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This book is dedicated to my friends:

Ruck

Claude Nelson Rucker III

Cola—the Tail

Untamed Mountain-Magnificent Liberation

Marsha Richman

A Flower of Beauty and Strength

Tom Grandfather Dunphy

A For-Real Brother

Healer

and Friend

and to

Ben Dickson

Who Taught Me How to Grow Roses.

Their lives live on in the hearts of all who knew them.
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“I am happy to learn that your work with entheogens continues. It is and will be an important contribution to the aims to convince the health authorities to loosen the ban that inhibits the legal use of entheogens. Entheogens must become available legally for meaningful use in psychiatry and for healing.”

ALBERT HOFFMAN, SWISS 
SCIENTIST
AND DISCOVERER OF LSD-25

“In this absorbing account of his initiations with the Huichol, Tom Pinkson helps us to reconnect with the teachings of our indigenous American ancestors. This is healing Earth-wisdom for our fractured civilization, and inspiration to honor the creative forces inherent in the land, the plants, the animals, and the people.”

RALPH METZNER, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF GREEN PSYCHOLOGY 
AND SACRED MUSHROOM OF VISIONS

“Tom Pinkson’s fascinating journey into Huichol shamanism and how he applies this ancient tradition to healing others as well as the crises that our modern world now faces is a must read for anyone searching to raise consciousness for the betterment of both humanity and our Mother Earth.”

JAMES ENDREDY, AUTHOR OF
BEYOND 2012:
A SHAMAN’S CALL TO PERSONAL 
CHANGE
AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF GLOBAL 
CONSCIOUSNESS

“Indigenous wisdoms offer ways we can learn from both the seen and unseen worlds. Thomas Pinkson shares more than 20 years of experience and wisdom he has garnered from the Huichol Indians of Central America. This book is very relevant to fostering interdependence and re-visioning healing possibilities for restoring environment, communities, and humanity.”

ANGELES ARRIEN, PH.D.,
CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGIST
AND AUTHOR OF THE FOUR-FOLD 
WAY

“Tom’s book is well written, like creating a finely woven basket, the kind our ancestors in northern California tribes used to receive the gifts of Nature. Thus it is that Tom has provided modern people in search of a soul with a basket full of ancient flowers. I really enjoyed reading the book; it is, indeed, a good teaching and gift to the people.”

BOBBY “MEDICINE GRIZZLY 
BEAR” LAKE-THOM, 
TRADITIONAL NATIVE HEALER AND SPIRITUAL TEACHER AND AUTHOR 
OF CALL OF THE GREAT SPIRIT

“Seeing beyond the constrictions of our present ways is critical for our survival. Tom Pinkson’s story sheds light on the potential in each one of us to change the current channels of our perceptions in order to live a more expansive, sacred, and compassionate life. His encouragement for us to walk our path with ceremonial gratitude grew from his apprenticeship with Huichol shamans and is medicine for our times.”

MARION WEBER, FOUNDER OF
THE ARTS AND HEALING NETWORK
AND THE FLOW FUND CIRCLE
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The Transmission of Wisdom across Cultures

The transmission of a religious and spiritual tradition to a new culture can be an event of historic proportions, an event that transforms both the tradition and the culture. To take but one example, consider Buddhism. Over centuries, as it wended its way around the world, it changed much of Asia. In the process, it morphed into multiple novel forms, such as Vajrayana in Tibet, Chan and Hua Yen in China, and Zen and Pure Land in Japan. Now it has arrived in the West, and once again both it and its new host are adapting to each other.

But in today’s world, not just one, but multiple traditions are crossing cultures. Our contemporary world is more than a melting pot of the world’s religious and spiritual traditions; it is an alchemical cauldron that is yielding unprecedented cross-fertilization and creative emergence.

How the world and its religious traditions will be transformed we cannot know. However, already we are seeing signs that the effects will be far reaching. For example, consider meditation and yoga. Once little known in the West, they have now spread worldwide and are practiced by millions of Westerners, studied by thousands of scientists, and used by many thousands of health practitioners. In the process, they have demonstrated the mind’s remarkable potentials and healing powers, changed our understanding of the human psyche, and become a standard part of health care.

How does the transmission of traditions to new cultures occur? In the modern world, academics and anthropologists have often made the initial studies. Academics have pored over foreign texts while anthropologists have braved foreign lands. The knowledge they glean is invaluable. However, it is usually limited to knowledge. That is, it is theoretical rather than experiential, and observational rather than participatory.

However, for the transmission of spiritual wisdom and practices, something further is required. That something is personal practice of the disciplines, and a direct realization of the experiences and understandings they produce. Only in this way can the disciplines’ deeper wisdom—what philosophers call their “higher grades of significance”—be fully grasped.

So to bring spiritual traditions and their experiential wisdom and practices to a new culture requires academics and anthropologists and practitioners. These practitioners can become what are called gnostic intermediaries—direct transmitters of transpersonal, gnostic wisdom.

This is certainly true of shamanism, the world’s oldest religious/spiritual tradition. We owe an enormous debt to the pioneering work of early investigators—such as the religious scholar Mircea Eliade and the anthropologist Knud Rasmussen—as well as to the detailed studies of contemporary scholars and anthropologists.

But we also owe a great debt to the pioneers who not only studied, but actually took up the practices of shamanism. It is they who introduced the practices and their fruits to the West. These practitioners include anthropologists such as Michael Harner and Barbara Tedlock, as well as psychologists such as Larry Peters, Bradford Keeney, and Tom Pinkson.

It requires a great deal—courage, dedication, endurance, and more—to penetrate deeply into any authentic spiritual discipline. It requires even more to brave a foreign culture and to be one of the first to offer oneself fully to its spiritual practices, with all their belief-shattering and life-altering implications.

