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" . .. Aboriginal medicine-men, so far from being rogues, 
charlatans or ignoramuses. are men of high degree; that 
is, men who have taken a degree in the secret life beyond 
that taken by most adult males a step which implies 
discipline, mental traininSt courage and perseverance ... 
they are men of respected , and often of outstanding, 
personality ... they are of immense social significance, 
the psychological health of the group largely depending 
on faith in their powers ... the various psychic powers 
attributed to them must not be too readily dismissed 
as mere primitive magic and 'makebelieve: for many 
of them have specialized in the working of the human 
mind, and in the innuence of mind on body and of 
mind on mind ... " 

• 

From Aboriginal Mt'1I of High lAgr« 
by the late Australian anthropologist 
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Introduction 

Shamans-whom we in the "civilized" world have 
called "medicine men" and "witch doctors" -are the 
keepers of a remarkable body of ancient techni_ques 
that they use to achieve and maintain well-being and 
healing for themselves and members of their communi­
ties. These shamanic methods are strikingly similar the 
world over, even for peoples whose cultures are quite 
different in other respects, and who have been sepa­
rated by oceans and continents for tens of thousands of 
years. 

These so-called primitive peoples lacked our advanced 
level of medical technology, so they had excellent rea­
son to be motivated to develop the nontechnoiogicai 
capacities of the human mind for health and healing. 
The basic uniformity of shamanic methods suggests 
that, through trial and error, people arrived at the 
same conclusions. 

Shamanism is a great mental and emotional adven­
ture, one in which the patient as well as the shaman-
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xiv INTRODUcnON 

healer are involved. Through his heroic journey and 
efforts, the shaman helps his yatients transcend their 
normal, ordinary definition 0 reality, including the 
definition of themselves as ill. The shaman shows his 
patients that they are not emotionaUy and spiritually 
alone in their struggles against illness and death. The 
shaman shares his special powers and convinces his 
patients, on a deep level of consciousness, that another 
human is willing to offer up his own self to help them. 
The shaman's sel(·sacrifice calls forth a commensurate 
emotional commitment from his patients, a sense of 
obligation to struggle alongside the shaman to save 
one's self. Caring and curing go hand in hand . 

Today we are discoverin~ that even the near-miracles 
of modem Western mediane are not always adequate 
in themselves to solve completely all the problems of 
those who are ill or who wish to avoid illness. Increas­
ingly, health professionals and their patients are seek­
ing supplementary healing methods, and many healthy 
inaividuals are also engaged in personal experimenta­
tion to discover workable alternative approaches to 
achieving well-being. In this experimentation it is often 
difficult Tor the layman or even the health professional 
to distinguish the spu rious from the e ffective. In con­
trast, the ancient methods of shamanism are already 
time-tested; in fact , they have been tested immeasur­
ably longer, for example, than . psych~analysis and a 
variety of othe r psychotherapeutic techmques. One pur­
pose of this book is to help contemporary Westerners, 
for the first time, to benefit from this knowledge in 
their quest to supplement the approaches of modeih 
technologica l medicine. 

By employing the methods described in this book, 
you will have an opportunity to acquire the experience 
of shamanic power and to help yourself and others. In 
my training workshops in shamanic power and healing 
in North America and Europe, students have demon­
strated again and again that most Westerners can easily 
become initiated into the fundamentals of shamamc 
practice. The ancient way is so powerful, and taps so 
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deeply into the human mind, that one's usual cultural 
belief systems and assumptions about reality are essen­
tially irrelevant. 

Some may question whether shamanism can be 
learned from a book. To a certain degree the question 
is justified; ultimately, shamanic knowledge can only 
be acquired through individual experience. You must 
learn the methods in order to utilize them, however. 
They can be learned in a variety of ways. For example, 
amons the Conibo of the Upper Amazon, " Iearning 
from the trees" is considered superior to learning from 
another shaman. In aboriginal Siberia, a death/rebirth 
experience was often a major source of shamanic knowl­
edge. In cerlain preliterate cultures, persons spontane­
ously answer the "call" of shamanism without any 
formal training, while in others they train under the 
guidance of a practicing shaman anywhere from a da y 
to five years or more . 

In Western culture, most people will never know a 
shaman, let alone train with one. Yet, since ours is a 
literate culture, you do not have to be in an apprentice­
ship situation to lea rn; a written guide can provide the 
essential methodological information . Although it may 
seem awkward at first to learn basic shamanic tech­
niques from a book, persist. YOUl: shamanic experiences 
will prove their own value. As in any other field of 
learmng, of course, it is enhancing to work firsthand 
with a professional. Those who wish such an experi­
ence may participate in training workshops (see Appen­
d", A) . 

In shamanism, the maintenance of one's personal 
power is fundamental to well-being. The book will 
mtroduce you to some of the basic shamanic methods 
of restoring and maintaining personal power, and using 
it to help others who are weak, ill, or injured. The 
techniques are simple and powerful. Their use does 
not require " faith" nor changes in the assumptions you 
have about reality in your ordinary state of conscious­
ness. Indeed , the system usually does not even require 
change in your unconscious mind either, for it only 
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awakens what is already there. However, while the 
basic techniques of shamanism are simple and rela­
tively easy to learn, the effective practice of shamanism 
requires self-discipline and dedication . 

Cn engaging in shamanic practice, one moves between 
what I term an Ordinary Stale of Consciousness (OSC) 
and a Shamanic State of Consciousness (SSC). These 
slates of consciousness are the keys to understanding, 
for example. how Carlos Castaneda can speak of an 
"ordinary reality" and a "nonordinary reality." The 

.. difference in these states of consciousness can perhaps 
be illustrated by referring to animals . Dr~gons, ~riffin~, 
and other animals that would be consIdered mythl­
cal" by us in the ose are " real" in the SSC. The idea 
that there are "mythical" animals is a useful and valid 
construct in OSC life, but supernuous and irrelevant in 
sse experiences. "Fantasy" can be said to be a term 
applied by a person in the OSC to. what is experienced 
in the SSe. Conversely, a person In the sse may per­
ceive the experiences of the OSC to be illusory in SSC 
terms. Both are righy, as viewed from their own partic­
ular states of consciousness . 

The shaman has the advantage of being able to move 
between states of consciousness at will . He can enter 
the ose of the nonshaman and honestly agree with 
him about the nature of reality from that perspective. 
Then the shaman can return to the sse and obtain 
firsthand confirmation of the testimony of others who 
have reported on their experiences in that state. 

Observation with one's own senses is the basis for 
the empirical definition of reality; and there is no one 
yet, even in the sciences of ordinary reality, who has 
uncontestably proven that there is only one state of 
consciousness that is valid for firsthand observations . 
The myth of the SSC is ordinary real~ty; and the mrt~ 
of the OSC is nonordinary reahty . It IS extremely diffi­
cult for an unprejudiced judgement to be made about 
the validity of the experiences in the contrasting state 
of consciousness . 

To understand the deep-seated, emotional hostility 
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that greeted the works of Castaneda in some quarters, 
one needs to keep in mind that this kind of prejud ice is 
often involved. It is the counterpart of ethnocentrism 
between cultures. But in this case it is not the narrow­
ness of someone's cultllral experience that is the fun­
damental issue, but the narrowness of someone's 
conscious experience. The persons most prejudiced against 
a concept of nonordinary reality are those who have 
never experienced it. This might be termed cognictnfrism, 
the analogue in consciousness of ethnocentrism. 

A step in the direction toward a solution of this 
problem may well be for more persons to bei:ome sha­
mans, so that they may experience the sse for them­
selves, and on their own terms. Such shamans, as they 
have done from time immemorial in other cultures, can 
then communicate an understanding of that nonordinary 
reality to those who have never entered it. This would 
be comparable to the role of the anthropologist who, 
by undertaking participant observation in a culture other 
than his own, is subsequently able to communicate an 
understanding of that culture to people who would 
otherwise view it as alien, incomprehensible, and 
inferior. 

Anthropologists teach others to try to avoid the pit­
falls of ethnocentrism by learning to understand a cul­
ture in terms of its own assumptions about reality. 
Western shamans can do a similar, service with regard 
to cognicentrism. The anthropologists' lesson is called 
cultural relativism. What Western shamans can try to 
create, to some degree, is cognitive relativism. later, 
when an empirical knowledge of the experience of the 
SSC is achieved, there may be a respect for its own 
assumptions. Then the time will perhaps be ri~ for 
unprejudiced analysis of SSC experiences scientifically 
in OSC terms . 

Some might argue that the reason we humans spend 
most of our waking lives in the OSC is that natural 
selection intended it that way because that is the real 
reality, and that other states of consciousness, other 
than sleep, are aberrations that interfere with our sur-



xviii INTRODUCTION 

viva!. In other words, such an argument might go, w,e 
perceive reality the way we usually do because that IS 

always the best way in terms of survival. But rece~t 
advances in neurochemistry show that the human bram 
carries its own conscio~sness-altering ~ru9.s, including 
hallucinogens such as dlmethyltryptamme. In terms of 
natural selection, it seems unlikely that they would be 
present unless their capacity to alter the state o.f con­
sciousness could confer some advantage for survival. It 
would appear that Nature itself has ma~e a dec~sion 
that an altered state of consciousness IS somehmes 
superior to an ordinary state. . 

We are only beginning in the West to start a~preoat­
ing the important impact the state of the mmd. can 
have on what have previously been too often percelv~d 
as questions of purely "physical" capability. When, In 

an emergency. an Australian aborigine shaman or a 
Tibetan lama engages in "fast traveling" -a trance ?r 
sse technique (or running .long dista.nces at ~ rapid 
rate-that is clearly a survival techmque WhiCh, by 
definition, is not possible in the OSe. 2 

Similarly, we now are learning that many of our 
finest athletes enter an altered state of consciousness 
when they are making their greatest achievement~. All 
in all, it seems inappropriate to argue that only a smgle 
state of consciousness is superior under all circumstan~s. 
The shaman has long known that such an assumption 
is not only false, but dangerous to health and well­
being. The shaman, usin~ millennia of accumulated 
knowledge as well as his firsthand experiences, knows 
when a change in state of consciousness is appropriate 
and even necessary. 

In the SSC the shaman not only experiences what is 
impossible in the OSC, but does it. Even if it should ~ 
proven that all the shaman experiences in the SSC IS 
purely in his mind, that wou[d not make that realm 
any less real to him. Indeed, such a conclusion would 
mean that the shaman's experiences and deeds are 'IOt 
impossible in any absolute sense. 

The exercises presented in this book represent my 

• 
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own personal distillation and interpretation of some of 
the millennia-old shamanic methods that I have learned 
firsthand from South and North American Indians, sup­
plemented by information from the ethnographic litera­
ture, including that from other continents. I have adapted 
the methods so that Western readers, regardless of 
their religious or philosophical orientations, may use 
the techniques in dailr life. The methods are for those 
in good health as weI as those "dis-spirited" or other­
wise ill. From the viewpoint of shamanism, personal 
power is basic to health under all conditions of one's life. 

To benefit seriously from the book, you should be 
careful to undertake the exercises or experiences pre­
cisely in the sequence presented, not attempting a sub­
sequent exercise until success has been achieved with 
the preceding one. Sometimes it is possible for a per­
son to attain all these stages in a few days; more com­
monly it takes weeks or months. The important thing 
is not speed but constant personal practice. As long as 
you proceed in a disciplined way to practice the meth· 
ods you have learned, you are in the process of becom­
ing a shaman. And at what point are you a shaman? 
That status can only be conferred on you by those you 
attempt to help in matters of power and healing. In 
other words, it is recognized success in shamanic work 
that determines whether you have indeed become a 
shaman. 

You will have the opportunity to find that, completely 
without the use of drugs, you can alter your state of 
consciousness in classic shamanic ways and enter the 
nonordinary reality of shamanism. There in the SSe, 
you may become a seer (see-er), and undertake person­
ally the famed shamanic journey to acquire firsthand 
knowledge of a hidden universe. You can also discover 
how to benefit from your journeys in terms of healing 
and health, using ancient methods that both foreshadow 
and go beyond Western psychology, medicine, and 
spirituality. In addition, you can learn nonjourneying 
methods through which one maintains and improves 
personal power . 
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It is not unusual for Westerners to approach shamanic 

exercises for the first time with some trepidation. Yet in 
every case I know, anxieties have soon been replaced 
by feelings of discovery, positive excitement, and self­
confidence. It is no accident that the term ecstasy com­
monly refers both to the shamanic "trance" or SSC and 
to a state of exaltation or rapturous delight. The shamanic 
experience is a positive one, as has been verified through 
thousands of years, and as I have seen again and again 
in my training workshops, in which the participants 
have represented a wide spectrum of personalities. 

The SSC, it can be said, is safer than dreaming. In a 
dream, you may not be able to extricate yourself volun­
tarily from an unwanted experience or nightmare. In 
contrast, one wills himself into the SSC and, since it is 
a conscious waking state, is able at any time to will 
himself out of it, back into the OSc. Unlike a psyche­
delic drug experience, there is no chemically determined 
length of time that one must be in an altered state of 
consciousness, and no pOSSibility of being locked into a 
"bad trip." The only significant dangers I know of 
connected with the practice of shamanism aTe social or 
political. For example, it w~s obvjo~sly dangerous. t? 
be a shaman in Europe dunng the )lme of the InqUISI­
tion, and even today among the Jlvaro it can be dan­
gerous to be accused of being a "bad" or be~itching 
shaman, a practitioner of a type of shamamsm not 
taught here. 

This is essentially a phenomenological presentation. 
I will not be trying to explain away shamanic. concepts 
and practices in the terms of psychoanalYSIS or any 
other contemporary Western system of causal theory. 
The causality involved in shamanism and shamanic 
healing is, indeed, a very interesting question, and a 
question worthy of intensive research, but causality­
oriented scientific research is not essential to teaching 
shamanic practice--the main objective here. In other 
words, Western questions as to why shamanism works 
are not necessary in order to experience and employ 
the methods. 
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Try to suspend any critical prejudgments as you first 
practice shamanic methods . Simply enjoy the adven­
tures of the shamanic approach; absorb and practice 
what you read , and then see where your explorations 
take you. For days, weeks, and perhaps years after you 
have used these methods, you will have ample time for 
reflecting on their meaning from a Western point of 
view. The effective way to learn the shamans' system is 
to use the same basic concepts they do. For example, 
when I speak of "spirits," it is because that is the way 
shamans talk within the system. To practice shaman­
ism, it is unnecessary and even distracting to be freoc­
cupied with achieving a scientific understanding 0 what 
"spirits" may really represent and why shamanism 
works. 

Tne books of Carlos Castaneda, regardless of the 
questions that have been raised regarding their degree 
of fictionalization, have performed the valuable service 
of introducing many Westerners to the adventure and 
excitement of shamanism and to some of the legitimate 
principles involved. In the pages that follow I will not 
recapitulate the materials in Castaneda's works, nor 
have I set myself the task of showing equivalences 
between his concepts and the ones presented here. For 
most readers of his books, however, many of the paral­
lels should be fairly obvious. One of the things I should 
note, however, is that Castaneda does not emphasize 
healing in his books, although this is generally one of 
the most important tasks of shamanism. Perhaps this is 
because his don Juan is basically engaged in the war­
rior (or sorcerer) type of shamanism. 

The main focus here is to provide an introductory 
handbook of shamanic methodology for health and 
healing. There is much more that t could write, and 
perhaps I will in the future, but the basic essentials are 
here for anyone who has the capacity and inclination to 
start becoming a shaman. A knowledge of shamanism, 
like any knowledge, can be used for different ends, 
depending upon the way it is employed. The way I 
offer you is that of the healer, not of the sorcerer, and 
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the methods given are those for achieving well-being 
and health, and for helpins: others. 

Finally, I should state, If it is not already obvious, 
that I practice shamanism myself; not because I under­
stand In OSC tenos why it works, but simply because it 
does work. But don' t take my word for it: truly significant 
shamanic knowledge is experienced, and cannot be 
obtained from me or any other shaman. Shamanism is, 
after all, basically a strategy for personal learning and 
acting on thai learning. I offer you a portion of that 
strategy and welcome you to the ancient shamanic 
adventure . 

, 
• 

The Way of the 
Shaman 

• 

~ 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Discovering the Way 

My first prolonged fieldwork as an anthropologist took 
place more than two decades ago on the forested east­
ern slopes of the Ecuadorian Andes among the Jivaro 
IHEE-varol lndians, or Untsuri Shuar. The Jivaro were 
famous at that time for their now essentially vanished 
practice of "head-shrinking," and for their intensive 
practice of shamanism, which still continues. I success­
fully collected a great deal of information on their cul-

• Nre during 1956 and 1957, but remained an outside 
observer of the world of the shaman. 

A couple of years later, the American Museum of 
Natural History invited me to make a year-long expedi­
tion to the Peruvian Amazon to study the culture of 
the Conibo Indians of the UcayaU River region. I accept­
ed, delighted to have an opportunity to do more research 
on the fascinating Upper Amazon forest cultures. That 
fieldwork took place in 1960 and 1961. 

