, and probably brief, span on this glorious planet. The message we are advised to hear in the Odyssey is one that calls us to reconciliation with and respect for the remaining indigenous cultures. Even as I write these words, Wirakuta, the ancient site of pilgrimage for the Huichol peoples of Northern Mexico, is threatened by corporate raiders who seek to enter the sacred ground and strip mine it. The message that echoes through the ages urges us to protect those lands and the cultures that have honored them for millennia.

      Tindall and Bustos demonstrate that the Odyssey’s oral tradition summons us to heal the break with our own native self, with the indigenous experience of a vital, meaningful cosmos—the ultimate resolution to rapacious capitalism. We do not need to live in oblivion, cut off from the voices of our ancestors and wild nature. As a nostos, a homecoming song, the Odyssey can call us back again—to a home we recognize and our offspring will seek to inhabit.

      JOHN PERKINS

      John Perkins is a former economic advisor to the World Bank, UN, IMF, Fortune 500 corporations, and countries in Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the Middle East. He is the author of Confessions of an Economic Hit Man, The Secret History of the American Empire, and Hoodwinked, a blueprint for a new form of global economics. He is a founder and board member of Dream Change and the Pachamama Alliance, nonprofit organizations devoted to establishing a world our children will want to inherit.
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      THE FLIGHT OF THE EAGLE AND CONDOR

      
        Once I sat upon a promontory,
      

      
        And heard a mermaid on a dolphin’s back
      

      
        Uttering such dulcet and harmonious breath,
      

       That the rude sea grew civil at her song,

       And certain stars shot madly from their spheres,

      
        To hear the sea-maid’s music.
      

      WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

      The winding path that led to this book began when an Ashaninca shaman, working in the jungle outside of Pucallpa, Peru, first alerted me to the deep affinities between the ancient Homeric world and the surviving indigenous cultures of the Amazon.

      As Juan Flores, Susana, and I sat together by a stream that cascaded from pool to pool beneath the forest canopy, Juan, whose appearance as a stoic indio belies his zany sense of humor and large repertoire of stories and songs, unfolded his vision of the underwater creatures of present-day Amazonian cosmology. “The sirenas [Spanish for mermaid],” he said, “send messages when they sing—their song is very sad and can move anyone. So when they want to enchant someone, they come forth and sing. You can hear them, but it has to be in a moment of deep silence and you are left deeply moved.”

      At Juan’s words, the Sirens of ancient Greek mythology, whose rapturous song nearly seduced Odysseus and his men into abandoning their homeward voyage, sprang to my mind. Few of us now, living at such a remove from exposure to the raw elements endured by our ancestors, can fathom the power and danger of that song. Even in plain sight of the transfixed mariners withering away among the bones and corpses on the shore, Odysseus would have leapt off his ship and gladly swum into the Sirens’ embrace—had he not been lashed to the mast.

      Intrigued by the obvious kinship to their Amazonian cousins, I related Homer’s account. Flores, who had never heard of the Odyssey before, listened with interest, but when I commented that the sirenas in the Amazon seemed more benevolent in disposition, the shaman grimaced and shook his head. I then recalled that Juan had earlier related to us a tragic event in his family. His sister had been abducted while swimming in a river by a yacuruna, or merman, and has since been transformed into an underwater being—a Siren.

      Most of us are familiar with the gods and heroes of the works of Homer. The divine figures of Zeus hurling thunderbolts; Poseidon stirring up the sea with his trident; Aphrodite, born of the sea spume, and her son, Eros, with his wounding arrows; Hermes, the messenger of the gods; and Athena, the goddess of heroic endeavor, still inhabit our imagination—just as the great heroes of the ancient world do: Achilles in his battle rage, wily Odysseus stowed inside his Trojan Horse, discreet Penelope holding off her suitors, Hercules in his labors, and Jason sailing with his Argonauts.

      Yet we keep these ancient figures at a distance, like quaint, elderly relatives living in backwater towns whose way of life is no longer relevant. Most of us know the ancient Greek world now through dreary high school readings of Homer or fluffy Hollywood re-creations. Few, especially among the professional classicists of our major universities, would be caught praying to Hermes for guidance in a tight spot!