Tom Pinkson did just that, and it is our good fortune that he has chronicled his pilgrimage in The Shamanic Wisdom of the Huichol. It is a wonderful story—an autobiography of a superb spiritual warrior who dedicated and surrendered his life to serving the highest Good, in whatever forms that Good took. This dedication led him to follow unfamiliar paths, explore his inner depths, face his deepest fears, and open to the fundamental questions and mysteries of life. The fruits of these explorations include a depth of love and wisdom that shine forth from this book, and that Tom Pinkson now uses to guide students, heal patients, and comfort the dying.

This book is impressive in recounting a spiritual warrior’s pilgrimage and describing Huichol practices. But it is also impressive in transmitting the purity of heart, the sacredness of vision, and the depth of wisdom that these practices can produce—qualities which our imperiled world desperately needs, and needs to learn how to cultivate.

Through Tom Pinkson, a taste of the Huichol’s precious wisdom—hard won by thousands of people across hundreds of years—is made available to us and to the world.

ROGER WALSH

Roger Walsh, M.D., Ph.D., is a professor in the department of psychiatry and human behavior at the University of California College of Medicine at Irvine. He is the author of The World of Shamanism: New Views of an Ancient Tradition and Essential Spirituality: The 7 Central Practices to Awaken Heart and Mind.
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Ceremonial objects gathering spiritual power near the summit of Mt. Shasta.
Photo by Mike Lerner
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Preface to the new Edition

If there is to be any hope whatsoever of living well on this earth, we have to take the ancient root and put new sap in it. That doesn’t mean we need to do something new, but to do something old in a new way, which takes great courage.

MARTIN PRECHTEL

When the first edition of this book came out in 1995, as The Flowers of Wiricuta, I eagerly took a number of copies on my next visit to the Huichol. Sitting around Sacred Grandfather Fire, Tatewari, in the rancho of my spiritual grandmother, Guadalupe de la Cruz—a cantadora, or singing shaman who heals with her songs, prayers, and ceremonies—I brought forth my book. I showed the twenty-five assembled Huichol their photos, taken on previous visits with their permission. They were delighted, joking and laughing about how they looked. Sections of the book were then read out loud in Spanish as we sat together listening under the stars.

I hoped for Guadalupe’s approval of the book so I could share it with the world having her and the other Huichol’s blessings. Nervously I awaited her response at the end of the reading. Taking her time, she looked intently into the flames that danced brightly before us. Finally she raised her head, looked directly at me, and smiled. “Si, es bueno.” “It is good.” With a release of accumulated tension, I rejoiced in relief.

“You have completed a covenant with my words in your book. Now it is up to you to carry the seeds of Wiricuta and the guidance from Tatewari al Norte,” she said. The medicine teachings given by her and the other shamans I had worked with over the years of my apprenticeship were to be shared with others. The book was a tool to raise awareness about the wisdom of Huichol spirituality along with the teachings it held for mainstream Western culture.

Many years ago Guadalupe told me Father Sun was coming closer to the Earth because people in the North had forgotten how to live. The Sun was coming closer to purify and cleanse the toxic ways of living that disrespected life and the spirits of nature. Decades before the notion of global warming, a Huichol shaman in the remote mountains of Mexico was warning of dangers to come while giving me a loving boot to let others know what was coming if we didn’t change our ways.

Now, with my book completed, Guadalupe and I wrote up a contract that was solemnized by each of us in front of Grandfather Fire and Guadalupe’s extended family. The contract stipulated a percentage of book sale profits would go to her and, when she died, on to her family. I then placed a copy of the book into the heart of the Fire expressing my gratitude for all I had been given. Later that evening while watching the logs burn down I wondered what the future held in store as I went forward with my task of “bringing the medicine to the North.”

Fortunately I was able to have three more pilgrimages with Guadalupe to Wiricuta, the Huichol Holy Land where the sacred peyote cactus grows, before she left this world. This woman who was childless but mother to so many died on Mother’s Day May 9, 1999. A few weeks earlier a handful of fellow gringo pilgrims accompanied me to Mexico for a final visit with our beloved elder before she died. Along with her extended family and other shamans, we stayed with her for a week as she moved closer into her “Death Lodge.” Numerous ceremonies took place during this time but knowing that we would not see her again in this world, Grandmother took time to share with each one of us her final medicine gifts. Today her body lies buried at her rancho outside Tepic, two and a half hours north of Puerto Vallarta in the foothills of the mountains from which she came.

With the natural reflection that comes as I approach my sixty-sixth year, I have a growing appreciation and understanding of what I was so fortunate to receive from Guadalupe and the Huichol people. I see with increasing clarity how shamanic medicine ways have integrated their way into my own life and how they can benefit the larger Western culture.

The shamanic wisdom of the Huichol provides time-tested methods for opening the mind to a wider range of awareness than the materialistic-based understanding of the West. It offers an understanding of health and well-being based on “finding your life” through an archetypal vision quest premised on the belief that you are a sacred being, not here by accident but with sacred purpose to find your heart path and the power to walk it all the days of your life so that you might attain “completion.”

Huichol shamans keep the channels of communication open to the spirit world by working reverently with Tatewari who reminds us that we are luminous beings with love at the core of our being. The Huichol perform their ceremonies for all of life, not just for themselves, and they call us to reinvent an Earth-honoring way of joining them in working for the survival of all beings—not just the ones who walk on two legs. They call out to us to create our own ceremonies to thank the forces of nature for their life-giving gifts, which we are dependent upon for our lives.

The Huichol shamanic worldview is obtained experientially through intimate relationship and exploration with the invisible spirit powers of nature and the cosmology of altered states. All aspects of creation are perceived as conscious, alive, containing power, purpose, intelligence, with importance and meaning—the earth, fire, sun, ocean, deer and other animals, plants, rain, rocks, trees, and rivers. Huichol shamanic wisdom recognizes the sacredness of reciprocity with nature, the lack of which puts us on a destructive path whose impact we experience today. Their medicine teachings offer an understanding that reciprocal gift exchange with the spirit powers of nature forms the basis of sustainability through a balance of right relationship between giving and receiving. Rather than a fear-based, control-with-force patriarchy emphasizing masculine sky-gods running the show, Huichol cosmology honors the Great Cosmic Mother as integral to life and its maintenance.