Two particular experiences I had among the Conibo 

------------~~ 
1 



2 THE WAY OF THE SHAMAN 

and the 1fvaro were basic to my discovering the way of 
the shaman in both those cultures, and I would like to 
share them with you. Perhaps they wiD convey some­
thing of the incredible hidden world open to the 
shamanic explorer. . 

I had been living for the better part of a year In a 
Conibo Indian village beside a remote lake off a tribu· 
tacy of the Rio Ucayali. My anthropological research on 
the culture of the Conibo ,had been ~;oin~ ~ell, but ~y 
attempts to elicit information on ,their religion met With 

litt1e sua:ess. The people were fnendJy. but reluctant to 
talk about the supernatural. Finally they told me that if 
I really wished. to learn, I must take the shamans' 
sacred drink made from ayahUQSCIl , the "soul vine." I 
agleed, with both curiosity and trepidation, for they 
warned. me that the experience would be very fright­
ening. 

The next morning my friend Tomas, the kind ~lder 
of the village, went into the forest .to cut the vmes. 
Before leaving, he told me to fast: a hght breakfast and 
no lunch. He returned midday with enough ayahUilSCll 
vines and leaves of the cawa plant to fill a fifteen gallon 
pot. He boiled them all afternoon, until only ~bout a 
quart of dark liquid remained . !his he poured mto ~n 
old bottle and left it to cool ut tl sunset, when he said 
we would drink it. 

The Indians muzzled the dogs in the village so that 
they could not bark. The noise of barking dogs could 
drive a man who had taken ayahuasca mad, I was told. 
The children were cautioned to be quiet, and silence 
came over the small community with the setting of the 
sun. 

As the brief equatorial twilight was replaced by dark­
ness, Tomas poured about a third of the bottle into a 
gourd bowl and gave it to me. All the Indians were 
watching. I felt. like Socrates ami~st his Athenian com­
patriots, accepting the hemlock- It occurred. to me that 
one of the alternate names people in the Peruvian 
Amazon gave ayahuaSCll was " the Iittl~ death:" I drank ! 
the potion quickly. It had a strange, shghtly bitter taste . 
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r then waited for Tomas to take his tum, but he said 
that he had decided not to participate after all . 

They had me lie down on the bamboo platform under 
the great thatched roof of the com~u".al house: The 
village was silent, except for the chlrptng of a;ckets 
and the distant calls of a howler monkey deep m the 
jungle. . . 

As I stared upward into the darkness, .fa~t hnes of 
light appeared . 'They grew sharper, more mtricate, and 
burst into brilliant colors. Sound came from far away, a 
sound like a waterfall, which grew stronger and stronger 
until it filled my ears. 

Just a few minutes earlier I had been disappointed, 
sure that the ayahuasca was not going to have any effect 
on me . Now the sound of rushing water flooded my 
brain. My jaw began to feel numb, and the numbness 
was moving up to my temples. 

Overhead the faint lines became brighter, and grad­
ually int~rlaced . to form a canopy: reset;'bling a geomet­
ric mosaic of stamed glass. The bnght Violet hues formed 
an ever-expdnding roof above me. Within this celestial 
cavern, I heard the sound of water grow louder and I 
could see dim figures engaged in shadowy moveme~ts. 
As my eyes seeemd to adjust to the gloom, the movmg 
scene resolved itself into something resembling a huge 
fun house, a supernatural carnival of demons. In the 
center, presiding over the activities, and looking directly 
at me, was a gigantic, grinning crocodilian head, from 
whose cavernous jaws gushed a torrential flood of wdter. 
Slowly the waters rose, and so did the ~anopy ~bove 
them, until the scene metamorphosed IOta a simple 
duality of blue sky above and sea below. All creatures 
had v<lnished. 

Then, from my position near the surface of the water, 
I began to see two strange boats wafting back and 
forth , floating through the air towards me, coming 
doser and closer. Tney slowly combined to form a 
single vessel with a huge dragon-headed prow, not 
unlike that of a Viking ship. Set amidships was a square 
sail. Gradually, as the boat gently Ooated back and 
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forth above me, I heard a rhythmic swishing sound 
and saw that it was a giant gaUey with several hundred 
oars moving back and forth in cadence with the sound. 

I became conscious, too, of the most beautiful sing· 
ing I have ever heard in my life, high· pitched. and 
ethereal, emanating from myriad voices on board the 
galley. As I looked more closely at the deck. I could 
make out large numbers of people with the heads of 
blue jays and the bodies of humans, not unlike the 
bird-headed gods of ancient Egyptian tomb paintings. 
At the same time. some energy-essence began to float 
(rom my chest up into the boat. Although I believed 
myself to be an atheist, I was completely certain that I 
was dying and that the bird-headed people had come 
to take my soul away on the boat. While the soul-flow 
continued from my chest, I was aware that the ex­
tremities of my body were growing numb. 

Starting with my arms and legs, my body slowly 
began to feel like it was turning to solid concrete. I 
could not move or speak. Gradually, as the numbness 
closed in on my chest, toward my heart, I tried to get 
my mouth to ask for help, to ask the Indians for an 
antidote. Try as I might. however, I could not marshal 
my abilities sufficiently to make a word . Simultaneous­
ly, my abdomen seemed to be turning to stone, and I 
had to m"ke a tremendous effort to keep my heart 
beating. I began to call my heart my friend , my dearest 
friend of all, to talk to it, to encourage it to beat with all 
the power remaining at my command. 

I became aware of my brain . I felt- physically- that 
it had become compartmentalized into four separate 
and distinct levels. At the uppermost surface was the 
observer and commander, which was conscious of 
the condition of my body, and was responsible for the 
attempt to keep my heart going. It perceived, but purely 
as a spectator. the visions emanating from what seemed 

:> be the nether portions of my brain. Immediately 
'Claw the topmost level I felt a numbed layer. which 
eemed to have been put out of commission by the 
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drug- it just wasn' t there . The next level down was 
the source of my visions, including the soul boat. 

Now I was virtually certain I was about to die . As I 
tried to accept my fate, an even lower portion of my 
brain began to transmit more visions and information. I 
was "told" that this new material was being presented 
to me because I was dying and therefore "safe" to 

. receive these revelations. These were the secrets reserved 
for the dying and the dead, I was informed. I could 
only very dimly perceive the givers of these thoughts: 
giant reptilian creatures reposing sluggishly at the low­
ermost depths of the back of my brain, where it met 
the top of the spinal column. I could only vaguely see 
them in what seemed to be gloomy, dark depths. 

Then they projected a visual scene in front of me. 
First they showed me the planet Earth as it was eons 
ago, before there was any life on it. I saw an ocean, 
barren land. and a bright blue sky. Then black specks 
dropped from the sky by the hundreds and landed in 
front of me on the barren landscape. I could see that 
the "specks" were actually large, shiny, black creatures 
with stubby pterodactyl-like wings and huge whale­
like bodies. Their heads were not visible to me. They 
flopped down, utterly exhausted from their trip. rest­
ing for eons. They explained to me in a kind of thought 
language that they were fleeing from something out in 
space. They had come to the planet Earth 10 escape 
their enemy. 

The creatures then showed me how they had created 
life on the planet in order to hide within the multitudi­
nous forms and thus disguise their presence. Before 
me, the magnificence of plant and animal creation and 
speciation- hundreds of millions of years of activity­
took place on a scale and with a vividness impossible 
to describe. I learned that the dragon-like creatures 
were thus inside of all forms of life, including man.· 
They were the true masters of humanity and the entire 

·In retrospect one could say they were almost like DNA, although at 
that time, 1961. I knew nothing of DNA . 
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planet, they told me. We humans were but the recep­
tacles and servants of these crea tures. For this reason 
they could speak to me from within myself. 

These revelations, welling up from the depths of my 
mind, alternated with visions of the floating galley, 
which had almost finished taking my soul on board . 
The boat with its blue-jay headed deck crew was grad­
ually drawing away, pulling my life force along as it 
headed towards a large fjord flanked by barren, worn 
hills. I knew I had only a moment mOTe to live. Strange­
ly, I had no fear of the bird-headed people; they were 
welcome to have my soul if they could keep it. But I 
was afraid that somehow my soul might not remain on 
the horizontal plane of the fjord but might, through 
processes unknown but felt and dreaded , be acquired 
or re-acquired by the dragon-like denizens of the depths. 

I suddenly felt my distinctive humanness, the con­
trast between my species and the ancient reptilian ances­
tors. I began to struggle against returning to the ancient 
ones, who were beginning to feel increasingly alien 
and possibly evil. Each heart beat was a major under­
taking . I turned to human help. 

With an unimaginable last effort, I barely managed 
to utter one word to the Indians: "Medicine!" I saw 
them rushing around to make an antidote, and I knew 
they could not prepare it in time. I needed a guardian 
who could defeat dragons, and I frantically tried to 
conjure up a powerful being to protect me against the 
alien reptilian creatures. One appeared before me; and 
at that moment the Indians forced my mouth open and 
poured the antidote into me. Gradually, the dragons 
disappeared back into the lower depths; the soul boat 
and the fjord were no more. I relaxed with relief. 

Tha antidote radically eased my condition, but it did 
not prevent me from having many additional visions of 
a more superficial nature . These were manageable and 
enjoyable. I made fabulous journeys at will through 
distant regions, even out into the Galaxy; created incred­
ible architecture; and employed sardonically grinning 
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demons to realize my fantasies. Often I found myself 
laughing aloud at the incongruities of my adventures. 

Finally, I slept. 

Rays of sunlight were piercing the holes in the palm­
thatched roof when I awoke. I was still lying on the 
bamboo platform, and I heard the normal , morning 
sounds all around me: the Indians conversing, babies 
crying, and a rooster crowing. I was surprised to di~­
cover that I felt refreshed and peaceful. As I lay there 
looking up at the beautiful woven patt~m of the roof, 
the memories of the previous night dnfted across my 
mind . I momentarily stopped myself from remember­
ing more in order to get my tape recorder from a d~me 
bag. As I dug into the bag, several of the . IndIans 
greeted me, smiling. An old woman, Tomas' WIfe. gave 
me a bowl of fish and plantain soup for breakfast . It 
tasted extraordinarily good. Then I went back to the 
platform, eager to p~t my night's experiences on tape 
before I forgot anythmg. 

The work of recall went easily except for one portion 
of the trance that I could not remember. It remained 
blank as though a tape had been erased. I struggled 
for h~urs to remember what had happened .in that part 
of the experience. and I virtually wrestled It back mto 
my consciousness. The recalcitrant material tu;ned out 
to be the communication from the dragon-hke crea­
tures, including the revelation of th~ir role in t~e e:--D­
lution of life on this planet and their Innate dommation 
of living matter, including man. I was highly excited at 
rediscovering this material, and could not help but feel 
that 1 was not supposed to be able to bring it back from 
the nether regions of the mind . 

I even had a peculiar sense of fear for my safety. 
because I now possessed a secret that tht; creah:lres ha~ 
indicated was only intended for the dym~. t ImmedI­
ately decided to share this knowledge WIth others so 
that the "secret" would not reside in me alone, and my 
life would not be in jeopardy. I put my outboard motor 
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on a dugout canoe and left for an American evangelis t 
mission station nearby. I arrived about noon . 

The couple at the mission, Bob and Millie, were a cut 
above the average evangelists sent from the United 
Slates: hospitable, humorous, and compassionate, I I 
told them my story. When I described the reptile with 
water gushing out of his mouth, they exchanged glances, 
reached for their Bible, and read to me the following 
line from Chapter 12 in the Book of Revelation: 

And the serpent cast out of his mouth water as 
a floor ... 

They explained to me that the word "serpent" was 
synonymous in the Bible with the words " dragon" and 
"Satan," I went on with my narrative. When I came to 
the part about the dragon-like creatures fleeing an enemy 
somewhere beyond the Earth and landing here to hide 
from their pursuers, Bob and Millie became excited and 
again read me more from the same passage in the Book 
of Revelation: 

And there was a war in heaven: Michael and his 
angels fought against the dragon; and the dragon 
fought and his angels. And prevailed not; neither 
was their place found any more in heaven . And 
the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, 
called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the 
whole world : he was cast out into the earth, and 
his angels with him. 

I listened with surprise and wonder. The missionar­
ies, in turn , seemed to be awed by the fact that an 
atheistic anthropologist, by taking the drink of the "witch 
doctors," could apparently have revealed to him some 
of the same holy material in the Book of Revelation . 
When I had finished my account, I was relieved to 
have shared my new knowledge, but I was also ex­
hausted . I fell asleep on the missionaries' bed, leaving 

I 
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them to continue their discussion of the experience. 
That evening, as I returned to the village in my 

canoe, my head began to Ihrob in rhythm with the 
noise of the outboard motor; I thought I was going 
mad; I had to stick my fingers in my ears to avoid the 
sensation. I slept well, but the next day I noticed a 
numbness or pressure in my head . 

I was now eager to solicit a professional opinIon 
from the most supernaturally knowledgeable of the 
Indians, a blind shaman who had made many excur­
sions into the spirit world with the aid of the ayahuasca 
drink. It seemed only proper that a blind man might be 
able to be my guide to the world of darkness. 

I went to his hut, taking my notebook with me, 
and described my visions 10 him segment by seg­
ment. At first I told him only the highlights; thus, 
when I came to the dragon-like creatures, I skipped 
their arrival from space and only said, "There were 
these giant black animals, something like great bats, 
longer than the length of this house, who said that 
they were the true masters of the world ." There 
is no word for dragon in Conibo, so "giant bat" 
was the closest I could come to describe what I 
had seen. 

He stared up toward me with his sightless eyes, 
and said with a grin, "Oh, they're always saying that. 
But they are only the Masters of Outer Darkness." 

He waved his hand casually toward the sky. I felt a 
chill along the lower part of my spine, for I had not yet 
told him that I had seen them, in my trance, coming 
from outer space. 

I was stunned. What I had experienced was already 
familiar to this barefoot, blind shaman. Known to him 
from his own explorations of the same hidden world 
into which I had ventured . From that moment on I 
decided to learn everything I could about shamanism. 

And there was something more that encouraged me 
in my new quest. After I recounted my entire experi­
ence, he told me that he did not know of anyone who 
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had encountered and learned so much on his first 
ayahuaSCQ journey. 

"You can surely be a master shaman," he said. 

I 

Thus my serious study of shamanism ~gan. F~om I 
the Conibo I especially learned about the Journey mto ! 
the Lowerworld and the retrieval of spirits, methods 
that will be described later in the book. I returned to 
the United States in 1%1, but three years later I came 
back to South America to be with the jfvaro, with 
whom I had lived in 1956 and 1957. My mission this 
time was not just to be an anthropologist, but to learn 
firsthand how to practise shamanism the Jivaro way . 
For that reason, I wanted to go to the northwestern 
part of the jfvaro country where the most powerful 
shamans were reputed to reside. 

I flrst flew to Quito, Ecuador, in the Andean high­
lands. I took an old junkers tri-motor down to a jungle 
airfield at the eastern base of the Andes on the Pastaza 
River. There I chartered a single-engine plane to Maca.s, 
an ancient white settlement at the foot of the Andes 10 

the midst of the jfvaro country . 
Macas was a strange village. It had been founded in 

1599 by a handful of Spaniards who had survived. the 
massacre of the legendary Sevilla del Oro by th~ j fvaro, 
and for centuries had been perhaps the most ISOlated. 
community of the Western wo~ld . Until th~ airstrip 
was built in the 1940's, its most dlfl~d connection to the 
outside world had been a slippery footpath over the 
Andean escarpment west of the village, involving an 
arduous eight-day hike to reach the flighl~nd city of 
Riobamba. This isolation had created a whIte commu­
nity unlike any other in the world . Even during the 
early years of the twentieth century the men hunted 
with blowguns, wore Indian dress, a~d proudly declared 
their direct descent from the ConqUistadores. 

They also had their own marvelous legends and pri­
vate mysteries. For example, there was the story of 
how, after the massacre and the retreat from Sevilla del 

I 
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Oro, it took them almost a century to find a new way 
out over the Andes. The man who had finally suc­
ceeded was still remembered in bedtime stories to the 
children. And there was the spectral horse, complete 
with clanking chains, which was reportedly such a 
frequent night visitor to the streets of the village that 
the inhabitants often huddled inside the palm-thatched 
huts while the monster roamed about. Its visits ended. 
in 1924, when Catholic missionaries permanently set­
tled in the community. At that time, incidentally, there 
were still no horses in Macas-the first one, a colt, was 
carried in on a man's back from Riobamba in 1928, 
almost three and a half centuries after the community's 
founding. 

Up behind the village, surmounting the eastern Cor· 
dillera of the Andes, was Sangay, a great active volca­
no, snow-capped, billowing smoke by day and glowing 
by night. The glow, the Macabeos liked to say, was 
produced by tile treasure of the Incas, which they 
claimed was buried on the slopes of Sangay. 