      It came as a surprise, therefore, when during our time living in the Amazon I began to discover that there were not only deep parallels between the cosmologies of the present-day Amazonian peoples and the ancient Indo-European Greek and Celtic cultures, but also common ways of seeking knowledge and reckoning with issues of disease and healing. So strong are these affinities that Odysseus can be seen as having fundamental character traits and attitudes in common with the shamans of the Amazon.
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        Fig. 1.1. Juan Flores with an image of a yacuruna, a 
dolphin-man, wearing a manta ray as a hat, an eel as a belt, and fish as shoes. 
Above and to the right of the yacuruna, with her tail visible, hangs a European 
mermaid, an image adopted by Amazonian people under the influence of the 
Spanish.
      

      The origin of this book, then, began in 2004, when I tagged along with my coauthor, Susana, to the Amazon to study the healing potential of the plants used by the shamans in the rain forest.*1 Susana’s research centered on the therapeutic use of icaros, the “magical melodies” of the shamans. She was particularly interested in their role in intense healing experiences in ceremonies with a psychoactive plant known as ayahuasca. I wanted to write a good travel narrative that explored, from the inside, the process of healing with traditional plant medicines. But as Susana and I accustomed ourselves to living within a cosmology where streams hosted mer-folk, trees were sentient like Tolkien’s ents, and shamans had a curious symbiotic relationship with jaguars, I eventually faced the anthropologist’s dilemma: How much can a researcher, committed to experiencing the paradigm shift necessary to understand his subject from within, allow his grip on an “objective” worldview to loosen? Will he not risk, as he raises the shaman’s potion to his lips, falling into naïveté, or even going native?

      The Siren song of the Amazon, with its hauntingly beautiful cultures and wild creatures, its great waterways and star-dripping night skies, seemed to hold us captive. Beyond the daily struggle of adaptation in the rain forest sounded a great chant, a thing of inestimable beauty, which drew us, Circelike, into its inner chamber. How could even the most rational among us, having heard that song of primordial Nature, turn a deaf ear?

      As well, the more deeply we entered into the lifeway of our maestro, Juan Flores (appropriately enough, Johnny Flowers in English), the more the internal logic of his indigenous cosmos revealed itself to us. There was, in fact, a thread that led through the maze of the shaman’s experience, but we had to deposit our cultural baggage at the door to walk it.

      Even in the rough conditions of field research, I was able to observe one of the intriguing side effects of immersion in indigenous lifeways that still survive in the Amazon rain forest: a dawning sense of the inner worlds of ancient cultures, whose lives were rounded with similar experiences and interpretations.

      Such understanding didn’t arrive like a bolt of lightning, but accrued through moments of reflection when the odd parallels between my experience and those of the figures of ancient literature struck me, or when I stumbled onto a surprising explanation for a bit of ancient Greek or Celtic culture. At the time, I saw them as interesting insights or footnotes, and nothing more—a natural outcome of immersion in an indigenous culture. I also occasionally found comfort, I confess, in reflecting on long-suffering Odysseus’s journey home!

      After many moons had passed over the jungle’s canopy, I began to reflect that such immersions in ancient lifeways are analogous to an archaeological dig into the underlying layers of human consciousness, as literal in their own way as archaeologist Heinrich Schlieman’s excavations at Troy. Perhaps, I began to suspect, the cultural parallels between the ancient Europeans and contemporary Amazonian peoples were not coincidental, that in the words of archaeological researcher Paul Devereux, “Deep down in time and consciousness, there must have been an underlying shamanic impulse that led to these forms of expression.”1

      Upon our return to our home in the San Francisco Bay Area, I stepped to the front of a college classroom and chose, serendipitously, to teach the Odyssey. As I worked with my students, the pieces of the puzzle of that deep affinity began to fall into place. Much as the constellations of the night sky will leap forward once one has learned to discern their forms, the matrix of plant/spirit/animal relations in Homer revealed the indigenous origin of his epics.

      This shouldn’t be too surprising. After all, story survives as a fossilized remnant of human experience and, as do fossils of extinct species, when approached correctly can yield unique perspectives into the lifeways of human cultures of the past.

      Even more intriguing, I began to discern the outlines of a fragment of myth, or mythologem, in the heart of the struggle between Odysseus and the blinded Cyclops. This struggle seemed to capture Western civilization’s emerging violent rupture with its native self—and, within the symbolic language of oral literature, to presage dire consequences. In short, it appeared to have all the characteristics of a prophecy.