Western mainstream culture needs to overcome its learned description of reality that projects misguided notions of separation, premised on ego-based identity and personal history, onto the cosmic soup of what some call “a field of plenty.” The Western mindset limits itself to a very tight culturally determined, socially reinforced bandwidth of knowing, which provides our description of who we are and what is real. In our smug egocentrism we believe that what we see is the totality of what is, which constricts our understanding that evolution is an exploration of what is possible and that we can play a more skillful and conscious role in it than we have done so far.

We desperately need to learn what the Huichol know so well—how to interact with the net of power that animates the universe we are embedded within, a field of infinite possibilities and mysterious workings. Huichol traditional ways provide a model of inspiration to reweave our connections with this web of life, moving us from alienation to cooperative partnership.

The Huichol teachings have served me well in the fifteen years since I finished my apprenticeship with Guadalupe and the other Huichol shaman. I have stayed in touch with Guadalupe’s extended family and the shamanic teachings that today are a vital presence in how I live my life. When you enter my office there is the sacred fire in the center of the room (as a candle). The walls are filled with Huichol art and symbols. I continue to honor my commitments and my assignments, bringing the Huichol medicine teachings to the North, integrated in my yearly vision quest retreats in the Sierra Nevada, my monthly weekend shamanic retreats, pilgrimages to places of power in the United States, my work with totemic animal spirits, equinox and solstice ceremonies, marriages, baby-blessings, initiatory rites of passage for youth, work with the terminally ill, memorial services, along with helping people work shamanically with the unplanned misfortunes that life can periodically serve up. I repeatedly hear from participants how meaningful this work is to them as they learn about growing their own spiritual intelligence to face the challenges of their lives.

One of the most rewarding developments that grew out of my work with the Huichol is helping people develop and be part of a committed spiritual community. Just these past two weeks the Wakan community, which I was dream-guided to start on Christmas Eve 1983, held a memorial service for one of our elder members who just died and another honoring ceremony for a loved elder battling severe heart disease. Through these gatherings, along with shamanically based men’s groups, women’s groups, couples groups, and monthly support groups, people are able to share the sacred narrative of their lives, be witnessed and affirmed. We help each other through hard times and celebrate the good. It’s soul work—living like sane people are meant to live.

The last few years I’ve used my Huichol medicine teachings in developing workshops and training that help people strengthen their emotional, psychological, spiritual, and physical resilience to stress—what scientists refer to as “the hardiness factor”—with which to successfully face the increasing adversity and stress of modernity.

I’ve also developed a program that models a new relationship to aging using Guadalupe and other older Huichol as exemplars. I have witnessed how they hold a valued role in their community that deepens with passing years. As ceremonial leaders, as counselors, as transmitters of traditional ways through the oral tradition of storytelling, Huichol elders contribute to the welfare of their social group in ways that maintain self-esteem through a sense of meaning and purpose. “A New Vision of Aging” takes participants through five developmental tasks to empower conscious aging by meeting the challenges and opportunities that come with longevity in a skillful manner.

I am very grateful for the fullness of my life. A few years ago while lying in my sleeping bag at Guadalupe’s rancho, it struck me in the middle of the night that when her sister Manuela dies, I will be one of the oldest ones left of the extended family who began working together in 1983 when I first met Guadalupe. Three of the shamans I have worked with have now crossed over, as well as other elders. When I was doing my closing prayers in the ceremonial hut before departing, two Huichol women in their early twenties came in and stood next to me seeking to be included in my prayer. Touched by their presence, I did a blessing ceremony for each of them. I teared up when I saw their appreciation. Having known them for almost all their lives, I realized that now I am one of their surviving elders—someone they know, trust, and care about. I felt deep gratitude for how the path of their ancestors had helped me find my life, while seeing as well the support I owe the next generation for their lives to go in a good way.

I give thanks to the Great Mystery for bringing me together with these special people that have taken me so warmly into their lives. I pray that I am able to give back a commensurate measure of what I have been so fortunate to be gifted.

The medicine teachings of the Huichol illuminate the importance of creating a healthy and sustainable living Mother Earth for future generations through the re-sacralization of daily life. A fellow explorer of perennial wisdom, Meister Eckhardt, recognized the same truth centuries ago when he stated, “It’s not about doing holy things. It’s about making holy what you do.” May it be so for you and me and all our relations.
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Note to the Reader

I’d rather learn from one bird how to sing than teach 10,000 stars how not to dance.

E.E. CUMMINGS

Nature seems to love certain shapes and forms and so she repeats them over and over in both the micro and macro levels of the universe. Thus we see the circle and the spiral in the cosmos of interstellar space, as well as in the world of subatomic physics. Both are the signature of the evolutionary cycles of life, death, and rebirth in the ongoing process of creation. Around and around, up and down. Even in apparent chaos there is an orderly sequence, which scientists are beginning to notice as their vision expands through the increasing sophistication of technological measuring instruments. The mysterious weaving of “reality” involves a multidimensional interpenetrating cosmic web, which is continuously circling and spiraling back into itself, renewing and birthing, releasing and dying. It is not a straight line.

So too this book circles and spirals back in on itself. There is movement through time—past, present, and future, as well as among different realities of form, substance, and space. It dips in for a view here, then spurts years away, dimensions away, to dip into the waters of mystery there, then back again, forward, up, down, backward, sideways—then back to where it started. But where did it start? Quien sabe? Who knows? It is a sacred mystery. Try and catch it in the limited container of the rational mind, and you quickly lose the sense of mystery, which is the deepest reality of all. It is the animating force for the rest of the dance.