My first day in Macas went well . My young Jfvaro 
guide was awaiting me at the airstrip and the people 
were hospitable and generous. Food was plentiful, 
and our meals included generous portions of meat. 
Since there was no way for the Macabeos to get their 
cattle over the Andes, they had to eat the beasts them­
selves; thus cattle were slaughtered in the little village 
every day. In addition, they gave me guayuSQ, a native 
tea, which the Macabeos consumed throughout the 
day instead of coffee. The tea created a sense of eupho­
ria, and the entire local population was gently stoned 
all day. Guayusa is so habituating that before it is offered 
to a viSItor, he is warned that once he drinks it, he will 
ever after always return to the Ecuadorian jungle. 

As I drifted off to sleep in Macas that night of my 
arrival, images in brilliant reddish hues appeared to me 
in the darkness of the Macabeo house. What I saw was 
most peculiar: curvilinear designs intertwining, sepa­
ratin!;t and turning in a most enjoyable fashion . Then 
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small, grinning demonic faces, which were also red, 
appeared among the changing r.attems swirling, dis­
appearing and reappearing. I (e t I was seeing the spiri­
tual inha&itants of Macas. 

SuddenJr' with an explosion and a jolt, I was almost 
thrown of my slat bed. The dogs of the village burst 
out barking. The visions vanished . People were shout­
ing. An earthquake had shaken the ground, and now a 
spray of natural fireworks shot into the night sky from 
San~ay. I felt , undoubtedly irrationally, that the sar­
dOnic demons had produced the eruption to greet my 
return to the junRle and to remind me of their reality. I 
laughed to myself at the absurdity of it all . 

The next day the Catholic missionary showed me his 
private collection of prehistoric potsherds from the local 
area . On them were painted red designs almost identi­
cal to those I had seen the previous ni~t. 

The following morning, my Jfvaro gUide and I walked 
northward from Macas, crossed the Rfo Upano in a 
dugout canoe, and continued walking all day. 

At sunset, exhausted , we reached our destination, 
the house of a famous shaman, Akachu, deep in the 
forest. There was no guayusa that evening. Instead, I 
was proffered bowl after bowl of refreshing manioc 
beer, monkey meat, and raw, squirming. but delicious 
cheese like grubs. Tired, but delighted to be back among 
shamans, I fell into a deep sleep on the bamboo bed. 

In the morning Akachu and I sat fonnally, opposite 
each other on wooden stools, as his wives brought us 
bowls of warmed manioc beer. His long black hair, 
bound into a pony tail with a woven red and white 
strap from which a feathered tassel hung, showed streaks 
of gray. I guessed he was in his sixties . 

''I have come," I explained, "to acquire spirit help­
ers, tsentsak." 

He stared hard at me without saying a word, but the 
wrinkles in his brown face seemed to deepen . 

'That is a fine gun, there," he observed, jutting his 
chin toward the Winchester Shotgun I had brought 
along for hunting. 

I 

I 

I 
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His message was clear, for the standard payment 
among the J fvaro for shamanic initiation was at the 
very least-a muzzle-loading shotgun . The breach­
loading, cartridge-using Winchester was far more pow­
erful than the black-powder muzzle-loaders, and thus 
much more valuable . 

"To acquire knowledge and spirit helpers, I will give 
you the gun and my two boxes of cartridges," I said . 

Akachu nodded and reached his arm out in the direc­
tion of the Winchester. I picked up the gun and carried 
it over to him. He tested its weight and balance, and 
Sighted along the barrel. Then , abruptly, he laid the 
gun across his knees. 

"First, you must bathe in the waterfall," he said . 
' 'Then we will see." 

I told him I was ready to do whatever he said . 
"You are not a shuar, an Indian," Akachu said, "so I 

do not know if you will have success . But I will help 
you try." He pointed westward toward the Andes with 
his chin. "Soon we will make the journey to the 
waterfall ." 

Five days later, Akachu, his son-in-Jaw Tsangu, and 
I departed on the pilgrimage to the sacred waterfall . 
My Jfvaro guide. his duties finished, had already gone 
home. 

The first day we followed a forest trail upstream 
along a twisting river valley . My companions kept up a 
very fast pace, and I was thankful when we at last 
stopped in late afternoon. beside a small rapid in the 
river . Akachu and Tsangu constructed a palm-thatched 
lean to, with a layer of palm fronds for our bed. I slept 
soundly, kept warm by the slow fire they built in the 
entrance of the shelter. 

The second day our journey was almost a continuous 
climb upward into the mist-shrouded forest . As the 
virtually nonexistent trail became more difficult, we 
paused at a grove of aula /:traVQ to cut hiking staffs to 
help us in the ascent. Akachu briefly went off and 
returned with a three-inch thick pole of balsa wood. 
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Whil~ we ~ested, he quickly carved it with simple geo­
melfle designs and then handed it to me. 

"This is your magical staff," he said. " It will protect 
you from demons. If you encounter one throw it at 
him" It is more powerful than a gun." ' 

I fmgered the pole. It was extremely light and obvi­
ously would be of no use in defending oneself against . 
anything. material. ~or a moment I felt as though we 
were children playmg a game of make-believe. Yet 
these mer:' were warriors, warriors who engaged in 
repealed hfe-and-death feuds and wars with their ene­
mies. Didn' t their survival depend upon being in genu­
ine contact with reality? 

As th~ day progres~d , the trail became steeper and 
more slIppery. Often It seemed that I was sliding one 
step back in the adobe-like mud for every two steps I 
made forward . We frequently rested to catch our breath 
and to sip water mixed with the manioc beer mash in 
our bottle-gourd canteens. Sometimes the others would 
snack on the smoked boiled manioc or smoked meat I 
that they carried in their monkey·s~in pouches. I, how­
ever, was forbidden to eat solid food . 

"You must suffer," Tsangu explained, "so that the 
grandfathers will take pity on you. Otherwise, the 
ancient specter will not come." 

That night, tired and hungry, I attempted to sleep in 
the palm-thatched leanto my companions had con­
structed for us.on the top of a cold, dank ridge . Shortly 
before dawn, It began to rain. Too chilled and miser­
~ble to stay where we were, we broke camp and groped 
In the dark along the ridge. The rain grew in intensity. 
Soon bolts of lightning, accompanied by explosions of 
t~und.e r, pe~odjcally illuminated our way. Many of the 
lightning str.lkes seemed to be on the very ridge we 
were follOWing, so we began to move at maximum 
speed in order to get off the heights. In the semi­
darkness of the obscured dawn I often lost sight of the 
other two, who were much more accustomed to the 
incredible pace they were setting through the forest. 
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Even under normal circumstances, the Indians loped 
along at about four or five miles an hour. Now it 
seemed like six. 

Soon I lost sight of my companions entirely. I assumed 
they thought that I could follow them. They would 
undoubtedly be waiting for me somewhere ahead, 
beyond the end of the ridge . So I forged ahead, wet, 
tired, hungry, and fearful of being permanently lost in 
this great uninhabited forest. One, two, three hours 
passed and I still did not encounter them. The rain let 
up and the light in the deserted forest grew stronger. I 
looked for the sharply bent branches of saplings, the 
Indians' sign that they had passed that way . But with­
out luck. 

I stopped, sat on a log in the middle of the dripping 
forest and tried to think dearly about my position. 1 
gave the Indians' special long-distance yell, a cry from 
the depths of the lungs that can be heard a half-mile 
away. Three times I gave it. There was no answer. I 
was near panic. I did not have my gun, so hunting was 
impossible. I did not know where to go. The only 
humans that I knew of in the forest were my absent 
companions. 

I was aware thai we had been headed generally 
west, but the dense forest canopy prevented me from 
seeing the direction of the sun. The ridge had numerous 
forks, so that I could not tell which one would be the 
best to follow . Almost at random, I picked one ridge 
and followed it slowly, breaking branches every ten 
feet or so to guide my companions if they came search­
ing that way . From time to time I yelled, but heard no 
answering sound. I stopped at a stream and added 
some water to the concentrated beer in my calabash. 
As I rested , sweating, doze ns of butterflies swirled 
about, often settling on my head, shoulders and arms. 
I watched as they sucked the sweat from my skin and 
Simultaneously urinated on it. I got up and went onward 
into the forest , supporting myself with the balsa staff. 
It was getting dark . With my pUlia/, or short machete, I 
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cut branches from palm saplings and made a crude 
leanlo. Exhausted, I drank some beer, covered my body 
with fronds. and soon fell asleep. 

Faint light was filtering down through the forest 
canopy when I awoke . As I lay there in the green 
stillness, I heard a muffled boom. It caught me by 
surprise and I could nol ascertain its direction. I quietly 
listened for perhaps fifteen minutes when another 
occurred, off to mr left . It was clearly a gun. I jumped 
up and rushed of in the direction of the sound, run­
ning, stumbling, slipping as I skidded down steep 
slopes. From time to time I gave the long-distance yeU. 
Another boom, this time slightly to my right. I veered 
course and soon found myself climbing down a pre­
ciptious canyon, clinging to vines and slipping from 
one sapling to another . I became aware of a pervasive 
roar, like a never-ceasing freight train. Abruptly, I was 
on the boulder-strewn shore of a river. About a quarter­
mile upstream, a stupendous waterfall was hurtling 
over a bare rock cliff. And near its base I could see my 
companions; at that moment they were my closest 
friends in aU the world . 

I had to clamber up and down immense river boul­
ders and ford the pools of water that lay between sand 
bars. As I got near, I felt the mists of the waterfall, 
carried down the canyon on the wind, cooling my face 
and arms. It took me about fifteen minutes to reach 
Akachu and Tsangu. Finally, I collapsed on the sand 
beside my companions. 

"We thought a demon might have gotten you," said 
Akachu with a grin . I smiled back weakly, glad to 
accept the canteen of beer he offered. 

"You are tired," he said. "That is good , for the 
grandfathers may take pity on you . You must now 
start to bathe." 

He pointed to my staff. "Bring your balsa and come 
with me." 

While Tsangu sat on the sand bar, he led me over 
the rocks along the edge of the great pool into which 

I , 

I 
I 

I 
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the cascade poured. Soon we were up against the wet 
cliff face, as drenching sprays pelted our bodies. He 
took my hand and inched forward along the base of 
the cliff. The water poured with mounting strength 
upon us, making it difficult to avoid being swept away. 
I supported myself with my staff with one hand and 
hung onto Akachu with the other. 

Each step forward became more difficult. Then sud­
denly we were underneath the waterfall in a dark, 
natural re<:ess. It seemed like a magical cave. Light 
entered only throu~h the immense sheet of falling water, 
which sealed us m from the rest of the world. The 
incessant roar of the cascade was greater than even 
that of my first vision, years before. ft seemed to pene­
trate my whole being. We were sealed from the world 
by the basic elements of earth and water. 

"The House of the Grandfathers," Akachu shouted 
in my ear. He painted to my staff. 

He had told me earlier what to do. I began to walk 
back and forth in the incredible chamber, putting my 
staff before me with each step. As instructed, I contin­
uously shouted, "Tau, tau, tau," to attract the atten­
tion of the grandfathers . I was thoroughly chilled from 
the spray that swept the small cave, water which not 
long before had been reposing in the glacial lakes of 
the highest Andes. I shivered, paced, and shouted. 
Akachu accompanied me, but without a staff. 

Gradually, a strange calm pervaded my conscious­
ness. I no longer felt cold, tired, or hungry. The sound 
of the cascading water grew more and more distant 
and seemed strangely soothing. I felt that this was 
where I belonged, that J had come home. The wall of 
falling water became irridescent, a torrent of millions of 
liqUid prisms. As they went by I had the continuous 
sensation of floating upward, as though they were 
stable and I was the one in motion. Flying inside of a 
mountain! I laughed at the absurdity of the world. 

Finally, Akachu grasped my shoulder, stopped me, 
and took my hand. He led me out of the magic moun-
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tain, back along the cliff and to Tsangu. r was sorry to 
leave the sacred place. 

When we had regrouped on the sand bar, Tsangu 
led us directly to the side of the canyon and com­
menced scaling the steep slope. We followed , single 
me, grasping at projecting roots. saplings, and vines to 
keep ourselves from sliding backward in the wet day. 
For perhaps an hour we continued the arduous ascent, 
occasionally drenched by the wafting spray from the 
waterfall. It was late afternoon when we finally reached 
a smaU, nat ridge adjacent to the rim of the cascade. 
We rested briefly and then followed Tsangu along the 
plateau. At first the jungle growth was thick and diffi­
cult to penetrate. but shortfy we found ourselves in a 
gallery of immense trees. 

After about five minutes Tsangu stopped, and started 
to cut boughs for a lean-to. 

Akachu began splitting a stick at one end. He split 
the same end a second time, at a right angle to the first 
cut, and stuck the unsplit end into the ground. Into the 
cross-wise split he pushed two twigs, which forced the 
end open into a four-pronged receptacle . Then he took 
a fist-sized gourd cup from his monkey-skin shoulder 
bag and set it into the space formed by the prongs. He 
reached again into his pouch and brought forth a bun­
dle of short green stems. They were the maikua (a 
Brugmansia species of datura) plant cuttings he had 
coUected prior to our departure from his house. One by 
one he held the stems over the gourd cup and scraped 
off the green bark. When he had finished, the cup was 
almost full. He reached in. drew out the shavings, and 
began squeezing their green juice into the cup. Within 
five minutes there was about an eighth of a cup of the 
liquid . He threw away the shavings. 

" Now we will let the maikua cool." he said . "When 
night comes you will drink it. You alone will drink. for 
we must guard you . We will be with you at all times, 
so do not fear ." 

Tsangu had joined us, and now he added, "What is 
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most important is that you must have no fear . If you 
see something frightening. you must not flee. You must 
run up and touch it. " 

Akachu grasped my shoulder. "That is right. You 
must do that or one day soon you will die. Hold your 
balsa at all times in your hands so that you can do the 
touching ." 

I began to feel a strong sense of panic. ~ot only were 
their words somewhat less than comforting. but I had 
heard that persons sometimes died or permanently lost 
their minds from taking maikua. I also remembered 
stories of Jivaro who had taken maikua and become so 
delirious thai they' had dashed wildly through the for­
est to fall from cliffs or to drown. For this reason, they 
never took maikuQ without sober companions to restrain 
them.2 

"Will you hold me down strongly?" I asked . 
"That will be done, brother," said Akachu . 
It was the first time he had addressed me by a 

kinship term, and that one word reassured me. St~Il , .as 
I waited for the dark, rising anticipation and cunoslty 
were mixed with fear. 

My companions did not make a fire, and as night 
came we were all stretched out side by side on palm 
fronds, listening to the stillness of the ~orest and the 
distant roar of the waterfall. At last the lIme came. 

Akachu gave me the gourd cup. I tipped it up and 
swallowed the contents. The taste was somewhat dis­
agreeable, yet slightly similar to gteen tomat~. I felt a 
numbing sensation. I thought of that other dnnk. three 
years before among the Conibo, which had led me 
here. Was my shamanic quest worth the danger? . 

Shortly, however. even quasi-logical thought varnshed 
as an inexpressible terror rapidly permeated my whole 
body. My companions were going to kill me! I must get 
away! I attempted to jump up, but instantly they were 
upon me. Three, four. an infinity of savages v.:rest1ed 
with me, forced me down, down, down. Their faces 
were above me, contorted into sly grins . Then blackness. 

• 
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I was awakened by a flash of lightning followed by a 
thunderous explosion. The ground beneath me was 
shaking. I jumped up, utterly in a panic. A hurricane­
like wind threw me back down on the ground. I stum­
bled again to my feet. A stinging rain pelted my body 
as the wind ripped at my clothes . Lightning and thun­
der exrloded all around . J grasped a sapling to support 
mysel . My companions were nowhere to be seen. 

Suddenly, about two hundred feet away amidst the 
tree trunks, I could see a luminous form floating slowly 
towards me. I watched, terrified, as it grew larger and 
larger, resolving itself into a twisting form . The gigan­
tic, writhing reptilian form floated directly towards me. 
Its body shone in brilliant hues of greens, purples, and 
reds, and as it twisted amidst the lightning and thun­
der it looked at me with a strange, sardonic smile. 

I turned to run , and then remembered the balsa 
staff. I looked down but could not see it. The serpen­
tine creature was now only twenty feet away and t?W­
ering above me, coiling and uncoiling. It separated l~to 
two overlapping creatures. They were now both facm,g 
me. The dragons had come to take me away! They 
coalesced back into one. I saw before me a stick about a 
foot long. I grabbed it, and desperately charged the 
monster with my stick outstretched before me. An ear­
splitting scream filled the air, and abruptly the forest 
was empty. The monster was gone . There was only 
silence and serenity . 

I lost consciousness. 
When I awoke it was midday . Akachu and Tsangu 

were squatting beside a small fire , eating and convers­
ing quietly. My head ached and J was h~ngry, but 
otherwise I felt all right. As I sat up, my fnends rose 
and came over. Akachu gave me a bowl of warmed 
beer. I was also given a piece of dried monkey meat. 
The food tasted wonderful, but I wanted to share my 
experience with my friends. 
_ t said, " I thought you were trying to kill me last 

night. Then you disappeared and there was tremen­
dous lightning ... " 

I 

I 

I 
I 

I 
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Akachu interrupted me, "You must not teU anyone, 
even us, what you have encountered. Otherwise, all 
your suffering will have been in vain . Someday, and 
you will know when that is, rou can tell others, but 
not now. Eat, and then we wil start for home." 