      This idea that the Odyssey contained such a remnant perplexed me, and the larger significance of this recognition of the native roots of Western culture did not begin to come into focus until we began to participate in the peyote ceremonies of the Native American Church (NAC). As Susana and my engagement in the peyote way deepened, so did our awareness of the indigenous prophecy: When the Condor of the south flies with the Eagle of the north, a new day for Earth will awaken!

      This prophecy,*2  popularly attributed to the pre-Conquest Incans and now widely accepted both among the Native and Euro-American communities, speaks of a time in ancient history when the human family chose to separate into two different family paths. One path, according to anthropologist Jeff Jenkins, is represented by the Condor, “the path of the feminine, ritual, spiritual, the heart and intuition, and the indigenous world.” The other path, represented by the Eagle, is the path of “the masculine, the mind, the material world and its control, and the industrial world.”2

      The prophecy claims that, according to the ancient Incan calendar, the close of the twentieth century is the time when the deadly strife between the Eagle and Condor peoples is to draw to a conclusion. They now have the possibility to fly and mate together in a creative symbiosis to restore and regenerate the Earth community.

      A marker of this sea change is the emerging unification of indigenous peoples and traditions, North and South, as well as the “indigenizing” of Westerners previously without a native consciousness of connection to the Earth and its larger, nonhuman community.

      In this way, the Eagle of the North came to us in the form of Hopi prophecy, whose cosmology also speaks of an awakening of the indigenous mind in our time. For this ancient culture, such awakening is necessary to cross the bridge from the disintegrating trajectory of modern society back to the way of “one heart,” the only safe route through our present age—the Great Purification. Of course, between the underground kivas of the Hopis or the astronomical temples of the Maya, where prophecy of world-shaking events was received in ancient times, and contemporary apocalyptic fantasies lies a vast distance. Yet somehow those indigenous visions have migrated through the time depths to ignite our contemporary imagination.

      Perhaps this is because, like other beings of myth, prophecy roams from mind to mind. One of the farther-flung components of a culture’s cosmovision (or what we call, from a safe distance, a mythological system), prophecy arises from a confluence of visions, dreams, trance states, and artistic inspiration. It is also, like a dream, curiously elusive to pin down—official, priestly versions may eventually be engraved on calendrical stones at the feet of pyramids and jungle astronomical observatories, but only after the prophecy has simmered among the people, in many local variations, for many seasons.

      In addition, prophecy only becomes truly relevant when it’s heard. Prophecy is not a fact. Rather, it is a thing received, taken to heart so it catalyzes change in a person’s life. Like cosmovision, prophecy may lose its savor when written down. It becomes an official version, an object of critique, something true or false in a factual sense, or an object of veneration. Yet prophecy is not a fact—it is a living current, like the sap that flows through the veins of leaves. In constant evolution, there is no orthodox version. The stream continues to flow through Hopi kivas and other sacred sites.

      I therefore never paid serious attention to all the buzz around 2012. After all, documents are always open to interpretation, facts shift their meaning according to methodology, and, like the children’s game of telephone, transmission over distance is fraught with error. We have the Earth under our feet, its plants and animals and waters, and the stars above us to show us the way. What subtler prophecy could we be privy to?

      Then one day, I heard the Hopi prophecy. It came one voice removed from its source, in the person of Bob Boyll, a seventy-five-year-old road-man, or “one who shows the path,” in the NAC, who has lived many years among the indigenous communities of the United States and Mexico.
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        Fig. 1.2. Roadman Bob Boyll and his wife, Ann Rosencranz.
      

      I first met Boyll, whose ancestry is Scots-Irish and Mohawk, when I stepped through the flap of a tipi where a peyote meeting was about to begin. A stocky man with gray hair held back in a ponytail, he greeted me with an abstracted, kindly air. Thinking, “Ah, he’s a cool old hippy,” I went to take my seat. This was my first meeting, and that evening I had the privilege of beholding a sacred fire, which, it turned out, Boyll, in the role of fireman, was assisting the roadman in keeping.

      At some point, as my visions and dreams danced in the fireplace, I became aware that the old man wading through the coals was working a kind of alchemy. Boyll’s hands seemed to commune with the fire, to transmute it, like an ancient Celtic god of blacksmithery, into something magical. In the morning, when he talked about the various intelligences— beings, actually—perceivable within the flames of the fire, I realized that Boyll had, as they say, seriously done his homework.