So welcome to mystery. Welcome to the spiraling circle. The cosmic orchestra is already playing. Put on your dancing shoes. The party is going on full tilt boogie. Don’t miss it. Arriba. Vamonos. Get up. It’s time to go!
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Introduction

The desert sun was scorching hot. It pierced my skin like the sharp spines of the cactus that pricked me whenever I inadvertently brushed against a protruding arm. The tiny needles embedded themselves in barely visible clusters, and when I tried to pull them out by hand, I only pushed them in deeper. Rub your knife gently against your skin and it will push out the spines, we’d been told. I tried it. It worked.

I warned myself to be more careful in what I was doing. And just what was I doing, suffering in a vast and remote desert, five thousand feet up in the mountains of central Mexico, with a group of Huichol Indians and assorted gringos? Under the guidance of a Huichol mara’akame, a shaman, I and twenty-three others—Huichol men and women, boys and girls, infants, grandparents, and medicine elders, plus ten Norte Americanos—were all out hunting for the sacred plant that is the basis of the Huichol religion.

The plant, Lophophora williamsii, is a cactus that grows in only one area of the world, from the deserts of southern Texas down into the high desert area of San Luis Potosi in Mexico. The cactus, more commonly known as peyote, has been a mainstay of ancient Mesoamerican spirituality for thousands of years. For the Huichol, it is a gift from the gods, a sacrament.

In the Huichol creation story, it was long ago before time as we know it that the gods and goddesses first appeared on this earthen realm. The world was in total darkness and the gods were guided to journey together to find the light in the center of this “middle world.” Many amazing events took place on this pilgrimage, and when the gods finally arrived, they witnessed the sun rising from a deep tunnel in a mountain to illuminate the world for the very first time. Kauyumari, the deer spirit, was the last of the gods to arrive. With the newly emerged light from the sun, the gods could see that Kauyumari left round, green, disk-like tracks all over the desert. The fire god, Tatewari, who led the pilgrimage and was the first shaman, instructed the rest of the gods to eat Kauyumari’s tracks, for they were sacred food.
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Mara’akame (Huichol shaman)

But first, they made elaborate offerings, ofrendas, and conducted a ceremony of singing and dancing and thanking Kauyumari for its gift. Then Tatewari blessed each god and fed it some of the “tracks.” Upon ingestion, the gods were able to hear the songs that Tatewari and Kauyumari had been singing during the entire pilgrimage, songs that described their adventure from the very beginning. They understood now why Kauyumari had come last—to leave these important tracks for those who would come later, to help them find their way back to the “first times of the ancestors” so they could remember from whence they came and understand who they really are.

So it was then, and so it is today for those who have the eyes to see. The sacred tracks enable the devout pilgrim to hear the wisdom songs and follow the traditions laid down by the gods. As devout Muslims must journey to Mecca at least once in their life as part of their sacred path, so too must devout Huichol journey to the holy land of Wiricuta, where the sacred medicine grows, in order to find their lives. For those who are called to the shamanic path, those who wish to complete themselves, there will be many pilgrimages to Wiricuta. And for those who aspire to reach a state of mastery, they will continue on this sacred path of the ancestors all their lives.

Today the earth of Mexico has been chopped up into pieces of private property crisscrossed with highways, cities, barbed wire, and dirt roads through the desert. Yet, the Huichol still go on their pilgrimage, following the steps of their ancestors. There in the holy land of Wiricuta, in an all-night ceremony around the fire, the shaman leads modern-day pilgrims in the ritual ingestion of their sacrament, and in the songs, prayers, and dancing that carry them through the night in joyful communion with the numinous.
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Pilgrimage to Wiricuta

For the ceremony to commence, the pilgrims must first find the peyote. This is not an easy chore, at least it wasn’t for me. We scattered out over the desert floor, each of us, children included, carrying a brightly colored woven Huichol bolsa, or bag. Our job was to fill each bag to the brim with peyote but not to eat any of it. The first bite would be given to each of us by the shaman after an elaborate ceremony where all the offerings we had made—prayer arrows, beautifully decorated votive bowls, small paintings of yarn inlaid into beeswax melted on pieces of wood, and many other items of personal meaning to each pilgrim—would first be “given” to Kauyumari and the spirits of this powerful holy land.

Now Kauyumari is also a trickster figure for the Huichol and so it’s not surprising that the peyote is difficult to find, hidden as it is so well in the desert floor. Its top is flat and even with the earth itself, blending in perfectly with the colors of dirt and rock. It grows right next to another kind of cactus—the one with the jumping spines—so just as you reach for one, you can get stabbed by the other, a challenging arrangement that cautions you to pay attention to your every move.

Enthusiastically, I set out, scanning the ground to find the elusive quarry. I peered carefully under well-armed protectors, got down on my hands and knees, walked slowly, eyes on the ground, sweating profusely. Ouch! Pulled painful espinas from my hands, forearms, and clothes, from the soles of my shoes. I walked in expanding concentric circles, searching relentlessly. My initial excitement started to turn to frustration, for try as I might, I could not find one single plant. The excited cries of successful hunters all around me made me feel like a failure.

Whenever someone would find the plant, we’d all run over to examine the catch. Reinspired, I’d set off once again, only to end up sweaty, frustrated, bitten by espinas. Hours went by and I was still empty handed. Frustration turned to despair. Then I remembered the Huichol story about the origin of the medicine and the importance of connecting with its spirit before hunting its body. In the initial excitement of my first hunt, I had completely forgotten all the shaman’s instructions about how to proceed.
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Huichol bolsa with image of the deer spirit, Kauyumari

Since the hicouri (peyote) is believed to be Kauyumari’s footprints, we were instructed to first call in Kauyumari and then watch it run through the desert. “Watch where its feet touch the ground, and that is where you will find the hicouri,” said the shaman. Through previous ceremonies with the Huichol during the days leading up to our arrival at the holy land, I had made contact with Kauyumari and so felt comfortable with the notion of calling it in. Slowly and carefully, I sat down on the desert floor. I closed my eyes and drew my attention inside to my heart. The peyote is considered heart medicine by the Huichol and I wanted it to know what was in my heart. After quieting my mind, I very softly began to sing a Huichol deer song. I used the words of the song to focus on telepathically transmitting my desire to find the medicine and my motivation for coming on this pilgrimage.