We went back to Akachu's house, and with his guid­
ance I began to acquire the. tst1ltSilk (magical darts) 
essential to the practice of JlVaro shamanism. These 
tsentSilk or spirit helpers are the main powers believed 
to cause and cure illness in daily life. To the nonshaman 
they are normally invisible, and even sha.mans can 
perceive them only in an altered state of consaousness.3 

" Bad" or bewitching shamans send these spirit help­
ers into victims' bodies to make them ill or to kill them. 
"Good" shamans, or healers, use their own tsentsak to 
help them suck out spirits from the bodies of ill 
tribesmen. The spirit helpers also form shields which , 
along with the shaman's guardian spirit power, protect 
their shaman masters from attacks. 

A new shaman collects all kinds of insects, plants, 
and other objects, which become his spirit helpers. 
Almost any object , including living insects and worms, 
can become a tsentsak if it is small enough to be swal· 
lowed by a shaman. Different types or tsentsak cause, 
and are used to cure, different kinds of degrees of 
illness . The greater the variety of these power objects 
that a shaman has in his body. the greater is his ability 
as a doctor. 

Each IselltSilk has an ordinary and nonordinary aspect. 
The magical dart's ordinary aspect is an ordinary mate­
rial object, as seen without drinking ayahuasca . But the 
nonordinary and " true" aspect of the Ise"tsak is revealed 
to the shaman by taking the drink. When he does this, 
the magical darts appear in their hidden forms as spirit 
helpers, such as giant butterflies, jaguars, serpents, 
birds, and monkeys, who actively assist the shaman in 
his tasks. 

When a healing shaman is called in to treat a patient, 
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his first task is diagnosis. He drinks ayahuQSG1, green 
tobacco water, and sometimes the juice of a plant called 
piripirf, in the late afternoon and ea rly evening. The 
consciousness-changing substances permit him to see 
into the body of the patient as though it were glass. If 
the illness is due to sorcery, the healin~ shaman will 
see the intruding nonordinary entity withm the patient's 
body clearly enough to determine whether he possesses 
the appropria te spirit helper to extract it by s~cking. 

A shaman sucks magical darts from a patient's body 
at night, and in a dark area of the house, for it is only 
in the darkness that he can perceive nonordinary reali­
ty. With the setting of the sun, he alerts his tsentsak by 
w histling the tune of his power song; after about a 
quarter of an hour, he starts singing. When he is ready 
to suck, the shaman keeps two tsetltSllk, of the type 
identical to the one he has seen in the patient's body, 
in the front and rear of his mouth . They a re present in 
both their material and nonmaterial aspects, and are 
there to catch the nonordinary aspect of the magical 
dart when the shaman sucks it out of the patient's 
body. The tStmtsak nearest the shaman's lips has the 
task of incorporating the sucked-out essence within 
itself. If, however, this nonordinary essence should get 
past it, the second spirit helper in the mouth blocks the 
throat so that the intruder cannot enter the interior of 
the shaman's body and do him harm. Trapped thus 
within the mouth, the essence is shortly caught by, 
and incorporated into, the material substance of one of 
the curing shaman's tselltSllk. He then "vomits" out this 
object and displays it to the patient and his family 
saying, "Now [ have sucked it oul. Here it is." 

The nonshamans may think that the material object 
itself is what has been sucked out, and the shaman 
does not disillusion them. At the same time he is not 
lying, because he knows that the only important aspect 
of a tse,lfsak is its nonmaterial or nonordinary aspect, or 
essence, which he sincerely believes he has removed 
from the patient's body. To explain to the layman that 
he already had these objects in his mouth wou ld serve 

t 
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no fruitful purpose and wou ld prevent him from dis­
playing such an object as proof that he had effected the 
cure. 

The ability of the shaman to suck depends la rgely 
upon the quantity and strength of his own tsen tSllk, of 
which he may have hundreds. His magical darts assume 
their supernatural aspect as spirit helpers when he is 
under the innuence of ayahuasca, and he sees them as a 
variety of zoomorphic forms hovering over him, perch­
ing on his shoulders, and sticking out of his skin . He 
sees them helping to suck the patient's body. He drinks 
tobacco water every few hours to "keep them fed" so 
that they will not leave him. 

A healing shaman may have tselltsak sent at him by a 
bewitcher. Because of this danger, shamans may repeat­
edly drink tobacco water at all hours of the day and 
night. The tobacco water helps keep one's tse1ltSllk ready 
to repel any other magical darts. A shaman does not 
even go for a walk without taking along the green 
tobacco leaves with which he prepares the water that 
keeps his spirit helpers alert. 

The degree of violence and competition in Jivaro 
society is famous in the anth ropological literature and 
contrasts radically, for example, with the peacefulness 
of the Conibo. And both the Jivaro and the Conibo 
stand apart from Australian and many other tribal pe0-
ples who have long practiced shamanism without 
employing psychedelics. Still Jivaro shamanism is highly 
developed, dramatic, and exciting. So in 1969 I again 
returned, filling in gaps in my knowledge, and in 1973 
I engaged in more shamanic practice with them. 

During the nineteen years since beginning shamanic 
work among the Conibo, I have also studied briefly 
with shamans of a few western North American Indian 
groups: the Wintun and PornO in California, Coast Salish 
in Washington State, and the Lakota Sioux in South 
Dakota . From them I learned how shamanism could be 
practiced successfully without the use of the ayahuaSCil 
or other drugs of the Conibo and the J ivaro. This knowl­
edge has been especially useful in introducing West-
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erners to the practice of shama nism . Finally. I learned 
from the worldwide ethnographic literature on shaman­
ism, where lie buried many gems of information that 
supplement and reaffirm what I had been taught first ­
hand . Now it seems time to help transmit some practi­
cal aspects of this ancient human legacy to those who 
have been cui off from it for centuries. -

CHAPIER TWO 

The Shamanic Journey: 
Introduction 

S haman (pronounced SHAH-maan) is a word from the 
language of the Tungus people of Siberia, and has been 
adopted widely by anthropologists to refer to persons 
in a great vanety of non-Western cultures who were 
previously known by such terms as "witch," " witch­
doctor," " medicine man," "sorcerer," " wizard," " magic 
man," "magician," and "seer ," One of the advantages 
of using the term is that it lacks the prejudicial over­
tones and conflicting meanings associated with the more 
familiar labels. Furthermore. not every kind of medi­
cine man or witch doctor is a shaman. 

A shaman is a man or woman who enters an altered. 
state of consciousness at will-to contact and utilize 
an ordinarily hidden reality in order to acquire knowl­
edge. power. and to help other persons. The shaman 
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has at least one, and usually more, "spirits" in his 
personal service," 

As Mircea Eliade observes, the shaman is distinguished 
from other kinds of magicians and medicine men by his 
use of a state of consciousness which Eliade, following 
Western mystical tradition, calls "ecstasy." But the prac­
tice of ecstasy alone, he properly emphasizes, does not 
define the shaman, for the shaman has specific tech­
niques of ecstasy. Thus Eliade says: " Hence any ecstatic 
cannot be considered a shaman; the shaman specializes 
in a trance during which his soul is believed to leave 
his body and ascend to the sky or descend to the 
underworld. "I To this I would add that, in his trance, 
he commonly works to heal a patient by restoring ben­
eficial or vital power, or by extracting harmful power. 
The journey to which Eliade refers is especially under­
taken to restore power or a lost soul. 

The "ecstatic" or altered state o f consciousness and 
the learned perspective that characterize shamanic work 
may be usefully termed the Shamanic State of Con­
sciousness (hereafter referred to as the SSC). The SSC 
involves not only a "trance" or a transcendent state of 
awareness, but also a learned awareness of shamanic 
methods and assumptions while in such an altered 
state. The SSC contrasts with the Ordinary State of 
Consciousness (OSC), to which the shaman returns 
after engaging in his distinctive work. The SSC is the 
cognitive condition in which one perceives the " non­
ordinary reality" of Carlos Castaneda, and the "extraor­
dinary manifestations of reality" of Robert Lowie. 2 

The learned component of the SSC includes informa­
tion about the cosmic geography of nonordinary reali­
ty, so that one may know where to journey to find the 
appropriate animal, plant, and other powers. This 
includes knowledge of how the SSC provides access to 
the shamanic Lowerworld. 

"For simplicity, I shall hereafter U~ the male pronominal form in 
referring to the shaman or the patient, with the dear understanding 
that shamans and patients may be of either gender. 

, 
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This knowledge includes an awareness by the sha­
man that he must have a specific intended mission 
while in the SSe. Nonordinary reality is entered not for 
play but for serious purposes. The shaman is a person 
with work to do in the sse and he must know the 
basic methods for accomplishing that work. If, for exam­
ple, he wishes to recover a patient's guardian power 
animal from the Lowerworld, he must know the tech­
nique for reaching the Lowerworld, entering it, finding 
the power animal, and bringing it back safely. Subse­
quently, in the esc, he must know what instructions 
to give the patient. 

In the SSC, the shaman typically experiences an inef­
fable joy in what he sees, an awe of the beautiful and 
mysterious worlds that open before him. His experi­
ences are like dreams, but waking ones that feel real 
and in which he can control his actions and direct his 
adventures. While in the SSC, he is often amazed by 
the reality of that which is presented. He gains access 
to a whole new, and yet familiarly ancient universe 
that provides him with profound information about the 
meaning of his own life and death and his place within 
the totality of aU existence. During his great adventures 
in the SSe, he maintains conscious control over the 
direction of his travels, but does not know what he will 
discover. He is a self-reliant explorer of the endless 
mansions of a magnificent hidden universe . Finally, he 
brings back his discoveries to build his knowledge and 
to help others . 

The shaman is an accomplished see-er who works 
typicaUy in the dark, or at least with the eyes covered, 
in order to see clearly. For this reason, shamans usu­
ally engage in their practices at night. Some kinds of 
shamanic seeing can be done with the eyes open, but 
usually that kind of perception is of a less profound 
nature. In darkness the distractions of ordinary reality 
lessen their impingement on consciousness, making it 
possible for the shaman to focus on the aspects of 
nonordinary reality essential to his work. But darkness 
alone is not enough for shamanic seeing. The seer 
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must also enter the sse, often assisted by drumming, 
rattling. singing, and dancing. 

Slwmanic enlightenment is the literal ability to lighten 
the darkness, to see in that darkness what others can­
not perceive. This may, in fact, be the most ancient 
meaning of "enlightenment." For example, the special 
ability of the Iglulik Eskimo shaman to see is called his 
qIluman&,. his " lighting" or "enlightenment," ", .. 
which enables him to see in the dark. both literally 
and metaphorically speaking. for he can now, even 
with dosed eyes, see through darkness and perceive 
things and coming events which are hidden from others; 
thus they look into the future and into the secrets 
of others.'» 

Aua, an Iglulik Eskimo shaman, described his sha­
manic enlightenment thus: 

... I endeavored to become a shaman by the 
help of others; but in this I did not succeed. I 
visited many famous shamans, and gave them 
great gifts .... I sought solitude, and here I soon 
became very melancholy. I would sometimes fall 
to weeping. and feel unhappy without knowing 
why. Then. for no reason, all would suddenly be 
changed, and I felt a great, inexplicable joy, a 
joy so powerful that I could not restrain it, but 
had to break into song. a mighty song, with 
only room for the one word: joy, joy! And I had 
to use the full strength of my voice. And then 
in the midst of such a fit of mysterious and 
overwhelming delight I became a shaman, not 
knowing myself how it came about. But I was a 
shaman. I could see and hear in a totally dif­
ferent way. I had gained my qaumanEq. my 
enlightenment, the shaman-light of brain and 
body, and this in such a manner that it was not 
only I who could see through the darkness of 
life, but the same light also shone out from me, 
imperceptible to human beings, but visible to 
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all the spirits of earth and sky and sea, and 
these now came to me and became my helping 
spirits.· 

Among the Wiradjeri of Australia. the shamanic neo­
phyte becomes "enlightened" by being sprinkled with 
a "sacred powerful water" that is considered liquefied 
quartz. Eliade observes, "All this is as much as to say 
that one becomes a shaman when one is stuffed with 
'solidified light.' that is, with quartz crystals .... " He 
suggests. " they feel a relation between the condition of 
a supernatural being and a superabundance of light."s 

The perception of the shaman as one who is giving 
off light. particularly in a "crown," an aura from the 
head, is also true of the Jfvaro. The halo. which is 
multicolored, forms only when the shaman is in an 

Pl .. te 1. Golden h .. lo .. round the he .. d of a J ivaro ,hilman in 
an altered state of consciousness. Drawn by another J fvaro 
,holman. 
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ayahuasca-induced altered state of consciousness. It can 
only be seen by another shaman in a similar stale of 
consciousness (see Plate I ). 

At the same time that the Jivaro shaman is radiating 
light, he is able to see into the darkness and even 
through ordinarily opaque material. As I have described 
it elsewhere: 

He had drunk, and now he softly sang. Grad· 
ually, faint lines and forms began to appear in the 
darkness, and the shrill music of the lsentsak, the 
spirit helpers, arose around him. The power of 
the drink fed them. He called. and they came. 
First, pangi, the anaconda, coiled about his head, 
transmuted into a crown of gold . Then wampang. 
the giant butterfly. hovered above his shoulder 
and sang to him with its wings. Snakes, spiders, 
birds, and bats danced in the air above him. 
On his arms appeared a thousand eyes as his 
demon helpers emerged to search the night for 
enemies. 

The sound of rushing water filled his ears, and 
listening to its roar, he knew he possessed the 
power of Tsungi, the first shaman . Now he could 
see.' 

Shamans often work in a house plunged into total 
darkness, or they may allow a small fire or lamp to 
bum; but sometimes even a small amount of light can 
interfere with the shamanic seeing. Thus, among the 
Chukchee of Siberia, the shamanic session: 

... began, as usual, in the dark; but when the 
shaman suddenly broke off beating the drum, the 
lamp was again lighted and the face of the sha­
man immediately covered with a piece of doth. 
The mistress of the house, who was the wife of 
the shaman. took up the drum and began to beat 
i~ with Ii&ht, slow strokes . This lasted the entire 
time .... 
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Personally, I usually leave a candle burning some­
where on the floor of the dark room when entering the 
sse and then, when I lie or drop down on the floor, I 
simply cover my closed eyes with my left foreann 
to exclude all light. 

When the shaman either Slowly or suddenly drops to 
the dirt floor of the house, the Chukchee say "he 
sinks," which refers not only to his material act, visible 
to the others in the house, but also to " the belief that 
the shaman, during the period of ecstasy, is able to 
visit other worlds, and especially that underground."s 
[n a related fashion, the Eskimo shaman about to make 
the journey is referred to as "one who drops down to 
the bottom of the sea. ,,9 He not only drops to the floor 
of the house (OSC), but drops into an oceanic Lower­
wodd (SSC). 

The shamanic journey is one of the most important 
tasks to be undertaken. The basic fonn of this journey, 
and the one usually easiest to learn, is the journey to 
the Lowerworld . To undertake this, a shaman typically 
has a special hole or entrance into the Lowerworld . 
This entrance exists in ordinary reality as well as in 
nonordinary reality . The entrance among California 
Indian shamans, for example, frequently was a spring, 
especially a hot spring. Shamans were reputed to travel 
hundreds of miles underground, entering one hot spring 
and coming out at another. Australian shamans of the 
Chepara tribe were similarly believed to dive into the 
ground and come out again where they liked, and 
those of Fraser Island were said " to go into the earth 
and come out again at a considerable distance .")O Simi­
larly, a !Kung Bushman shaman in the Kalahari desert 
of southern Africa recounted: 

My friend, that's the way of this n/um (power) . 
When people sing, I dance. I enter the earth. I 
go in at a place like a place where people drink 
water [a waterholeJ . I travel in a long way, very 
far . II . 
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Another entrance used by California Indians was a 
hollow tree stump. Among the Arunta (Aranda) of 
Australia a hollow tree was an entrance to the Under­
world . 12 The Conibo Indians taught me to follow the 
roots of the giant Ciltahua tree down into the ground to 
reach the Lowerworld. In the sse, the roots were trans­
formed for me and my Conibo friends into black ser­
pents down whose backs we slid to reach lands of 
forests, lakes, and rivers, and strange cities bright as 
day, lit by a sun that had disappeared from the ordi­
n~ry world above-for these journeys were taken at 
mght. 