      As part of Boyll’s long apprenticeship in the indigenous ways of medicine work, he had sought instruction from the Hopis who live in the village of Hotevilla on Arizona’s First Mesa. The year was 1978, a time in his life when he was seeking answers to questions his graduate program in philosophy at Columbia had not addressed, among which were the visionary abilities of the Hopis.

      Boyll relates that, arriving unannounced at one of the stone mortar houses of the village, he was greeted by a sharp-eyed woman in her nineties, who upon opening the door declared, “Oh, you’re finally here! He’s been waiting for you all morning!”

      Astonished, Boyll was shown into the main room, where a hale and very old blind man sat, who embraced him, saying, “Oh, grandson, you’re finally here!” The Hopi was named David Monongue, and his age was then estimated at 107. Monongue immediately inquired if Boyll had brought one of those recording machines, and being told yes, sent him back out to the car to retrieve it. Monongue had something to transmit, and wanted to make sure it got recorded accurately.

      That afternoon the elder Hopi sang for Boyll the butterfly kachina song. “When you’re in ceremony I want you to sing this,” he explained, stating that he was giving it to Boyll because, as a song of unification, it contained all the colors of the rainbow. “The time has come,” he said, “for a regathering of everyone, not just the Hopis, into unity.” Boyll now sings it in sweat lodges he leads throughout the United States and Europe.

      One afternoon during the week that Boyll spent with Monongue, the old man took him out to the Second Mesa, where one of the prophecy rocks of the Hopis, part of a sandstone cliff formation covered with ancient carvings, rises twenty feet high.*3
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        Fig. 1.3. The Hopi prophecy stone
      

      The main petroglyph shows a figure representing the Earth guardian, Maasau’u, who welcomed the original humans, who for the Hopis emerged from under the Earth and lived unified with them for many years under the covenant they made with him. In the hand of Maasau’u is a staff, from which emerges a square representing an original condition of wholeness. Eventually, however, discord arose and migrations away from the mesas took place.*4

      From this square, therefore, two lines set off across the face of the stone representing roads. On the upper line are human figures whose bodies progressively disintegrate, first with the loss of the solar plexus, and then with their heads drifting away from their bodies. These figures are known as the people of “two hearts,” signifying a state of spiritual disunity, and their road grows progressively jagged and then breaks apart, indicating disintegration, chaos.
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        Fig. 1.4. Detail of the petroglyph on the Hopi prophecy stone
      

      This disintegration is a period of geological upheaval and societal discord and collapse, but this emerging chaos is also called by the Hopis the “Great Purification,” indicating its spiritual significance. According to Monongue, whatever is not essential to our being, anything that draws the heart away from unity, will be consumed, and there will be an opportunity to return to the lower road of the petroglyph, the way of “one heart.” In fact, a “bridge” can be seen connecting the two roads, indicating a moment of opportunity that will occur in each individual’s life when the passage opens to go from two-hearted to one-hearted, or vice versa. A second bridge exists as well, giving a certain leeway for those who wish to return. Once the second bridge is traversed, however, there is no departing from one’s chosen road.

      This lower road Monongue described as the way of those who know where they belong on Earth, and that they belong to the Earth. It is the way of those who have returned to their clans. The Hopi vision, it is worth noting, is the opposite of the Garden of Eden myth, which depicts our ancestors as cast out of the clan’s original dwelling place to wander in exile, unable to return to the original connection to the Garden because an angel with a flaming sword stands guard at the entrance to the sacred land.

      In the Hopi petroglyph, the road appears lined with stalks of corn and mounds, and the leader of the path of the one heart is there, the figure of a man holding a planting stick in his hand, planting corn. It is a humble, yet very inviting image.

      If wisdom arises from such simple communion with the Earth, then the Hopis may be able to remind us of it. The planting stick held in this figure’s hand was, and still is, used to plant corn in the desert, which makes it a stick for planting prayers,*5 for each seed, for the Hopis, is a prayer. One might smile and say, “It’s good to pray if you’re going to plant in such arid conditions.”

      The Hopis would most likely agree. So prayerful are they that they don’t irrigate their corn. They summon the rain instead. Boyll witnessed the Hopis’ intimate connection with their ecological system one day when he attended a dance to the kachina spirits who govern the rainfall.