I come to find my life, the purpose for which you have given me my birth, Great Spirit. I open myself to your presence and give thanks for Kauyumari, the deer spirit, for the Huichol, for the hicouri, and for you. If I am meant to walk the path of a mara’akame, help me to find this sacred medicine and listen to its teachings. If this is not meant to be for my greatest good, help me to accept this with grace and open to what is. May it be so.

I finished my prayer and sat motionless, eyes closed, in deep silence, listening. After a few moments, I saw Kauyumari, the magical deer! My spirit soared. I thanked it for coming to me, then watched it bound gracefully through the desert. Watching with my inner eye, I carefully observed where its feet hit the ground. I was tempted to open my eyes and see if there really was a deer out there, but I knew to wait until the deer finished its dance. Finally, the deer disappeared into the brush. I waited a few moments to see if it would reappear, and when it didn’t, I opened my eyes. I looked down on the ground and saw peyote all around me. I could reach out and touch it without even moving. Apparently it had been there all along, but in order to visually perceive it, I first had to achieve the right attunement within myself. I was then able to see what had been there from the beginning. I marveled at the workings of the trickster deer spirit helping me find the elusive treasure right where it had been all along.

I went on to find many hicouri plants that day and on subsequent pilgrimages. However, I didn’t know that the peyote plant flowered until several years later on a pilgrimage when I noticed a plant four inches in diameter, a grande. As I approached, I saw a flower peeking out from its center. I stood transfixed by the soft, fragile beauty in the harshness of the heat and parched earth. Upon closer inspection, I saw that the pink and white petals formed a small circle around the minute, golden tendrils, which themselves formed yet another circle, and inside that was a very tiny bouquet of five petite white flowers rising up from a yellow bed. I was touched by the plant’s delicacy, this poca de gracia, and my first impulse was to take it home with me so I could cherish it always. But I remembered that not only would the flower soon fade, but that U.S. Customs would not take kindly to this sacred plant, which their laws had declared illegal to have in one’s possession. I decided instead to take it into my “inner home” by reverently eating it. First I made an offering of purified tobacco to the spirit of the plant. Then I prayed. Thank you, Kauyumari, for bringing me to this special medicine. Thank you, hicouri, for your beautiful gift. Thank you, Great Spirit, for bringing me here to Wiricuta with the Huichol. May they and their people survive and carry on the ancient medicine ways of respect and love. Help me to use this medicine in a good way, opening up to your presence and knowing you, loving you, and serving you.
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Harvested hicouri, or peyote, the sacramental plant of the 
Huichol

Upon finishing my prayer, I cut into the earth four or five inches and severed the root, being careful to leave enough root-stock there to regenerate a new plant. Gently, I then lifted up my prize and held it to my heart feeling as if it melted into my body. Then I placed the flowering hicouri carefully in my bag so it wouldn’t be bruised and went on with my hunting.

Later that night, with the shaman’s blessing, I spoke to the flower and told it of my plan: I will take you into my body. I will eat you as the blessed sacrament that you are and I will take you right down into the center of my heart. In that way I will truly take you home and carry you with me always. Then I slowly cut out the flower along with a piece of the flesh of the peyote. Reverently, I placed them in my mouth. I felt a gentle vibration flow down into my body. Later that night, after ingesting more hicouri, I felt the full impact of what had been set in motion.

When the medicine first started coming on, I saw hicouri plants floating through the air all around me. First it was just a few, then more, until finally they filled up the space around me and started entering my body. They headed straight into my heart and I watched in amazement as they collected there. Suddenly, during the digestion process, a small peyote flower, a tutu, appeared right in the center of my heart, exactly like the flower I had eaten earlier in the day. Then another flower appeared in my heart. Then another, and another, and another. Soon my heart was completely filled with flowers with no room left for even one more. But still they kept coming, overflowing from my heart into my chest cavity. The tutus kept blossoming. Soon my chest was filled, so the flowers began to move into the rest of my body. In a few moments, I was filled with the beautiful flowers from head to toe. Slowly and rhythmically, they circulated through me, like water through an empty container. Their beauty and fragrance was overwhelming. I entered a state of ecstasy, my spirit floating with the flowers. Deep down inside, I heard a voice speak softly but with authority: This is what it is like when you open your heart to the love that is within you. This is the true blossoming of the flowers. We are giving you this experience so you will know with all your senses what this beauty is like. Now it is up to you to do the gardening work that will enable your own tutus to blossom. Always remember, no matter what kind of situation you are presented with, there is always a way to create a response to it that will help the flowers to blossom.

I am writing this book now to help me remember. It is too important to forget. It is my life.

I write The Shamanic Wisdom of the Huichol also for all those who seek to make their own flowers blossom; for those who wish to find their lives, their heart paths; for those who seek the courage and strength to walk their path, tending the garden of their souls, their families, their communities, and of Mother Earth herself, with tenderness, respect, and love.

Many years ago, the Lakota holy man Black Elk said, “The Sacred Hoop has been broken.” Our awareness of our interconnectedness with the circle of life has been lost. To heal the Sacred Hoop, we must do all we can to restore an awareness of respectful, right relationship. Only then will the garden blossom anew.