Other shamans' entrances into the Lowerworld include 
caves, holes of burrowing animals. and even special 
holes in the dirt floor of houses. Among the Twana of 
the Northwest Coast of North America, for example, 
the surface of the earth floor was regortedly often phys-
ically broken open for the descent. ) j 

Entrances into the Lowerworld commonJy lead down 
into a tunnel or tube that conveys the shaman to an 
exit, which opens out upon bright and marvelous land­
scapes. From there the shaman travels wherever he 
desires for minutes or even hours, finally returning 
back up through the tube (henceforth called the Tun­
nel) to emerge at the surface, where he entered. A fine 
description of a shaman using this classic and wide­
spread method is given by Rasmussen for the Iglulik 
Eskimo of Hudson Bay: 

... For the very greatest (shamans), a way 
opens right from the house whence they invoke 
their helping spirits; a road down through the 
earth, if they are in a tent on shore, or down 
through the sea, if it is in a snow hut on the sea 
ice, and by this route the shaman is led down 
without encountering any obstacle. He almost 
glides as if faUing through a tube so fitted to his 
body that he can check his progress by pressing 
against the sides, and need not actually fall down 
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with a rush . This tube is kept open for him by all 
the souls of his namesakes, until he returns on his 
way back to earth . 14 

When the Eskimo shaman returns from his journey 
to the Lowerworld , the people in the tent or igloo "can 
hear him coming a long way off; the rush of his pas­
sa~e through the tube kept open for him by his 
Spirits comes nearer and nearer, and with a mighty 
'Plu-a- he-he' he shoots up into his place behind 
the curtain."ls 

Most of us who are engaged in shamanic work do 
not find the Tunnel at all constricting. Usually it is 
spadous and provides ample room for movement . Some­
times obstacles in the Tunnel may obstruct the pas­
sage, but one normally can find a crack or opening to 
go through. With patience, one usually succeeds in 
passing through it without having to give up the jour­
ney and return home. 

Sometimes, when the shaman enters down through 
the hole, he finds himself ascending or descending a 
stream or river which mayor may not be clearly part of 
the Tunnel. Thus a Tavgi Samoyed shaman, recounting 
his first journey through the entrance to the Lowerworld, 
said: 

As I looked around, I noticed a hole in the 
earth .... The hole became larger and larger. 
We [he and his guardian spirit companion) 
descended throu~h it and arrived at a river with 
two streams flOWing in opposite directions. "Well, 
find out this one too!" said my companion, "one 
stream goes from the centre to the north, the 
other to the south- the sunny side."11> 

Outstanding shamans not only see in the SSC, but 
hear, feel, and even experience communications or sen­
sations beyond the usual senses. Thus this Samoyed 
shaman heard his guardian spirit, and thus a Pomo 
Indian woman shaman in California told me how she 



• 

34 TIiEWAY OFTHESHAMAN 

felt a gigantic power animal move under her as she 
traveled inside a mountain through the Tunnel. 17 

Among the BeJlacooJa Indians of the Northwest 
Coast, each house reportedly had a hole in the earth 
floor which was used as the entrance into the Lower­
world: 

The world below us is .. . called Asiula' nEm. 
Descriptions of the (LowerworldJ are principally 
obtained from shamans who believe they have 
visited that country during a trance. According to 
the statement of an old woman who believed that 
as a little girl she had visited the (Lowerworld] 
durini? a trance, the entrance ... is through a 
hole Situated in each house between the doorway 
and the fireplace. 18 

In a remarkably similar fashion, the entrance to the 
Underworld in the circular kivas (ceremonial chambers) 
of the Zuni Indians in the American Southwest is a 
hole located in the floor, The main contrast with the 
Bellacoola is that the hole, called a sipapu , is in the floor 

Plate 2. 5qspu {sipapu} . Entnnce to the Hopi Lower­
world. Loc;!lted in the Gnnd Canyon west of the Hopi 
villages. Source: Center of Astrogeology, U.S. Geological 
Survey. 
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between the fireplace and the wall (the door:way is ,in 
the roof) .19 Such sipapu holes were common In prehiS­
toric kivas of the Puebloan peoples, but absent from 
those of some of the present-day Pueblos. Interesting­
I at Zuni where the sipapu survives in the circular 
ro~ of bud, so do the shamanistic medicine societies.20 
Although I have no hard evidence, ,', would . n? t be 
surprised if the members of the mediCine societies at 
Zuni used the holes to enter the Lowerworld when in 
trance. The orthodox ethnological view, however, is 

Plate 3. ~ Pa Po Nsh /sipap,,-nshj. Contemporuy painting 
by the Hopi artist MiII;!Ind Lom;!lkema ~awabma! . . Sou~: 
Hopi Pl1inting: Th~ World of the Hop's, by PatriCia JanIS 
Broder. New York: Dutton, 1978. 
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that the kiva si~pu is merely "a symbol representing 
the mythical opening into the underworld through which 
the ancestors are supposed to have reached the world ."21 
The Puebloan Hopi. unlike the Zuni. do not have si~pu 
in the noors of their kivas. 22 However. they believe in a 
peculiar rock formation loca ted some distance from them. 
which has a hole in its top. is the original sipapu, or 
entrance into the Lowerworld (see Plate 2) . That the Hopi 

Pl .. te 4. Eskimo sh .. m .. n's muk. Nineteenth century, from 
the Lower Yukon River. Source: N .. tional Museum of N .. tu· 
rOil History, Smithsonian Institution. Photo: Victor E. Kuntz. 
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may use it in shamanistic visualizatio~s ~or joum.e~~ to 
the Lowerworld is an unproven, but distinct posSIbility. 
Since medicine society work is highly secret among the 
Puebloan peoples, non· Hopis may never know for cer· 
tain . A recent painting by a Hopi artist, titled "& Po 
Po Noh" (sipapu-noh) is highly suggestive, however, of 
the mandala· like Tunnel experience (see Plate 3) . 

Incidentally, the concentric circles of a mandala often 
resemble the ribbed aspect that the Tunnel frequently 
presents, and me<iitati.on with the man.data can lead to 
an experience resembhng the entrance mto the Tunnel. 
As Joan M. Vastokas has perceptively observed in her 
discussion of certain aspects of shamanic art, " .. . the 
concentric motif seems characteristic of the visionary ex­
perience itself and stands for the aperture through which 
the shaman penetrates the Unde~orld o~ Sky, ~~ means 
of which he transcends the phySical untverse . 

Thus, as she points out, Alaskan Eskimo shamans' 
masks sometimes have the form of "concentric circles 
radiating from a central void ." An example of one such 
mask, wnich bears a startling resemblance to the ribbed 
Tunnel , may be seen in Plate 4. Similarly, in Tibetan 
Buddhism, which was heavily inOuenced by shaman­
ism, a very complex mandala may have the tunnel-like 
circle only in the center to serve as the entrance place 
to the worlds of the gods and spirits represented around 
it (see the Tibetan tanka in Plate 5; also note its remark­
able similarity to the painting by the Hopi artist of the 
entrance to the Lowerworld in Plate 3) . With the aid of 
darkness and drumming, the shaman does not focus 
on a mandala, but moves directly into the Tunnel and 
then beyond. 

First Journey 
Now you are ready for your first experiential exercise 

in shamanism. This will be a simple journey of explora­
tion down through the Tunnel into the Lowerworld . 
Your only mission will be to traverse the Tunnel, per· 
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haps see what lies beyond, and then return. Make sure 
you thoroughly understand these instructions before 
you begin . 

To carry out the exercise, you probably will need a 
drum (or a cassette recording of shamanic drumming) 
and someone to assist you by beating the drum. ~ If you 
have no drum, simply try tapping 011 a hardcover book with a 
tablespoon as you lie outstretched on tile floor. Some persons 
do not need allY drumming or tapping soUlld at all, provided 
they, are relaxed ~nd able to clear their ",illds of ordinary 
reality preoccupatIOns. 

Wait until you are calm and relaxed before undertak­
ing this or any other shamanic exercise. Avoid psyche­
delic or alcoholic substances during the preceding 
twenty-Cour hours, so that your centered ness and power 
of concentration will be good, and )'our mind dear of 
confUSing imagery. Eat only lightly or not at all during 
the preceding four hours. Clloose a dark and quiet 
room. Take off your shoes, loosen your clothing, and 
lie comfortably on the floor, without a pillow. Take a 
few deep breaths. Relax your arms and Jegs. Lie there a 
few minutes and contemplate your forthcoming mis­
sion. Then dose your eyes, placing a hand or forearm 
over them to keep out any light. 

Now visualize an opening into the earth that you 
remember from some time in your life . It can be an 
opening you remember from your childhood, or one 
you saw last week, or even today. Any kind of entry 
into the ground will do-it may be a hole made by a 
burroWing animaL a cave, a hollow tree stump, a spring, 
or even a swamp. It can even be a man-made opening. 
The right opening is one that really feels comfortable to 
you, and one which you can visualize. Spend a couple 
of minutes seeing the hole without going into it. Note 
its details dearly. 

Now instruct your companion 10 sta rt beating the 
drum in a strong, monotonous, unvarying, and rapid 
beat. There should be no conlrast in intensity of the 

"See Appendix A for information on drums and cassettes. 
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drum beats or in the intervals between them. A drum­
ming tempo of about 205 to 220 beats per minute is 
usually effective for this journey. Allow yourself about 
ten minutes for the journey. Instruct your assistant to 
stop the drumming a l the end Qf ten minutes, striking 
the drum sharply four times to signal to you Ihat it is 
time to return . Then your assistant should immediately 
beat the drum very rapidly for about a half a minute 10 
accompany you on the return journey, concluding with 
fou r more sharp strikes of the drum to signa l that the 
journey is over. 

Plate 5. Mimdilla of Kuntig. Tibetiln Buddhist tanka on 
doth, n. fifteenth ce ntury. Soutce: The ROyill O ntuio 
Museum. 
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When the drumming begins, visualize your familiar 
opening into the earth, enter it, and begin the journey. 
Go down through the opening and enter the Tunnel. 
At first the Tunnel may be dark and dim. It usually 
goes underground at a slight angle, but occasionally it 
descends steeply. The Tunnel sometimes appears ribbed, 
and often it bends. Occasionally one passes through 
the Tunnel so fast it is not even seen. In following the 
Tunnel you may run up against a natural wall of stone 
or some other obstacle. When this happens, just go 
around it or through a crack in it. If this fails, simply 
come back to try again. In any case, do not exert 
yourself too hard in making the journey. If you do this 
work correctly, it will be relatively effortless. Success in 
journeying and seeing depends on an attitude that lies 
between trying too hard and not trying hard enough. 

At the end of the Tunnel you will emerge out of 
doors. Examine the landscape in detail, travel through 
it, and remember its features. Explore until you are 
Signalled to come back, and then return up through the 
Tunnel the same way you went down. Do 1Iot bring any 
thing back with you . This is only an exploratory journey. 

When you have emerged l sit up and open your eyes. 
Do not be discouraged if you did not succeed the first 
time. Try it again, with the drumming at a slower or 
faster beat. Different persons require a different tempo 
on different occasions. 

When you complete the exercise, describe to your 
companion what you saw so that you will not forget 
the details of the experience. You may also write them 
down or dictate them into a cassette recorder. The act 
of remembering these experiential details is the begin­
ning of your accumulation of sse knowledge. 

Some of the people in my workshops have been kind 
enough to provide me with accounts of their experi­
ences during this first exercise. You may find it instruc­
tive to compare your own experience with theirs. Here 
are a few of their accounts, prefaced by my comments. 
You will notice that they sometimes mention my call-

I 
I 
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ing them back from the journey. This is something I 
usually do in group sessions, simply to coordinate the 
participants . 

Journeys 

Following are firsthand accounts of the experiences 
of persons undertaking the journey into the Lowerworld 
for the first time, as related by them afterwards. The 
narrators are mainly middle-class Americans from a 
variety of backgrounds. In their descriptions, you may 
note the absence of any qualifying expressions such 
as, "I imagined that ... " or "I fantasized that ... " 
Carried along by the drum and using the simple 
method just described, they had experiences which 
they found to be real in a new way, and which 
they often described afterward as among the most 
profound in their lives. You should be able to have 
a comparable experience by using the simple method 
just outlined. 

The first account provides an excellent description of 
the frequent concentric circle appearance of the walls of 
the Tunnel. 

When the drum began to beat, I sought out in 
my mind places I had known which might pro­
vide the access I was looking for. I visualized a 
couple of places that had been important to me 
and which I thought might work ... but neither 
seemed right; then there was a high cave at Pyr­
amid Lake in Nevada, mysterious and with a grand 
view, but it seemed like an awfully long tunnel I 
would have to travel from up there; finally there 
was a majestic cave from my childhood, one of 
those tourist places; was it called "Ruby Cave"? It 
was somewhere in the South, maybe Georgia, or 
North Carolina. 

Anyway, it was full of stalactites and stalag­
mites a REAL cave. I moved off into a dark and 
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narrow area and found, not the cave of my child­
hood fantasies with animals and dragons and beasts 
of every kind , but a new kind of'cave. Concentric 
rings of light and dark opened up around me and 
seemed to carry me along them. It was not so 
much a sense that I was moving through the 
tunnel but that it was moving along me. At first 
the rings were circular, but they changed shape. 
and became vertical ellipses, always concentric 
and always moving. The alternating patterns of 
dark and light were faintly reminiscent of a glow 
caught between the ridges of a corru!i$ated pipe. 

From time to time I became impatient that the 
tunnel seemed to go on and on; then I would 
remind myself that, although it would be nice to 
experience whatever was beyond the tunnel, it 
was enough that I was experiencing the tunnel. 
The vertical ellipses shifted and gave way to 
horizontal ones which, after a time, opened up 
gradually along the horizontal axis and began 
to break up, giving way to a gray and dimly 
lit landscape an underground sea-which I 
passed over for a long time, closely watching the 
waves rise, gather and move away beneath me. 

The tunnel which brought me to this {lace had 
been at a slightly downward angle 0 perhaps 
fifteen degrees; but now the darkened sky over 
this underground sea directed me into another 

_tunnel which took an immediate and downward 
turn of ninety degrees and I was again being 
carried through it, by it. Its walls were once again 
the by now familiar concentric circles of light and 
shade, almost pulsing me through; there was no 
sense of falling but of quite deliberate movement. 

I was surprised to hear myself being called back, 
and reluctantly I allowed myself to return, some­
what disappointed at not coming to the end of the 
tunnel and, at the same time, amazed at the expe­
rience. The return itself was quick and easy. The 
sense of discovery and of awe remains. 

I 
I 

I 
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The second person also used a cave as an entrance 
into the earth, and noted having experienced a sleep­
like state of consciousness. 

I chose a cave that was familiar to me. I've been 
to it four or five times. It's in a wooded forest and 
the entrance is about four feet in diameter. You go 
dow!' into a larg.e room with several passages. It 

, continues down mto a mountain . I had to go over 
some crevices that were pretty deep, and there 
was one spot where I got to a place where you 
literally have to squirm your way through-very 
difficult to do it just by yourself. 

I went on down, to the deepest part of the cave 
that I've been in. I had never really been any 
farther than that. But I just kind of went even fur­
ther and came out at another entrance or in this 

• • 
case, an eXit, and I came out onto a tropical island 
with a nice big shore, just tropical birds and a lot 
of tropical vegetation. A run-of-the-mill paradise! 

Then I came back. It was almost as if I had 
been sleeping, but I know myself well enough 
to know when I'm sleeping,; and I wasn' t sleep­
mg. 

The next case is another example of using a cave as 
the entrance: 

. J seemed to t~ke a long time getting started . I 
fmally focused 10 on a cave that I had visited 
in France where primitive people had lived. I 
walked in and kept walking and walking. It 
never ~eemed to ,!?et ,much smaller than maybe 
my height: so I dldn t have to crawl. So I just 
kept walking along. Eventually it widened into 
a large opening. I walked out and there was a 
c1.iH. I walked around it and climbed up the 
hdl so that I was sitting over the opening. I 
enjoyed the view, which was very deep and broad. 
Then I came back. 



I 
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Persons with unusual shamanic potential may, even 
in this first experience, nol only see but feel, hear, and 
smell in their experiences. In the following example, 
the person felt the sensation of climbing on hands and 
knees, the sensation of sliding, and the coldness of 
water, in addition to simply seeing. 

I started oul in a little Srring that's on the 
property where I now live. felt myself getting 
very small as I went under a big rock . I entered a 
tiny little wet channel and it went uphill for quite 
a while . I felt myself climbing on my hands and 
knees. It was very dark in there. It got very dark 
as ~n as I couldn' , see the opening any more. 
Then It started a very sudden descent and I didn't 
know where it was going. I felt myself sliding 

I 

down on the wet rocks and ending up in a very I 
hig space where there was a pool of water. The ,I 

water was very cold . 
Across this water was a tiny light and I felt 

there must be something beyond or outside, so I 
went through the w;;lter ;;lnd h;;ld to partly wade 
and partly swim . I remember the sensation of 
bei.ng very cold . ~he~ it was a very steep climb up 
a httle channel, hke In a cave. I came out into a 
meadow that was very green and shaded by a 
huge oak tree. I sat down under the oak tree and 
discovered that I had leather clothes on, like Indian 
leggings and an Indian shirt. 