      “The sky went from arid, deep blue from one horizon to the next to pouring rain by the dance’s conclusion,” he reported. “The rain literally came out of the blue.”

      According to Monongue, one of the signs of the approach of the Great Purification—and there are many—would be the desire of people to reform their clans. To Boyll, he said, “You’re still looking for your original home, but after all the migrations the time has come when your people can find where they belong.” Monongue, whose language has no verb to express the concept “to be,” meant something bigger than just physical locale. He meant belonging to the cosmos, which is expressed by a clan’s spiritual communion with its ancestors, sacred topography, medicines, animal allies, songs, origin myths, dreams, and sacred art, even ways of growing food, treating water, or raising children—all those cultural practices that express a vital, living participation in a sentient world.

      When Boyll asked Monongue, “Grandfather, how did you know I was going to appear at your doorstep on the day I did?” the old man explained to him that, for the Hopis, transmigration occurs not individually but in clans, much as birds migrate not solo but in flocks. These soul groups come in and out of existence, and are attracted to one another, consciously or not, each time they come back into incarnation.

      “You are my grandson. We know this, and it cannot be changed,” Monongue said. “In kiva ceremony I saw you were about to arrive.”

      Monongue also said that every sacred fire, kiva ceremony, or peyote meeting—that is to say, every time of collective transformation and evolution among the people—has an attendant spirit. This living being exists long before the event, containing and directing it, and is precognizant of what specific work needs to be done in each participating individual’s life.

      In a similar vein, these soul groups are preexisting clans, whose members, especially in the time of the Great Purification, are called to find one another. This spiritually directed regathering strongly suggests that the bridge between the roads of the two-hearted and one-hearted is the way from our collective identity with nation-states and corporations (and their suicidal tendencies) to individuated kinship within clans, clans who follow the leader of the path of one heart.

      Monongue also expressed his belief in the need for renewal among the native peoples of the Americas, many of whom now live caught between two worlds. “It is late for us,” he said. “Our cultures have become hardened into systems without connection to their source.”

      “Essentially, then,” I asked Boyll, “Monongue was saying we need to go native again.”

      “Yes,” Boyll responded. “That’s it.”

      This is, according to Monongue’s transmission to Boyll, the summons within the Hopi prophecy for us—to awaken the indigenous mind, to rediscover our clans as the path of one heart through the Great Purification. This summons in now in effect. Boyll states that we may even find ourselves strongly moving toward, or suddenly within, a state of constant prayer—a sign, as they say, of the times.

      Such awakening may not be as distant from us as we think. It may be just around the corner, if we only look for it. As a Crow elder once told poet Gary Snyder, “You know, I think if people stay somewhere long enough— even white people—the spirits will begin to speak to them. It’s the power of the spirits coming up from the land. The spirits and the old powers aren’t lost, they just need people to be around long enough and the spirits will begin to influence them.”3

      Yet we must listen, and listen hard, not only to our native elders, but to the spirits of the land and our ancestors if we are to reawaken our native mind. A piece of that endeavor, I believe, is to hear the great, ancient songs anew, to open ourselves, after centuries of rationalist obscuration, to the glorious, strange, wild beauty of our native Western European inheritance.

      Incan astronomers saw figures in the dark regions of the sky, as well as among the points of light. For them, the heavens were not a blank slate of darkness for a geometer’s theories to overlie, but a dense, fecund canopy of spreading boughs and waterways—a populated ecosystem, a wild terrain. My favorite constellation, pointed out to Susana and me during a recent visit to Chile, was a serpent that wove itself through the foliage of the Milky Way. A couple of stars marked its gleaming eyes.

      A similar elusiveness seems to characterize indigenous prophecy. If you can catch a clear glimpse of it in the foliage, you got lucky! If prophecy does weave itself into our existence, it does so chameleon-like, nestled into the dense forest of our lives so that we may never catch a glimpse of its emerald eyes regarding us from the canopy.*6

      Yet even as the ancestral voices of the Mayan, Incan, and Hopi cultures, arriving like exotics from over the horizon, give us unsettling evidence that Western society exists only as a brief chapter within a larger movement of humanity, we remain oddly deaf to the voices of the European ancestors, those great singers of the ancient world, who also participated in a living, sentient cosmos and were inheritors of a centuries-old oral tradition, deeply rooted in indigenous lifeways.