It is my firm belief that in order to go forward in this gardening work of healing our shattered relationships within ourselves, with others, and with the environment, we need to first go backward to the nature-based shamanic heritage that underlies all the world’s religions and is humanity’s oldest relationship to spirit. In this time of cultural crisis, we desperately need to rediscover what we have forgotten: our ancestors’ sacred relationship with the awesome powers of creation. Within the past’s rich storehouse, which is still intact today among tribal people such as the Huichol and other living shamanic peoples, there is important knowledge. We must not imitate the past, nor turn our backs on technology, nor play at being Indians, nor retreat into a romanticized fantasy of Rousseau’s “noble savage” living in the pristine jungle. Instead, we must rediscover the working tools of an intuitive wisdom that knows the universe is alive, intelligent, and always transmitting information—to those who still remember how to listen—about how to live in harmony and balance with its constantly changing rhythms. In order to go forward in a way that ensures a future worth living in for the generations yet to come, we must first remember these old medicine ways and explore their relevance for today.

I vividly remember another Huichol pilgrimage in 1990 that helped me realize the importance of this notion of going backward in order to go forward. I am hurtling down a dark corridor known as the “Barranca of Death,” a narrow section of two-lane country road twisting through the steep mountains and canyons between Tepic and Guadalajara, deep in the belly of Mexico. At 2 a.m., there is not much on the road other than an occasional donkey, cow, or coyote. Occasionally, a huge semi comes barreling down the middle of the road, its high beams blinding me as tons of steel careen around curvas peligrosa, pushing my little rental car to the very edge of the narrow road. The rusting wreckage of the semis that didn’t make it lie along the roadside like beached whales. I have rented a car at the Puerto Vallarta airport and am hurrying to catch up with my fellow pilgrims who set off the day before, headed south, then east, then north up toward Zacatecas. I’m a day late due to work responsibilities I had back in the States. My car is crammed full—José and Paola, a Huichol couple, their nursing son, Chulo, seventeen-year-old Guiliermo, eight-year-old Roselva, and all the camping equipment, food, ceremonial gear, and other odds and ends a group like ours needs to be on the Huichol Road for ten days.
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Paola and José on the pilgrimage trail with their family

I picked up José and his family in the dusty little pueblo of Santa Maria del Oro. The scene was right out of Castenada. I didn’t know them, they didn’t know me. They had been instructed to wait for gringo Tomás at the central plaza from 6 p.m. onward. I got there late, almost three in the morning. I’d gotten lost and was halfway to Guadalajara before realizing I was heading in the wrong direction. Then I faced a major decision. I had been asked by the organizers of the pilgrimage to stop by the plaza because there
might be some Huichol there needing a ride, but it isn’t a sure thing, I’d been warned. Now I wondered if they were there or not. I was not overjoyed at the prospect of retracing my path up the dangerous stretch of road that I’d just safely navigated, thereby losing what I’d already gained. Hell, I’d just seen two big semis that had gone off the road. I was tired and tense and wanted to get past Guadalajara and camp for the night. There’s probably nobody there and it’s just a waste of my time to go back, said one seductive voice in my head. Yeah, but what if there are people waiting there for me? said another voice. If you don’t show up, they won’t get to go on the pilgrimage they have been aiming toward for at least a year, and maybe more than that. I paced around the parking lot of the truck stop where I’d pulled over to get directions. The attendant confirmed my worst fear—Santa Maria del Oro was way back in the opposite direction. My bones ached with exhaustion. The pull to keep going was strong. Yet I knew I couldn’t live with myself if I kept going and found out later that the folks had been waiting for me after all. I got back in my car and headed north.

An hour later, I drove down a bumpy dirt road into the little pueblo of Santa Maria del Oro. No other cars moving, no sounds, no movement. Just the quiet stillness of an old Mexican village bedded down for the night. In the shadows, I could see a couple holding hands in the doorway of a rickety hacienda. A few teenagers stood by the side of the road. I pulled over and asked, “Donde esta el plaza centro, por favor?” They waved me on down the street. A few minutes later, I was “downtown.” I pulled up beside a bench and parked my car. I saw a few shadowy figures on the far side of the plaza, but since I didn’t know exactly what I was looking for, I got out of the car and stood there quietly. It was a soft night, the stars were shining, and I sank down exhaustedly on the car’s fender, searching the darkness. Several minutes passed, and then two figures stepped out of the shadows and walked toward me. I felt them before I could see them clearly. José and his son Guiliermo walked up to me, regal in their colorful, embroidered Huichol ceremonial clothing—white cotton pants and shirts covered with the sparkling designs of their deities. “Buenas noches,” I greeted them. “Me yamo Tomás.” We shook hands, and with my limited comprehension of Spanish I understood that there were more Huichol waiting in a hacienda down the block. We drove there, loaded up the now-groaning car, and took off.

Heading back down the road again over territory I’ve already covered, I reflect on what just happened. I am glad for the company of my new travel companions and I feel good about my decision to go back and get them. It would have ruined the trip for me if I’d gone on without them and joined up with the others only to find out they were back there waiting for a ride that never came. But now we are together and I know the trip has really begun. Paola is in the back with nursing baby and sleeping young people, José up front with me, each of us trying to understand the other as best he can with my limited Spanish and Huichol. I note how my decision to go back has short-circuited my usual obsession with time, scheduling, and getting ahead. To make my decision, I had to go deeper than these programmed concerns, to get in touch with feelings more significant than my own desire for form, comfort, and getting my own way, the easy way. I realize that this is an experience of going backward in order to go forward in a good way, with a clear conscience and a happy heart.

I feel peaceful. I begin to see the whole pilgrimage in a context of going backward in terms of Western culture, to be with a people who still follow the spiritual path of their ancestors, backward to when time is measured only in relationship to the cyclic ebb and flow rhythms of nature—night and day, hot and cold, life and death, without the intrusion of the clock. Going backward for me is coming home to the primal experience of sacred “now time,” being fully present with the heartbeat of the moment. Perhaps, I think, this whole experience is a sign, a reminder, an alert to the importance in my own life of what the purpose of the pilgrimage is all about—slowing down, retracing steps inward to ancient ways of listening and seeking deeper vision, all of which are prerequisite to going forward down the road of life in a good way. I look over at José and smile. He smiles back and we both settle into a comfortable silence. Relax into it, I hear a quiet voice say. You’re right on time. Road hypnosis takes over and my mind begins to drift. It’s amazing, I think. Here I am, a homeboy from the Bronx, a middle-aged gringo on a peyote pilgrimage with Indians in the mountains of Mexico. How did I get here?
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Moving Backward into the Future

Shamanism is a disciplined way of getting knowledge and help, which is based on the premise that we do not have to restrict ourselves to working in one reality, one dimension, when we need assistance.