I was feeling very comfortable under that tree 
when it was time to come back. I felt annoyed at 
having to come back, but being a good student, I 
followed the instructions and gOI to the area where 
I had to climb back out of the pool. I discovered I 
didn' t have the leggings on any more, I just had I 
blue jeans and my climbing boots. Then I came 
oul into the little spring again . The sky was kind 
of gray, overcast. It felt like home, like I was ' 
back where I belonged. ! 

I 

I 
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In the case below, the /·ourneyer not onl y felt a "cool, 
moist soil," but heard a so the babbling of water, and 
felt the wind while standing on a hilltop in the Lower­
world . 

I had a little bit of a problem getting started 
because, when you told us to choose an opening 
to enler, I had Iwo images in my head . I tried 
out one first Ihat was just a sort of a cave in 
the side of a hill thai a bulldozer had chopped 
that way . I climbed up into the cave and it didn' t 
go anywhere-I couldn' t make il open up for me 
visually . 

So I went to the other place, which is a hollow 
tree trunk on some property that belongs to a 
friend of mine-I was there maybe a month ago. 
So I crawled in there and went· down through a 
small opening just barely big enough for me . I 
crawled through on my stomach. It wasn't an 
unpleasant feeling like mud , but just sort of a 
cool, moist soil. r could hear a babbling at one 
point. On this particular property I'm talking about 
there's a creek that runs over it. I could kind of 
hear water, like J was going under the creek. I 
crawled for a long distance and then came out on 
a hilltop . 

I had really ~ood feelings looking out from the 
top of the hill In all directions. As I was standing 
there I could feel the wind coming through behind 
me . It was kind of like the wind filled me up with 
a really nice feeling. 

Then when you told us to come back I got back 
on the ground and started coming back. I ~ot 
kind of anxious when the drum started getllng 
faSler, like my heart started beating faster, it was 
like I wasn' t sure I was going to make it back in 
time. In fact , I was trying to get back, but it was a 
small opening. Then finally when you hit the 
drum the last lime I had kind of a flash of 
light. 
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In the next example, the person not only had the 
experience of smelling, but found a new entrance under­
ground through which to return to the surface. 

I started off swimming in the ocean. Then I 
went into an enormous whirlpool, hundreds of 
feet across or more. It just spun me down and 
down and down and down. That lasted most of 
the journey. I kept thinking, how am I going to 
land safely? I finally broke through and I fell 
onto this enormous daisy_ It was big enough 
to cushion my fall. It smelled pretty good . Then 
you said come back and I found a cave, a system 
of caves, and I just whooshed back up through 
them. 

The following case illustrates how the person in the 
sse learns new abilities, such as how to "swim through 
the earth ." Thus occurs the experiential accumulation 
of shamanic knowledge as to how to do things that 
would be impossible in ordinary reality. 

I went down to the bottom of a tunnel and then 
I came to water at the bottom. I was entering 
through the water but I had to play around there 
for a while to try and find the cracks in the rock, 
and I really couldn' t see how to travel in the rock . 
But then I found if I spread my limbs out and 
made myself a little bit flatter I could swim through 
the earth . 

Similarly, the shaman in the sse learns how to meta­
morphose himself into other forms of matter, as hap­
pened in the following case . Note how this person, in 
the midst of such a radical transformation, was simul­
taneously aware of the existence of ordinary reality . 
This is common in shamanic work, with a small por­
tion of one's consciousness remaining in the OSC to 
monitor ordinary' reality and thereby to provide a bridge 
for a relatively rapid total return to the OSc. 

I 

, 

I 
I 

I 

I 

I 
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J went through a clearing in the woods that I 
remember when J was very young. Going through, 
J ~as very aware of how small I was, how every­
thing was so much bigger than I. It was as though 
I were in a tunnel. I was very aware of sounds, 
the smell of the woods and my size. 
. I just got into a cave, but it was not too deep. I 
Just all of a ~udden dissolved. myself, I became 
water to get IOta the cracks, Just lying down. I 
~as very much aware of what was going on here 
In the roo~ also, hearing. you beating the drum. 
So I was slIllultaneously In two realities. Then I 
came back the same way. 

~as~onally in traversing the tunnel, one loses track 
of direction or. gets "bgxed in." This sometimes happens 
even to ex~nenced Jlvaro shamans. If you cannot find 
a way out, Just relax and wait a while. You will come 
back effortlessly, even if somewhat slowly as in the 
following case. ' 

Once I saw these ground squirrels when I was 
camping, their holes were aU over. So that' s where 
I went down; through one of their holes. At first I 
started going through these small little tunnels . 
Then air of a s':ldden I reached a point where a 
tunnel was straight down and I started traveling 
real fast straight down. I couldn' t see the end 
and it went ~n f,or quite a while. I just couldn' t 
stop and I dldn t know where I was going. It 
was all black. I got a little disoriented in 
there for a little bit. I didn' t come back up as 
fast as I ..went down, but I eventually came 
up, although I didn' t come back the same 
way. 

. Even an experienced shaman may be unsuccessful 
~n ~netrating an obstacle in his descent. Then there 
IS Simply nothing to do but return, as did this per­
son: 
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I went down through a hot spring in the middle 
of a river. It kind of erupts from the bottom. 1 
went down and I sort of visualized what it's like, 
no colors or anything. Then I ended up at a sheet 
of lava or magma. I didn' t know how to penetrate 
it so that I could travel along it. I was just stuck 
here and I dido',1 know what to do. Then you beat 
the drum for us to come back up and I returned . 

Even on the first joumey a person of unusual shamanic 
potential may encounter animal, plant , or even human 
forms , as in the next case . This particular person's 
potentialities are further suggested by the fact that he 
new in his first experience. Note also how, like the 
Eskimo shaman referred to earlier, he had to struggle 
to pass down into the earth. Even for those with con­
siderable potential, shamanic work is sometimes difficult. 

I entered some large caverns that I know. I 
remembered there was an area they haven' t 
explored yet, so I went down in there. It was very 
narrow for a long time. and I had to really squeeze 
and push to get through. Then it suddenly opened 
out into a really large area. It went for a long, 
long way and I was traveling, traveling, traveling. 
I realized that I had a long way to go, so suddenly 
I just started to Oy. 

I was just moving very quickly, flying all the 
way through. When I got to sort of the center, 
there were all these nature spirits, very ethereal­
type bodies everywhere. At first they were just 
standing around and then they all started dancing 
to the beat of the drum. They were all going the 
same way at the same time and I was seeing 
different ones. There was a frog one that had big 
eyes and looked really strange, and a tree one 
that was very tall . They were all moving to the 
drum beat. Then I just returned when you said to 
come back. 

I 
I 
I 
I 

I 

" 
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Animals were encountered in the next case, too . This 
person encount~rs a "pterodactyl-bird," and with app* 
priate shamanic confidence senses that it is nothing of 
which to be frightened : 

I went down an old abandoned mine shaft and 
when I got in there it turned dark. Somehow I 
couldn't really begin the journey. Then a platform 
appeared with wheels on it and it started taking 
me off down this shaft. Pretty soon the shaft got 
lighter and lighter, and very yellow. There were 
individual little chambers. Each one of the cham­
bers had an animal in it, some type of prehistoric 
animal. Each was doing something, I don' t know 
what they were doing, but they were moving in 
incredible agitation. 

Then the platform began to slow down. The 
shaft was still yellow. As I turned to look at the 
animals, a thing came out of the wall like a red 
and black pterodactyl-bird . It was hooded and 
Oapping its wings at me. I wasn't frightened; it 
seemed more playful than anything. Then you 
called us back. As you called us back, it acted as if 
it wanted me to stay there. The platform began 
moving back toward the opening, and I came 
back. 

In our final example of a first journey, the person 
sensed that he had brought back a beneficial or benefi­
cent entity. This is a classic kind of shamanic work that 
the person had simply stumbled on involuntarily in his 
first experience in the SSC. I asked him if he had 
already known what I did in my workshops, since that 
might account for his experience. He, however, replied, 
"No, I tried to find out something about the workshop 
and I never did." Presumably this person has consid­
erable shamanic potential. 

I started off in a spring. I jumped into the 
spring and followed the water through the tun-

1:-.:_ 
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nel. Then I came out where another spring was 
flowing out into a clearing on the side of a moun­
tain. I was facing northwest- for some reason I 
knew it was northwest. I sat down with the spring 
on my left and the forest on my right. It felt 
perfect . No other place in the area fe lt right, but 
that spot felt perfect . 

Then I came back. I just jumped into the spring 
and swam back to the opening where I began. 
The strange thing was that when I got back and 
had gotten oul, I had the distinct impression that 
something had come back with me. It was right 
behind me. It was beneficial or benevolent; it was 
not bad. 

, 

I 
I 
I 

I 

CHAPTER THREE 

Shamanism and States of 
Consciousness 

S hamanism represents the most widespread and ancient 
methodological system of mind-body healing known to 
humanity. Archaeological and ethnological evidence sug· 
gests that shamanic methods are at least twenty or 
thirty thousand years old. Quite possibly, the methods 
have much greater antiquity- for, after all, primates 
that could be called human have been on the planet for 
more than two or three million years. 

Today shamanic knowledge survives primarily among 
people who. until recently. had primitive cultures. The 
knowledge that they preserve was acquired over hun· 
dreds of human generations, in situations of life and 
death. The ancestors of these peoples painstakingly 
learned and used this knowledge in their efforts to 
maintain health and strength, to cope with serious 
illness, and to deal with the threat and trauma of death. 
These custodians of the ancient methods are very impor· 

~ 
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tant to us, (or almost none of their cultures left written 
records. Thus it is only from their remainin~ livi!,g 
representatives that we can learn the shamaOic pnn­
dples. 

One of the remarkable things about shamanic, as~ump­
tions and methods is that they are very similar 10 

widely separated and rem.o~e parts of th,e plan~t, includ­
ing such regions as abonglOaJ Australia, na~lve North 
and South America, Siberia and central Asia, eastern 
and northernmost Europe, and southern Africa. Even 
in the historical literature from the Classical Mediterra­
nean, or from medieval and Renaissance western Europe, 
one finds evidence that the same basic shamanic knowl­
edge once existed there until it was largely eradicated 
by the Inquisition. 

The widespread similarities in shamanic methods and 
beliefs throughout much of the world have been exten­
sively documented by Eliade in his classic ~ork, Sha­
manism. 1 It is precisely because of the consistency of 
this ancient power and healing system that Eliade and 
others can speak with confidence of the occurrence of 
shamanism among peoples long isolated from one 
another.2 For example, one anthropologist notes: "Whe:r­
ever shamanism is still encountered today, whether In 

Asia, Australia, Africa, or North and South America, 
the shaman functions fundamentally in much the same 
way and with similar tec~~iq~es as $uardian of t~e 
psychic and ecological eqUlhbnum of hIS group and ItS 
members, as intermediary between the seen and unseen 
worlds, as master of spirits, as supernatural curer, ~t.c." 
The shaman is able "to transcend the human condition 
and pass freely back and forth through the different 
cosmological planes .... ,,) 

The remarkable worldwide consistency in basic sha­
manic knowledge has also been noted by many other 
anthropologists. Wilbert, for instance, writing on the 
nature of shamanism among the Warao Indians of Ven­
ezuela, notes, " It will have been immediately apparent 
to anyone familiar with the literature on shamanism 
that the Warao experience contains much that is near-

, 
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universal. ... " He provides a long list of the practices 
and beliefs that the Warao shamans share with those 
elsewhere in Australia, Indonesia, Japan, China, Sibe­
ria, and native North America, Mexico, and South Amer­
ica. Wilbert further concludes that there is a "remark­
able correspondence ... not only in general content 
but specific detail" between the shamanic journeys of 
the Venezuelan Warao ~nd the Wiradjeri of Australia, 
an ocean and continent ,!-way.4 

The shamanic approach to power and healing was 
maintained in a baSically similar form in primitive cul­
tures that otherwise represented radically different adap­
tations to contrasting environments and to distinctly 
different problems of material survival. Through pre­
historic migrations and isolation, many such groups 
were separated from other divisions of the human fam­
ily for ten or twenty thousand years. Yet, through all 
those years, the basic shamanic knowledge did not 
seem to change Significantly. 

Why was this? It was obviously not due to lack of 
imagination on the part of primitive peoples, for there 
is great contrast and variation in their social systems, 
art, economics, and many other aspects of their cul­
tures. Why, then, is shamanic knowledge so basically 
consistent in different parts of the primitive world? 

I suggest that the answer is, simply, because it works. 
Over many thousands of years, through trial and error, 
people in ecological and cultural situations that were 
often extremely different came nonetheless to the same 
conclusions as to the basic principles and methods of 
shamanic power and healing. 

Shamanism flourished in ancient cultures that lacked 
the technological innovations of modern medicine. In 
my opinion, the low technological level of those cul­
tures compelled their members to develop to the high­
est degree possible the ability of the human mind to 
cope with serious problems of health and survival. 
Some of the most interesting methods that humans 
possess with regard to the health and healing potentiali-
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ties of the mind are those of the shamans in these 
low-technology cultures. 

To perfonn his work, the shaman depends on s~­
cial, personal power, which is usually supplied. by his 
guardian and helping spirits. Each shaman generally 
has at least one guardian spirit in his service, whether 
or not he also possesses helping spirits. In her classic 
work on the concept of the guardian spirit in native 
North America, Ruth F. Benedict observes, shamanism 
"is practically everywhere i!, ,some fas~ion or, i.n some 
aspect built around the vlslon-guan:han splnt com-

I ,,' P ex .... 
Outside of North America, the guardian spirit is sim­

ilarly important, but is often called by other names in 
the anthropologica,lliterature, ,such as "tut~lary sp~r' 
in works on Siberian shamamsm, and as nagual in 

Mexico and Guatemala. In the Australian literature it 
may be referred to as an "assistant totem," and in the 
European literature as a "familia r." Sometimes the guard­
ian spirit is just called the "friend" or "companion." 
Whatever it is called, it is the fundamental source of 
power for the shaman's functioning. 

The best-known way to acquire a guardian spirit is in 
a spirit quest in a remote place in the wilde.rness. The 
location may be a cave, the ~op of ~ mountam, or a tall 
waterfall or an isol.~ted trail at flight, as among the 
Jivaro. There are also involuntary as well as special 
shamanic ways to secure a guardian spirit. . 

Without a guardian spirit it is virtually impoSSible to 
be a shaman, for the shaman must have this strong, 
basic power source in order to cope with and ~aster 
the nonordinary or spiritual powers whose eXIstence 
and actions are normally hidden from humans. The 
guardian spirit is often a power animal, a spiritual being 
that not only protects and serves the shaman, but 
becomes another identity or alter ego for him. 

The fact that a person has a guardia~ spirit d.oes not 
in itself make him a shaman. As the Jlvaro pomt out, 
whether an adult knows it or not, he probably has, or 
has had, the aid of a guardian spirit in his childhood; 

I 

I , 

I 
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otherwise he would not have had the protective power 
necessary to achieve adulthood. The main difference 
between an ordinary person and a shaman with regard 
to their guardian spirits is that the shaman uses his 
guardian spirit actively when in an altered state of 
consciousness. The shaman frequently sees and con­
sults with his guardian spirit. travels with it on the 
shamanic journey, has it help him, and uses it to help 
others to recover from illness and injury . 

In addition to the guardian spirit, a powerful shaman 
normally has a number of spirit helpers. These ~re 
individually minor powers, compared to the guardian 
spirit, but there may be hundreds of them at a particu­
lar shaman's disposal. providing great collective power. 
These helping spirits have specialized functions for par­
ticular purposes. It usually takes years for a shaman to 
accumulate a large crew of them. 

There does not seem to be any obvious difference 
between the sexes in terms of shamanic aptitude and 
potentiality. In many societies, such as that of the 
]fvaro, most of the shamans are men for economic and 
social reasons that have little connection with the prac­
tice of shamanism itself. But even Jivaro women, after 
they have finished raising their children and reach mid­
dle age, sometimes become shamans, indeed very pow­
erful ones. In medieval and Renaissance Europe, wid­
ows and elderly women similarly often became healing 
shamans, partly to support themselves. Of course, the 
Inquisition termed them " witches," as Christian mis­
sionaries commonly still caU shamans in non-Western 
societies. 

Shamans are especially healers, but they also engage 
in divination, seeing into the present, past. and future 
for other members of the community. A shaman is a 
seton. Our word "seer" refers to this kind of activity, a 
survival of our almost vanished European shamanic 
he~tage . A s~ama": may also engage in clairvoyance, 
seemg what IS gomg on elsewhere at the present 
moment. 

The shaman moves between realities, a magical ath· 
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tete of states of consciousness engaged in mythic feats . 
The shaman is a middle man between ordinary reality 
and nonordinary reality, as Castaneda has dramatically 
described . The shaman is also a " power-broker" in the 
sense of manipulating spiritual power to help people, 
to put them into a healthy equilibrium. 