      This work, then, is an attempt to gather the ancient European tradition back into the native fold, to approach the song of Homer anew and invoke the Muse to “sing for our time, too.”†38

    

  
    
      TWO

      
[image: image]

      SNAKE MEDICINE

      
        A snake which gets wounded heals itself. If now this is done by the snake, do not be astonished for you are the snake’s son. Your father does it, and you inherit his capacity, and therefore you are also a doctor.
      

      PARACELUS

      One of the most compelling litmus tests of the worth of any culture’s cosmovision is this question: How is healing realized within it?

      Such a query strikes to the heart of the unique value (and efficacy) of any culture’s folklore, since the art of healing is among the most subtle of interactions with the living cosmos of the body and the natural, cultural, and spiritual worlds in which it flourishes.

      That Homer’s Odyssey is concerned with healing is suggested by its name in Greek: Nostos (Homecoming). This is especially true if the root of nostos “implies a return of consciousness (noos) in a ‘coming back’ from Hades.”1 That is, a return from the realm of the dead.

      The Odyssey, in this sense, can be seen as an awakening song, a healing song, if it is understood at its deepest root. As the songs of the bards within the epic poem serve to restore consciousness and, as we shall see, heal, the song of Odysseus’s struggle to return home can be understood in the same light. The greatest threat faced by Odysseus and his men on their otherworld journey, after all, is not physical danger or death, but oblivion—loss of consciousness of home, being swallowed up in the waters of Lēthē, forgetting.

      In this way the Odyssey betrays a deep affinity with the cosmovision of indigenous peoples, who similarly perceive disease as a consequence of unconsciousness, of being in disharmony with the cosmos they believe the diseased soul can be sung back into harmony again.

      The Kuna peoples of Panama, for example, see sickness as a manifestation of a lack of attunement to the story of the cosmos and heal by singing the song of the Earth and universe back into the diseased member. Among the Tzutujil Maya:

      the world is a sacred building called the House of the World and our individual bodies are made like this House of the World and contain everything that exists in the outer world. The way the initiated shaman heals the person is to rebuild the World House of that person, remembering all its parts back to [the original flowering]. Welcoming all the parts back to life entails singing out a sacred map of ordered holy words and magical sounds. This is a microcosm of the macrocosmic Divine Order of the Original World Body. This sacred map re-creates all the sacred mountains, rivers, trees, springs, ancestral regions, and names of Gods and Goddesses and their abodes. When this song is sung properly, the individual song is harmonized with the Great Song of the Original World House and both the individual and the collective are made well again.2

       

      It is appropriate, therefore, to begin with an example of how indigenous medicine can heal disease considered incurable by Western medical science, a feat that strongly suggests that the healing ways of the ancient Greeks and native peoples continue, even today, with unabated vitality.

      Not so long ago, emerging from the Amazon rain forest, I found a message awaiting me to call home. Speaking from the other side of the Western Hemisphere, Susana asked me if our friend, the Ashanincan curandero Juan Flores, whom I had been visiting at Mayantuyacu, his center for traditional medicine, could heal a rare case of snakebite. Turning to Juan, who was seated beside me in his noisy office in Pucallpa, I posed the question to him.

      “Yes,” he answered simply, with the traditional authority of a shaman to an apprentice. Without pausing to ask for specifics, I relayed his response and a chain of events was set in motion that demonstrated the remarkable efficacy of indigenous, shamanic medicine. It was not, in fact, a mere snakebite that Juan was called on to heal, but a severe case of chronic inflammatory demyelinating polyneuropathy, or CIDP (according to Western medicine, an incurable degenerative disease), which had occurred as a consequence of severe rattlesnake envenomation.

      Upon returning to the United States, I was introduced to Nick, the man seeking treatment with Juan. I recognized him as someone I had seen around the tipi meetings of the Native American Church. Laconic, dressed in black, and constantly smoking, Nick walked in heavy boots with a Boris Karloff gait that I had found puzzling. Whenever he spoke in meetings, his words commanded respect, and it was clear that his participation in the peyote way of the Plains Indians was longstanding.

      Nick, it turned out, had been bitten by a rattlesnake at its height of venomousness, and years later he was suffering severely degenerative effects from the toxins. He lived with pain—constant, intense burning in his lower legs, which extended up to his hips; painful cramping in his feet and hands; constant twitching (fasciculation) throughout his limbs; nightly cold sweats; loss of motor control; and an “indescribable” feeling of electric current in his extremities. Heavy orthopedic boots encased his numbed feet.