MICHAEL HARNER

In January of 1945, the world was at war. A raging snowstorm blanketed the East Coast in sleet and ice. My mother, Ruth, was in labor with me, and my father, Fred, a vet from the Spanish Civil War who’d fought against the fascism of Franco in Spain with the Abraham Lincoln Battalion, and who was touched by Spanish culture in many ways, decided to give my mother a gift of a figurine of a porcelain bull. Little did anyone know at the time that this clay bull was a harbinger of a real live bull, El Toro, who was to play a prominent role in my life almost half a century later. Sadly, my father died three years and ten months later of heart disease brought on originally by rheumatic fever as a boy and aggravated by his time in Spain during the war.

My memories of my dad are few, but they are warm and loving. I was fortunate to get so much love from him before he departed, for I believe it helped to save my life in the dark times that were to follow. Looking back, I see how his death, just before my fourth birthday, was the start of a painful initiation that led eventually to the path of the shamanism. For the shaman is a person who has been wounded and who, through this wounding, is plunged into a cataclysmic confrontation with death, dying, loss, pain, and suffering. The confrontation with darkness is part of a rite of passage into deeper being, moving beyond the material world of conventional reality and physical appearance. In shamanic initiation, old beliefs about what is real, about who one is, must die, or else rebirth into a new identity cannot take place.

Not everyone survives the plunge into chaos. Some stay imprisoned within its dark dungeons for the course of their lifetime. Others die during the impact of the loss itself. It takes a certain amount of “soul strength” to survive, to emerge from the pits of darkness with your soul not only intact but stronger and wiser as a result of the journey. And it takes a great deal of help from “the other side,” from the invisible reality of spiritual presence, to which the wounding can provide opening. You don’t make it on your own.

For me, it was a very close call. My father’s death shattered my notion of security and comfort in life. I was face to face with the truth: that life is impermanent, that “shit happens,” that there are forces in the universe that are much more powerful than the wants and desires of a given individual.

It took me twenty years to begin dealing with these truths in a healthy way. At the time, I had another loss: my mother was hospitalized for six weeks with a thyroid problem brought on by the stress of losing my dad. She was left with big bills and small children—my sister, Ilsa, was just a year old. During the time of my mother’s hospitalization, my sister and I were shuttled around to the families of my father’s seven remaining sisters. There was one more significant loss during this shuttling: a relative told me that my father had gone on an ocean voyage. I knew that this was not the truth. Looking back, I see my spirit retreat inward in pain and fear. My God, there is no one out here for me! I can’t even trust anyone to tell me the truth. I was further devastated when, following the wisdom of the day, I wasn’t allowed to attend the funeral because I had to be “protected” from such upsetting circumstances. Having no place else to go, my grief imploded inward.

It’s no surprise that shortly thereafter I came down with severe asthma. I’ll never forget the panicky feeling of suffocation as I’d frantically gasp for a breath of air. I also developed allergies that required painful weekly shots throughout my childhood and into my early teenage years. I learned firsthand what it is like to be sick and suffering.

When the hormones of adolescence hit, my somaticized, unresolved grief turned into anger. I acted out my hurt, sadness, pain, and anguish through alcohol-fueled delinquent behavior that included gang fights, car theft, breaking and entering, property destruction, skipping school, and numerous vengeful acts against what I deemed an unjust world. I molded myself in the macho image of the tough guy, the “rock” as it was called in my neighborhood—the sullen, rebellious bad guy, which took me further and further into a destructive lifestyle. I call this period of my life my “shadow possession time.” It lasted in its external form from the age of twelve to seventeen.

During this time, I read Jack Kerouac’s On the Road and joined two other buddies in running away from home when I was thirteen. We didn’t get far but I knew I wanted something more than what conventional society was offering. At fourteen, I started doing construction work on weekends during the school year and full-time in the summer with guys named Spike, Cool Poppa, and Chevy. I was one of the few white guys on the job. I was tested out in various ways—mainly by doing all the shit work without complaining—and when I passed the tests, I was accepted as an equal into their adult male community. I felt noticed and respected as a man.

I didn’t respect the values and conventions of middle-class 1950s life. I wanted something more. My early experiences with death had taught me that life could be ripped away at a moment’s notice. I wanted something deeper than surface superficialities, something that felt real, something that had soul and passion and that dealt openly with the nitty-gritty of life and of death. I found some aspects of this with “the bruthas” I was working with. We ran around together, sang, talked about the mysteries of women, sex, death, life, and spirit. I loved their vibrancy, their aliveness, their realness. The down side of all this was that it made me feel even more alienated from school and “straight society,” which I hated for its soul-restricting rigidity, its prejudice toward my new friends, and its emphasis on social conformity and fitting in. The result? Conventional society had less and less meaning for me.

Instead, I read Sartre and beatnik poetry. I didn’t understand most of it, but something got through and I felt that I wasn’t totally alone in my feelings of alienation. I skipped more and more school. Even when I was there physically, I wasn’t really there. In eighth grade, I got turned on to John Lee Hooker while drinking homemade wine with my buddy Boog, another alienated soul. The blues touched my pain and the booze helped drown my sorrow and self-pity.

During the time of “shadow possession,” there were many close calls that with a slight turn of the wheel could have led to true disasters. There were car crashes, fights where people went to the hospital as a result of my outbursts of released rage. I was like an animal trying to survive by destroying everything in its path. In the midst of it, I felt alive and powerful, as if my life made a difference. I think it had something to do with facing death, only this time fighting against it and coming out victorious by emerging from the adventures alive and well: Ha! I beat you this time, you old bastard!