A shaman may be called upon to help someone who 
is dis-spirited, that is, who has lost his personal guard­
ian spirit or even his soul. In such cases, the shaman 
undertakes a healing journey in nonordinary reality to 
rerover the lost spirit or soul and return it to the patient. 
Or a shaman's patient may be suffering from a local­
ized pain or illness . In such a case, the shaman's task is 
to extract the harmful power to help restore the patient 
to health . These are the two basic approaches to 
shamanic healing: restoring beneficial powers and tak­
ing out harmful ones . 

Shamans have to be able to journey back and forth 
between realities in these healing tasks. To do this, in 
some cultures, shamans take mind-altering substances; 
but in many other cultures they do no1. 6 In fact, some 
psychoactive materials can interfere with the concen­
tration shamanic work demands. 

One of the interesting things about shamanism is 
that, when a drug is used, it is taken by the curer or 
healer rather than the patient, although there are excep­
tions when both partake. This contrast with modem 
Western medicine is easily understood if one considers 
that the shaman must do his healing work in an altered 
state of consciousness. The idea is to provide access to 
the hidden reality . Such work is the responsibility of 
the shaman, not the patient. 

In its essence, shamanic initiation is experiential and 
often gradual, consisting of learning successfully how to 
achieve the shamanic state of consciousness, and to see 
and journey in that state; acquiring personal certainty 
and knowledge of one's own guardian spirit, and enlist­
ing its assistance while in the shamanic state of con­
sciousness; and learning successfully to help others as 
a shaman. A characteristic phase of more advanced 
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shamanism is havin~ personal certainty and knowledge 
of one's own spint helpers. There are even more 
advanced phases, as well as some important kinds of 
shamanic experiences, that are not dealt with in this 
book. If you succeed in experiencing the first three 
phases listed above, however, you can probably call 
yourself a shaman. But shamanic initiation is a never­
ending process of struggle and joy, and the definitive 
decisions about your status as a shaman will be made 
by those you try to help . 

A new shaman, after learning the basic principles, 
methods, and cosmology of shamanism, builds personal 
knowledge and power by shamanic practice and jour­
neying. As this knowledge is acquired, the shaman 
be<:omes a guide for other people. For example, a per­
son in his community may have a dream or vision and 
ask the shaman about its meaning. The master shaman 
is able to say, "Oh yes, what you experienced fits in 
there .. . " on the basis of what he has experientially 
learned so far. The shaman is forever trying to articu­
late his personal revelatory experiences as though they 
were pieces of a great cosmic jigsaw puzzle. Many 
years of shamanic experience are usually necessary to 
arrive at a high degree of knowledge of the cosmic 
puzzle, and even a master shaman does not expect 
ever to complete the puzzle in a mortal lifetime. 

A true master shaman does not challenge the validity 
of anybody else's experiences, although less and less 
humble shamans may. The master shaman will try to 
integrate even the most unusual experiences into his 
totar cosmology. a cosmology based primarily on his 
own journeys. If he can do it easily he is probably a 
master, like the Conibo Indian shaman who told me, 
"Oh, they' re always saying that. " 

The master shaman never says that what you experi­
enced is a fantasy. That is one of the differences between 
shamanism and science. Yet there are similarities between 
the shaman and the scientist. The best of both are in 
awe of the complexity and magnificence of the uni­
verse and of Nature, and realize that during their own 
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lifetimes they will only come to observe and under­
stand a small portion of what is going on. Both sha­
mans and scientists personally pursue research into the 
mysteries of the universe, and both believe that the 
underlying casual processes of that universe are hid­
den from ordinary view. And neither master shamans 
nor master scientists allow the dogma of ecclesiastical 
and political authorities to interfere with their explora­
tions. It was no accident that Galileo was accused of 
witchcraft (shamanism). 

The shaman is an empiricist. One of the definitions 
of empiricism is " the practice of emphasizing experi­
ence esp. of the senses" (Webster's Third New Interna­
tional Dictionary). And indeed the shaman depends 
primarily on firsthand experience. of the senses, to 
acquire knowledge. Still, the master shaman is hum­
ble . After all, none of us really knows what is going 
on . Everyone is limited to his own small window onto 
the universe. As a Mohave woman named Hama: Utce: 
said : 

Every shaman tells a different story of the 
creation. One may hear it told in several ways. 
All stories relate to the same event , but the 
way of telling it is different, as though different 
witnesses related it, remembering or forgetting 
different details . It is as though an Indian, a 
Negro and a Frenchman would tell it, or as though 
I. my husband, Hivsu : Tupo: rna (burnt raw) or 
you were describing a car accident we witnessed. 7 

Shamans are people of action as well as knowledge. 
They serve the community by moving into and out of 
the hidden reality when asked for help. But only a few 
shamans become true masters of knowledge, power, 
and healing. There is typically a great deal of critical 
evaluation by the people in their communities as to 
how proficient particular shamans are, how successful 
they are in healing people . Shamans' " track records" 

SHAMANISM AND STATES OF CONSCIOUSNESS 59 

are well known, and people decide which shamans to 
go to in matters of life and death . So, although many 
people can become shamans, only a few are recognized 
as outstanding. 

The Shamanic State of Consciousness 
The shaman operates in nonordinary reality only a 

small portion of his time, and then only as needed to 
perform shamanic tasks, for shamanism is a part-time 
activity. Among the Jivaro, the Conibo, the Eskimo, 
and most other primitive groups, the master shaman is 
usually an active participant in the economic, social, 
and even political affairs of the community. He is com­
moruy an accomplished hunter or gardener, craftsperson 
and artist, thinker, and responsible family and com­
munity member. Indeed , the ability of the master sha­
man to operate successfully in two different realities is 
seen as evidence of power. 

He follows the precepts of shamanism when engaged 
in that kind of activity, and follows the precepts of 
ordinary reality when not engaged in shamanic work. 
Tev shaman moves back and forth between the two 
realities deliberately and with serious intention . Which­
ever the reality, the shaman thinks and acts in the 
ways appropriate to it, and has as his objective the 
mastery of both his nono rdinary activities and his ordi­
nary activities. Only he who successfully masters his 
actions in both realms is a master shaman. 

Both personal realities of the shaman, the nonordinary 
and the ordinary, have their correlative states of con­
sciousness. Each reality may be coped with successfully 
only when one is in the state of consciousness appropri­
ate to it. Thus, if one is crossing a busy city street, the 
proper state of consciousness is different from that to be 
employed in entering the shamanic Lowerworld . A 
master shaman is fuUy aware of the appropriate con­
sciousness for each situation with which he is faced , and 
enters into that state of consciousness as needed . 
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A perception of two realities is typical of shamanism, 
even though some Western armchair philosophers have 
long denied the legitimacy of claiming such a dual 
division between the ordinary world and a hidden world 
among primitive peoples, apparently assuming that 
primitives cannot distinguish between the two. As r 
earlier explained, the Jfvaro not only make such a divi­
sion consciously. but they ascribe much F.ater impor­
tance to the nonordinary or hidden one. I agree with 
Ake HuJtkrantz when he says: 

... If such [primitive) peoples do not consciously 
make such a dichotomy- which they sometimes 
do-they do in fact unconSCiously order their 
cognitions according to this model. One r"oof 
of this is the shamanistic trance. The war d of 
ecstasy is the world of supernatural powers 
and agencies, therefore the shaman dives into 
it. He exists in two worlds: outside the trance 
he lives the daily life of his tribesmen, inside 
the trance he is part and parcel to the super­
natural world, sharing with the spirits some of 
their potentialities: the capacity to ny, to transform 
himself, to become one with his helping spirit, 
and so on. 9 

The emphasis I make here on drawing a distinction 
between the experiences one has in the SSC and the 
OSC, or that Castaneda makes between nonordinary 
reality and ordinary reality, is not a distinction that is 
usually noted in the conversations of shamans among 
themselves or even with Westerners. Thus, if you were 
to listen to a Jivaro shaman talk, you might hear in his 
everyday conversation accounts of experiences and deeds 
which could seem to you, as a Westerner, to be pat­
ently absurd or impossible. For example, he might tell 
you of splitting a large tree at a distance with his 
shamanic power, or that he saw an inverted rainbow 
inside the chest of a neighbor. In the same breath, he 
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might teU you that he is making a new blowgun, or 
that he went hunting the previous morning. 

The problem is not, as some Western philosophers 
would have it, that primitive peoples such as the 
Jfvar? exhibit a primitive "prelogical" mind. The prob­
lem IS that the Westerner is simply unsophisticated 
from a shamanic point of view. For his fellow tribes­
people, ~he Jivaro does n?t need to specify which state 
of consciousness he was m to have a particular experi­
ence. They immediately know, because they have aJready 
learned what kinds of experiences occur in the sse and 
what kind occur in the OSc. Only the Western out-
sider lacks this ba~k~r0':lnd: . 

The Jfvaro SOphlsticahon IS far from unique; in fact, it 
is probably true throughout virtually all of the shamanic 
cultur,:s . Unf0r:tunatel~, Western observers, lacking 
extenSive expenence With altered states of conscious­
ness, altogether too often failed to inquire as to the 
cognitive state in which their native informants were 
when they had "impossible" experiences. As the Aus­
tralian anthropologist W. E. H. Stanner properly ob­
serves: 

It is fatally easy for Europeans, encountering such 
!~ings . f?r t~,e first ii.me, .to go on to sup~ that 

myshclsm of this klOd rules all aboriginal 
thought. It is not so. " Logical" thought and 
"rational" conduct are about as widely present 
in aboriginal life as they are on the simpler levels 
of European life . . . . And if one wishes to 
see a really brilliant demonstration of deductive 
thou~ht, one has only to see Ian aborigine) 
trackmg a wounded kangaroo, and persuade him 
to sav why he interprets given signs in a certain 
way. to 

.. In other words, the Iimita~ons are not those of prim­
It~ve peoples, but our own 10 understanding the two­
tiered nature of their experiences and the respect they 
accord them. Because our Western culture is not 
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shamanic, it is necessary in teaching shamanism to 
make clear the distinctions between the sse and the 
0sc, or between nonordinary reality and ordinary real­
ity, as Castaneda does. When and if you become a 
shaman, and if there are other shamans with whom 
you can converse, you will find it no more necessary 
than a Jivaro or an Australian aborigine to specify the 
state of consciousness you were in when you had a 
particular experience. Your audience, if composed of 
persons of knowledge, will know. 

The altered state of consciousness component of the 
sse includes varying degrees of trance, ranging from 
essentially light (as with many North American Indian 
shamans). to very deep (as among the Lapps, where a 
shaman may temporarily appear comatose). Indeed, 
this entire range is reported for Siberian shamans. As 
Hultkrantz points out, "Pronouncements to the effect 
that the shamanic trance is invariably of the same depth 
are therefore misleading.',11 Similarly, Eliade observes: 
"Among the Ugrians shamanic ecstasy is less a trance 
than a 'state of inspiration'; the shaman sees and hears 
spirits; he is 'carried out of himself' because he is jour· 
neying in ecstasy through distant regions, but he is not 
unconscious. He is a visionary and inspired. However, 
the basic experience is ecstatic, and the principal means 
of obtaining it is, as in other regions, magico-religious 
music." '2 

What is definite is that some degree of alteration of 
consciousness is necessary to shamanic practice. Out· 
side Western observers have frequently failed to be 
aware that a shaman was in a light trance, precisely 
because they were external observers lacking personal 
shamanic experience. Hultkrantz quite properly notes: 

A shaman may seem to act in a lucid state 
when, in actual fact, his mind is occupied with 
interior visions. I have myself witnessed a North 
Am~~can medicine·man ~perate during curing in 
a twilIght context not eaSily discovered by an out· 

I 

SHAMANISM AND STATES OF CONSCIOUSNESS 63 

sider; and his testimony to me afterwards of what 
he saw during his curing stressed the fact that he 
had been in a light trance. 13 

At an ear.lier, critical point in his life, before taking 
up shamamsm, the shaman may have entered this 
altered state of consciousness very deeply, although 
there are many individual and cu1tural exceptions. Some­
times such an experience occurs in an intentional 
vision quest to get guardian spirit power. Other times it 
occurs at the climax of a serious illness, as among some 
North and South American Indians, as well as in native 
~iberia. Such a radically profound and relevatory exper· 
lence often encourages the individual to take up the way 
of the shaman. My own first psychedelic experience 
among the Conibo Indians in 1961 is a personal example . 

The word "trance" will be generally avoided here, 
because our Western cultural conceptions with regard 
to this term often carry the implication that it is a 
nonconscious state. Reinhard similarly avoids the use 
of "trance," noting, " ... what we are really trying 
to establish is that the shaman is in a nonordinary 
psychic state which in some cases means not a loss 
of consciousness but rather an altered state of con­
sciousness." 14 .. 

'Probably the most commonly accepted definition of an altered 5~te 
of consciousness is by Arnold M. Ludwig.. who desCiibes it as "any 
men~1 5tate(S) induced by variou5 physiological. psychologioll, or 
phannacological maneuvers o r OilIgents, which can be recognized su~ 
jectively by the individual himself (or by OilIn objective ooserver of the 
individual) as representing a 5ufficient deviation in sub}ective experi­
ence or psychological fuoctioning from certain general nonns for tNt 
individual during alert , waking consciousness." (Ludwig Im:II .) A 
problem with Ludwig's definition i5 that it may cany the implioltion 
thOillt OilIn " OilIlert , waking" state mOillY not chOilllOlcterize OilIn altered state of 
consciousness. While the shOillman is occasionOilllly sometimes neither 
alert nor wilking in the sse, commonly he is very alert even if not 
in 0ilI fully wOillking ,tOillte; a nd very commonly in the sse he is both 
alert OilInd wilking. Kab; (1976.1: 282- 283), in hi5 5tudy of IKung Bushmen 
trance-healing, also expre5ses some reservations about Ludwig'5 
definition . 
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It is in the sse that one "sees" shamanically. This 
may be called "visualizing," "imaging," or, as expressed 
by Australian aborigines, usin!? "the strong eye: dS 

Although such stting is done in an altered state of 
consciousness, it would be an unempirical prejudgment 
inimical to achieving firsthand understanding to dis­
miss such visions as hallucinations. As the distinguished 
Australian anthropologist A. P. Elkin observes, the vision 
of an aborigine shaman "is no mere hallucination. It is 
a mental formation visualized and externalized, which 
may even exist for a time independent of its creator .... 
While the person is experiencing the vision, he cannot 
move, but he is conscious of what is going on around 
him. As one [shaman1 of the Kattang tribe, N. S. W. 
{Australia], told me .. . he could see and know what 
was happening, but was as one dead, feeling nothing.,,16 

The SSC normally pennits full recall later of the expe­
rience when the shaman has returned to the OSC, 
unlike the characteristic trance of the Western spirit 
medium or of the participant in Caribbean or Javanese 
spirit possession dances. 17 In other words, the SSC 
does not typically involve amnesia. In the sse, part of 
the shaman's consciousness is usually stililightfy con­
nected to the ordinary reality of the physical or mate­
rial environment where he is located. The lightness of 
his trance is a reason that a drumbeat often must be 
maintained by an assistant to sustain him in the SSe. If 
the drumming stops, he might come back rapidly to 
the OSC, and thus fail in his work. 

Basic tools for entering the sse are the drum and 
rattle. The shaman generally restricts use of his drum 
and rattle to evoking and maintaining the sse, and 
thus his unconscious mind comes automatically to asso­
ciate their use with serious shamanic work. The begin­
ning of the steady, monotonous sound of the rattle 
ana the drum, which has been repeatedly associated 
with the SSC on previous occasions, becomes a sig­
nal to his brain to return to the SSe. For an expe­
rienced shaman, accordingly, just a few minutes of the 
familiar rattling and/or drumming is usually sufficient 
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to achieve the light trance in which most shamanic 
work is done. 

The repetitive sound of the drum is usually funda­
mental to undertaking shamanic tasks in the SSe. With 
good reason, Siberian and other shamans sometimes 
refer to their drums as the "horse" or "canoe" that 
transports them into the Lowerworld or Upperworld. 
The steady, monotonous beat of the drum acts like a 
carrier wave, first to help the shaman enter the sse, 
and then to sustain him on his journey. 