      His long ordeal to find a cure had even led him to contemplate a radical, very dangerous experimental treatment that would have knocked his immune system “into the Dark Ages” through chemotherapy, but in the end Western technological medicine simply had no solutions for him. In the process of embracing his disease as an initiatory path, rather than a mere stroke of terrible misfortune, Nick had been astonished to find his own medicine of the desert chaparral, peyote, sending him on a quest for a cure in the Amazon with the rainforest medicine ayahuasca.

      Indigenous medicine comes wrapped in paradox for Westerners. Among these paradoxes is the distinction between curing and healing of disease, concepts that, as in Venn diagrams, overlap yet remain experientially distinct. The general thrust of modern, industrial Western medicine is to “cure,” from Latin cura, “to care, concern, trouble,” by either suppressing symptoms (that is, managing disease) or excising it from the body. Treatment is considered satisfactory when symptoms abate or lessen so that the life of the sufferer is more tolerable. In many indigenous styles of medicine, which give equal importance to curing as the West, healing, from Old English haelan, “to make whole, sound and well,” may also involve searching out the hidden origin of the disease in the body-mind. In other words, there is a teaching contained within disease that must be heard, understood, and heeded. The patient must, in short, remember her or his way back to health, to harmony with the cosmos.

      In this healing quest, a cure may be found or it may not. The valence of the disease, however, will change. In such cases, it is the entire self that is engaged in unraveling a disease’s enigma, and the entire organism is the laboratory wherein the cure and/or healing can be found. As a consequence, such healing is always idiosyncratic, because each body’s laboratory is unique.

      For Western medicine, if disease is cured shamanically, the methodology used (which in vegetalismo is a complex synergy of plants, the shaman’s icaros—or sacred songs—and the ecology of the healing locale itself) will often elude scientific researchers in search of a “silver bullet” molecule. The medicine may be frustratingly nonexportable—its efficacy may vanish as soon as it is separated from the culture that gave rise to the healing in the first place.*7

      In our experience, the plant medicines used in the Amazon, among which the visionary plant ayahuasca is only one, do healing work, but may not always bring about a cure. Whether it is worthwhile to cure a disease without healing the conditions that gave rise to it is not something that Western medicine considers very much, but if a disease is bringing an urgent life message to the patient, it may be folly to suppress its teaching. This, of course, is a paradox for many Westerners, who prefer, as poet Robert Bly once put it, the freedom to stagger from Burger King to Burger King over taking full responsibility for their spiritual, psychological, and physical conditions.3

      Nick had already experienced healing in indigenous ways. As he told us, at age twenty-nine, while undergoing alcohol withdrawal, he had suffered a cardiac infarction that scarred his heart. After his heart attack, he developed an arrhythmia, a violent limp of the heart that was deeply unsettling: “My heart would beat one . . . two . . . da dung. It would then stop and pick up again. It was so loud you could hear it.”

      A friend suggested that Nick seek healing in the NAC, since Western medicine had basically written him off as not long for this world. Nick had deep apprehensions, however: “As an addict, for me a medicine like peyote could be construed as a drug, and I had real concerns about risking my sobriety.”

      Peyote, however, has a venerable history of usage to heal alcoholism and other sicknesses. A cactus with psychoactive properties, peyote has been used in ceremonial contexts for thousands of years by the native peoples of the Americas, both as a medicine to align the spirit with the cosmos and to heal the body of disease. Overcoming his trepidations, Nick chose to attend a meeting.

      The roadman for the meeting was Bob Boyll, who after Nick explained his heart condition, told him, “Well, there’s no reason you can’t be healed, but it is not going to be me healing you. It’s really contingent on whether you’ve learned the lesson that you needed to learn by having your heart be that way.”

      Something in Boyll’s words resonated with Nick. As Nick put it, “I was like: huh.” Right around midnight, Boyll went and fed Nick four medicine balls of peyote. Nick, bewildered, tried to focus on what was happening around him as Boyll fanned him with an eagle fan. “Then he took the eagle bone whistle and blew it right into my heart and I felt the arrhythmia leave. It wasn’t just me who saw it, either.” At that same instant the fire, which was stacked up blazing about three feet high, dramatically flattened all the way down to the ground as if some unseen foot had stomped on it.
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