Yet, it was only the protection of something larger than myself that kept me and my adversaries from being killed or that kept me from being caught and imprisoned. I was never busted for the big stuff, and being white and middle class, I had everything I needed to get out of the smaller jams.

But the demands of the gang of other alienated teenagers, which I had helped to start, were getting stronger. As one of the gang’s head crazies, my self-esteem was dependent upon maintaining this identity, so I didn’t have the strength to say no to what was coming up—the prospect of armed robbery. I knew that my only chance was to get out. I had to get away to a place where no one knew me and where I could start over.

On the eve of running away as a senior in high school, my mother and second father, Ray, discovered my plan. After a long night of painful deliberations, we cut a deal: if I stayed and graduated high school, they would help me out financially so I could leave the state and attend junior college in Southern California, which is where I wanted to go. My mother, sister Ilsa, and I had moved there shortly after my father’s death and I loved it. When my mother remarried three years later, we moved back to the East Coast and I hated it. I liked my new dad, Ray. In fact, I urged my mother to marry him after he’d won my heart by being there as I learned to ride my two-wheeler, catch a ground ball, and awkwardly meet kids in the neighborhood where I was the new guy on the block. But I didn’t like leaving Southern California, and I didn’t like living in suburban Maryland, where my new dad had his business. The Los Angeles of my memory was of the days before smog, when there was still plenty of safe, open space for a kid to play in and year-round clear sunshine in which to enjoy it.

I kept my side of the deal with my parents, though. I made it through high school. It was really tough for me to stay around, especially after my driver’s license was taken away after one of my wrecks and my girlfriend’s parents wouldn’t let her see me any more. It was all more fuel for me to feel sorry for myself, victimized by the bad guys of society. But even in the midst of my overwhelming darkness, a spark of light was still flickering within me. I think it was there because of the early infusion of love I had from my father before he died.

My plan of redemption was to attend junior college and to study hard and give it my best shot academically, thus proving to myself and others that I wasn’t a loser. Since I didn’t respect high school, I didn’t try to learn anything there. I was closed off, shut down, and unmotivated toward academics. But in junior college in California, no one would know me. I could make a fresh start without having to maintain my old “hard guy” identity. I felt intuitively that in this new setting I would be treated as an adult. Nobody would be on my case and it would be totally up to me whether I succeeded or failed. This is precisely what I wanted. I held the hope of someday getting into a position in life where I would be able to help young people in trouble as I had been. And if I couldn’t actually help them, I would at least listen to them—their feelings, their ideas, their fear and pain, their hopes and their dreams—with respect, a far cry from what I experienced with a host of school counselors, probation officers, teachers, and other supposedly “helping” adults with whom I had interacted during the time of my shadow possession. I stuck around for my senior year and kept putting off the pressures from the gang for more serious crime. How? By drinking even more and through fights that got me on probation so I had an excuse to say no to the heavier stuff. Through it all, I bided my time until I could get out on my own. That’s what I ached for. My parents did their best to support and encourage me, but I was closed to them because they represented the middle-class society I was so alienated from. I squeaked through my senior year taking the easiest classes and almost failing them. But I didn’t really care. All I wanted was to get out. I passed with D’s, did summer construction work for two months, got a ’57 Chevy, and hit the road to California late in the summer of 1962.

Traveling out to California in the summer of my seventeenth year, I carried with me a vision of what I had done with my life so far. In the vision, I was at the bottom of a very deep hole that I had dug for myself through my negativity, my cynicism, my feeling sorry for myself, and my antisocial, acting-out behavior. In this vision, I had to face the fact of injustice in the world and that I’d had a slice of it. But I also had to face the fact that the way I had gone about responding to it had done nothing to change it, it had just put me at the bottom of the big hole. I wanted out. The way out was to create a new response to the wrongs of my life, a new way of living that wasn’t based on self-pity and negativity.

I became a hermit. I went to class, studied in the library, and worked out in the gym every day. Pushing weights around was better than taking my pain and aggression out on people. The weight training actually helped me with my studies—it taught me the power of the focused mind. I won some weight-lifting contests by using mind over matter, psyching myself up to lift weights that my thin musculature wasn’t really set up to do. Meanwhile, I read all I could in psychology, sociology, philosophy, and social psychology, trying to understand my self-destructive behavior and how I could best turn it around. My efforts paid off. I surprised even myself by making the dean’s list and being invited to join the school’s honor society. It was quite a change from the company I had been keeping in high school.

I stayed at the junior college two more years and while I kept up my good grades, I did start drinking again, aided in part by coming out of social isolation and joining a fraternity. I managed to stay out of trouble and even met a young coed, Andrea Danek, whom I fell in love with and eventually married.

Andrea was cut from a different cloth, too. She was born in Budapest, Hungary, and lived through the Hungarian Revolution. She and her family escaped into Vienna and lived there for a year in a refugee camp before gaining entry into the United States. Andrea was from a warm, loving family, strong in her own right with values of honesty and integrity, earthy and outspoken. She loved children and animals and gave me the support, warmth, and love that I desperately wanted. Besides, she was beautiful. We were both nineteen years old when we started dating and our relationship grew even when I transferred to San Francisco State, where I got my B.A. in sociology and was accepted to the University of California Graduate School of Social Work. Andrea and I got married that summer and moved to Berkeley in the fall of 1967.

But before that, my initial arrival in the Bay Area in 1965 to attend San Francisco State was during a time of complete cultural renaissance. As I drove my motorcycle (couldn’t afford car insurance in those days) across the Bay Bridge from Oakland and entered the city for my new life, I could see in my mind’s eye the closing of a chapter and a brand new chapter beginning, its pages blank. A voice within gave me counsel: This is going to be a whole new ball game for you. Open up to it. Let it take you where it will. What you learn in your classes will be the least of what is here for you to learn. Study well.
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