The importance of the drum as a "mount" or "steed" 
is illustrated by these shamanic verses from the Soyot 
(fuvas) of Siberia: 

Shaman Drums 

Oh! My many-colored drum 
Ye who standeth in the forward comer! 
Oh! My merry and painted drum, 
Ye who standeth here! 
Let thy shoulder and neck be strong . 
Hark, oh ha~k my horse---ye female maral deer! 
Hark, oh hark my horse---ye bear! 
Hark, oh hark ye lbear]! 
Oh, painted drum who standeth in the forward 

comer! 
My mounts-male and female maral deer. 
Be silent sonorous drum, 
Skin-covered drum, 
Fulfill my wishes 
Like flitting clouds, carry me 
Through the lands of dusk 
And below the leaden sky, 
Sweep along like wind 
Over the mountain peaks!18 

Laboratory research by Neher has demonstrated that 
drumming produces changes in the central nervous 
system. The rhythmic stimulation affects the electri~l 
activity in "many sensory and motor areas of the bram, 
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not ordinarily affected, through their connections with 
the sensory area being stimulated." 19 This apr.ars to 
be due in part to the fact that th,e single beat 0 ~ druf!1 
contains many sound ,fre<:Juenoes, and accordl~gly It 
simultaneously transmits Impulses along a vanety of 
nerve pathways in the brain . Furthermore, drum beats 
are mainly of low frequency, which means that more 
energy can be transmitted to the brain by a drum beat 
than from a sound stimulus of higher frequency. This 
is possible, Neher stales, because " the low frequency 
receptors of the ear are more resistant to damage 
than the delicate high frequency receptors and . ca,n 
withstand higher amplitudes of sound before pam IS 
felt. ,,20 

Recent research on the shamanistic spirit dances of 
the Salish Indians of the Northwest Coast supports and 
expands Neher's findings on the capacity of .rhythmic 
drumming to induce an altered state of conscIOusness. 
Jilek and Ormestad found that drum beat frequencies 
in the theta wave EEG frequency range (four to seven 
cycles per second) pre~ominated ~uring initia~io~ pro­
cedures using the Sahsh deer-skm drum. This IS the 
frequency range, Jilek notes, that "is expected to be 
most effective in the production of trance states.,,21 

It is hoped that such research will eventually be 
accompanied by the telemetering of the EEG of sha­
mans while they are engaged in SSC work. It seems 
likely that this kind of investigation will lead to the 
finding that the sse commonly involves the theta level 
as well as the less-deep alpha level. 

The shaking of the shaman's rattle provides stimula­
tion to higher frequency pathways in the brain than 
does the drum, reinforcing the drum beats and further 
heightening the total sonic effect . While of a higher 
frequency, the sound of most rattles is of a sufficiently 
low amplitude as not to cause pain in the ear receptors. 

While the shaman may beat the drum himself when 
entering the sse, his full arrival there requires an assis­
tant to take over the task of maintaining the drum-
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ming, as among the Tungus of Siberia, so that the 
shaman's altered state of consciousness will be main­
tained. 22 An alternate technique among the Tungus is 
to let all the drumming be done by an assistant, even 
before the shaman enters the SSC. This is the method 
I prefer, since otherwise the physical de~~nd~ of 
beating a drum can interfere wtlh my transition mto 
the sse. The shaman should, however, still regulate the 
speed of the drumming, for only he cat:' sense the 
appropriateness of the tempo. In the techmques I have 
adopted, I shake a rattle, typically starting at a slow 
tempo and increasing it as ! feel the need . The sound 
of the rattle not only provides the lead for the drum­
mer, but also supplemeryts the sonic drive of the dr;un 
with a higher frequency mput. When t~e shaman usmg 
this method finally enters the sse, he IS no longer able 
to shake the rattie, so the drummer carries on for him, 
continuing the drumming in the tempo last heard from 
the rattle. 

When the Tungus shaman's assistant does all the 
drumming, however, the shaman does not use a rattle. 
Instead, he sets the tempo by dancing, the rh>:thm of 
the bells and iron trinkets on his costume leadmg the 
drum and supplementing it with higher frequency 
sounds. 23 This is a technique which provides a body 
motion input into the shaman's nervous system that 
matches the sounds since, as Shirokogoroff observes, 
" ... the 'dancing' is partly called forth by the neces-
sity of producing rhythmic S?unds.,,24 .. 

The change into an sse IS also helped by SIngIng. 
The shaman typically has special " power songs" that 
he chants on such occasions. While the words may 
vary somewhat from shaman to shaman in a particular 
tribe, usually the melody and rhythm of the songs are 
not the invention of the individual shaman but are 
shared in a particular tribal region . 

The songs tend to be repetitive and relatively monot­
onous, mainly increasing in tempo as the shaman 
approaches the SSe. They may have the latent function 
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of affecting central nervous system activity in a manner 
analogous to yogic breathing exercises, although 1 know 
of no research carried out to determine this. The sha­
man is often helped into the sse by the members of 
the audience, who join him in the singing. The words 
help evoke the sse, lending to refer to the s~aman:s 
spiritual guardians and helpers, and to reaffirm his 
power. 

The learned component of the sse includes the ascrip­
tion of full reality to the things one sees, feels, hears, 
and otherwise experiences in the altered stale of con­
sciousness. These firsthand, empirical experiences are 
not viewed by the shaman as fantasy. but as immediate 
reality. At the same time, the shaman recognizes the 
separateness of the sse reality from that of the asc, 
and does not confuse the two. He knows when he is in 
one or the other, and enters each by choice. 

The learned precepts used while he is in the SSC 
include the assumption that animals, plants, humans, 
and other phenomena seen in an altered state of con­
sciousness are fully real, within the context of the 
non-material, or nonordinary, reality in which they are 
perceived. The shaman enters the sse to see and inter.a~ 
with these nonmaterial forms. Such forms are not VISI­

ble to the shaman or others when in the OSc, and do 
not constitute part of ordinary reality. 

The learned aspect of the SSC involves a deep respect 
for all fonns of life, with a humble awareness of our 
dependence on the plants, anima ls, and even inorganic 
matter of our planet. The shaman knows that humans 
are related to all fonns of life, that they are "all our 
relatives," as the Lakota Sioux say. In both the SSC 
and the ose the shaman approaches the other fonos 
of life with familial respect and understanding . He 
recognizes their antiquity, relatedness, and special 
strengths. 

The shaman accordingly enters the SSC with a rever­
ence for Nature, for the inherent strengths of the wild 
animal and plant species, and for their tenacious abili-
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ties to survive and flourish through eons of planetary 
existence. Approached in an altered state of ~nsciou~­
ness with respect and love, Nature, he beheves, IS 

prepared to revea l things not ascertainable in an ordi­
nary state of consciousness. 

Many Nort h American Indian tribes still preserve an 
essentially shamanic view of reality as, for example, in 
this statement by a Hopi: 

To the Hopi all life is one-it is the same. This 
world where he lives is the human world and in it 
all the animals, birds, insects, and every living 
creature, as well as the trees and plants which 
also have life, appear only in masquerade, ~r in 
the forms in which we ordinarily see them. But it 
is said that all these creatu res and these living 
things that share the spark of life with us humans, 
surely have other homes where they live in 
human forms like ourSoclves. Therefore, all these 
living things are thought of as human and they 
may sometimes be seen in their own forms even 
on ea rth . If they are killed, then the soul of 
this creature may return to its own world which 
it may never leave again, but the descendants 
of this creature will take its place in the human 
world , generation after generation .25 

Even in broad daylight, one can learn to see sha­
manically the nonordinary aspects of natural phenom­
ena. For example, the following is a method of ~ock­
seeing. a technique I learned from a Lakota Slo.ux 
medicine man . First decide upon a problem for which 
you wish an answer. Then simply walk through a 
wild area until a two· fisted-size stone on the ground 
seems to attract your attention . Pick it up and carry 
it to a spot where you can comfortably sit down 
with it. 

Place the stone on the ground in front of you, and 
pose the question to which you want an answer. Care-
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fully study the upper surface of the stone until you a.re 
able to see one or more living creatures fanned by Its 
lines, crevices and other irregularities . It may take a 
few minutes. 

When you are satisfied that you have discerned one 
or more animals, plants, insects, faces, human forms, 
or other entities on the stone's surface, then think 
about what the stone is trying to tell you about the 
problem you have posed. Fix your conclusion in your 
mind and then tum the rock over. Repeat the same 
process of seeing and thinking using the new surface. 
If the stone is thick enough, you can repeat the 
process again with the remaining two sides of the 
stone. 

Next, quietly contemplate how the individual com­
munications from each of the four sides can be put 
together to form a message that constitutes an answer 
to your question. Then respectfully, and with thanks, 
return the stone to the position and place where you 
found it. 

Once you have ga ined enough shamanic experience, 
you can use this technique to help another person. 
Have the person go through the same steps as above. 
The difference is that you both participate in seeing the 
answer to his problem. As each side is viewed, let him 
first describe and analyze what he sees. Then you, as 
the shaman, supplement his observations and analysis 
with your own. On the basis of your greater experi­
ence, you may be able to suggest how what you see fits 
in with what he sees. Then turn the stone over and 
repeat the process for at! four sides. Finally, the person 
makes his own synthesis of the four sides into a 
general answer to his problem. 

Obviously, there are simi larities and differences 
between his shamanic approach and a Rorschach test 
or psychoanalytic techniques of free association. But 
the fact that there are differences does not make the 
shamanic technique operationally inferior. From the 
shaman's perspective, there are animals and beings in 
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the stone. The concept of fantasy has no place in the 
shaman's world. For him, all of nature has a hidden, 
nonordinary reality. That is something one learns to 
see in following the shaman's way. 

This free adaptation by David Cloutier of a shaman's 
poem from the Chukchee tribe of Siberia illustrates 
what I am talking about: 

Things a Shaman Sees 

Everything that is 
is alive 

on a steep river bank 
there's a voice that speaks 
I've seen the master of that voice 
he bowed to me 
I spoke with him 
he answers all my questions 

everything that is 
is alive 

Little gray bird 
little blue breast 
sings in a hollow bough 
she calls her spirits dances 
sings her shaman songs 
woodpecker on a tree 
that's his drum 
he's got a drumming nose 
and the tree shakes 
cries out like a drum 
when the axe bites its side 

all these things answer 
my call 

everything that is 
is alive 

the lantern walks around 
the walls of this house have tongues 
even this bowl has its own true home 
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the hides asleep in their bags 
were up talking all n igh t 
antlers on the graves 
rise and circle the mounds 
while the dead themselves !i.et up 
and go visit the living ones 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Power Animals 

S hamans have long believed their powers were the 
powers of the animals, of the plants, of the sun, of the 
basic energies of the universe. In the garden Earth they 
have drawn upon their assumed powers to help save 
other humans from illness and death, to provide strength 
in daily life, to commune with their fellow creatures, 
and to live a joyful existence in ha rmony with the 
totality of Nature . 

Millennia before Charles Darwin, people in shamanic 
cultures were convinced that humans and animals were 
related . In their myths, for example, the animal charac~ 
ters were commonly portrayed as essentially human in 
physical form but individually distinguished by the 
particular personality characteristics possessed by the 
various types of animals as they exist in the wild today. 
Thus Coyote is distinguished in the s tories by his mis­
chievous behavior, and Raven often by his unseemly 
dependence on others to kill game for him. Then, accord­
ing to various creation myths, the animals became phys-

"!if(; __________________________ --2~~ 
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ically differentiated into the forms in whic~ t~e¥ are 
found today. Accordingly, the myths explam, It IS no 
longer possible for humans and animals to converse 
together, or for animals to have human form. 

While the mythical paradise of animal-human unity 
is lost in ordinary reality, it still remains ~~cessible in 
nonordinary reality to the shaman and vISion-seeker. 
The Australian aborigines' concept of "The Dream Time" 
embodies this awareness, for it refers to a mythological 
past that still exists parallel in time to present-day ordi­
nary reality, and which is penetrated in drea?1s and 
visions. J The shaman, alone of the humans, IS regu­
larly able to effect the animal-human unity by entering 
the SSe. For the shaman in the altered state of con­
sciousness, the mythical past is immediately accessible. 

North and South American Indian mythology is per­
vaded with animal characters in tales that tell not of the 
adventures of a coyote, a raven, or a bear, but of the 
adventure~ of Coyote, Raven, and Bear. In other words, 
the individual characters represent entire species or 
larger classes of animals .. This ~s anal~g.ous. to the un~ty 
of one's individual guardian ammal spmt with the enhre 
genus or species to which it belongs. This unity means 
that a person usually possesses not just the power of a 
bear. or of an eagle, but the power of Bear or of Eagle. 
The possessor of a guardian animal normally draws 
upon the spiritual power of its entire genus or species, 
although he is indeed connected into that power by an 
individualized manifest<ltion of it. 

The connectedness between humans and the anim<ll 
world is very basic in shamanism, with the shaman 
utilizing his knowledge and methods to participate in 
the power of that world. Through his guardian spirit or 
power anim<lL the shaman connects with the power of 
the animal world, the mammals, birds, fish, and other 
beings. The sham<ln has to ha.ve a pa~ticular gua~di~n 
in order to do his work, and hiS guardian helps him 10 

certain speCial ways. 
The guardi<ln spirit is sometimes referred to by native 

North Americans as the power animal, as among the 
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Coast Salish and the Okanagon of Washington. 2 This is 
a particularly art term, for it emphasizes the power­
giving aspect 0 the guardian spirit as well as the fre­
quency with which it is perceived as an animal. But the 
Coast Salish also sometimes refer to the guardian spirit 
as the Indian , for it can appear to them in human form 
as well.J Such an animal-human duality of the guard­
ian spiri t is a common feature of North and South 
American Indian cosmology as well as elsewhere in the 
primitive world. Thus, among the Cocopa of the Colo­
rado River valley, animals appear in dreams as human 
beings.4 Among the Jfvaro, a guardian spirit usually 
first appears in a vision as an animal, and then in a 
dream as a human. s 

The ability of animals to appear as humans is not 
surprising, given the widespread belief that humans 
and animals are biologically related (are "relatives") 
and in ancient times were able to converse together. In 
nonordinary reality, the animals continue to be able to 
manifest themselves in human forms to humans who 
have entered the SSe. It is only the shaman, or the 
person with shamanistic tendencies, who is able to 
resume the lost ability to communicate with the (other) 
animals. Thus, when a man becomes a shaman among 
the tribes of the western desert of South Australia, he 
acquires the power to speak to birds and other ani­
mals.6 When Castaneda engages in conversation with a 
coyote, he is making progress toward becoming a sha­
man? Among the J1varo, in fact, if an animal speaks to 
you, it is considered evidence that the animal is your 
guardian spirit. 

Among the Lakota Sioux, the guardian animal spirits 
often speak when they appear to the vision seeker. As 
Lame Deer recounts, "All of a sudden I hea r a big bird 
crying, and then quickly he hit me on the back, touched 
me with his spread wings. I heard the cry of an eagle, 
loud above the voices of many other birds. It seemed to 
say, 'We have been waiting for you. We knew you 
would come. Now you are here. Your trail leads from 
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here ... you will have a g host with you always­
another sel f: ,,!I 

The capabili ty of the guardian animal spirits to speak 
to a human or to manifest themselves sometimes in 
human fo rms is taken as an indication of their power. 
Another indication of their power is w hen they make 
themselves visible navigating in an element that is not 
their "ordinary" envi ronment. Common examples are 
a land mammal or serpent flying through the air, wit h 
or without the benefit of wings. All these capabilities 
show that the animal is indeed nonordinary, a bearer 
of power, able to transcend the nature of an ordina ry 
animal and its ordinary existence. When its transforma­
tion into human form occurs, it is a magical act of 
power. When possessed by a shaman, the power ani­
mal acts as an alter ego, impa rting to the shaman the 
power of transformation, and especially the power of 
transformation from human to the power animal, as 
well as back again. 

The belief by shamans that they can metamorphose 
into the forms of their guard ian an imal spirit or power 
animal is widespread and obviollsly ancient. Among 
the Arunta of Australia they often took on the fo rm of 
eagle-hawks.<'! In the course of the initiation of a sha­
man of the Wiradjeri tribe in Australia, he had the 
nonordinary experience that feathers emerged from his 
arms and grew into wings. Then he was taught to fly. 
Subsequently he "sang off his wings," and returning to 
ordina ry reality, walked bac k into camp and d iscussed 
his experience. JO In northernmost Scandinavia, Lapp 
shamans changed into wolves, bears, reindeer, and 
fish; and Siberian and Eskimo shamans frequently trans­
formed themselves into wolves. I[ Simila rly, among the 
Yuki Indians of California, shama ns who were believed 
to have the power to transform themselves into bears 
were called "bear doctors." The bea r doctor of the Yuki 
"was really a shaman who had the bear as a gua rdian 
spirit." 12 An incipient bear shaman "associated wit h 
actual bears, and ate their food, and at times lived with 
them;' sometimes fo r an en tire summer. D 

, 

, 
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The ancient shamanic belief in the ability to tra ns­

fonn oneself into a n animal survived in Western Europe 
until the Renaissance. I~ The Christian Church, of course, 
considered persons engaged in an imal meta mo rphosis 
to be wizards, witches, a nd sorcerers, and persecuted 
them through the Inquisition . Yet a colleague o f Galileo, 
the alchemist and scientist Giova nni Battista Porta, in 
1562 s till possessed the ancien t know ledge of how to 
experience such a metamorphosis and published the 
infonnation in his famous book, Na/ura l Magick. IS Thus 
he explains how, using a hallucinogenic potion , a man 
would " believe he was changed into a Bird or Seast. " 
Porta observed , " the man would seem sometimes to be 
changed into a fish; a nd flinging out his arms, would 
swim o n the Ground; someti mes he would seem to 
skip up, and then to d ive down again . Anothe r would 
believe himself turned inlo a Goose, and would eat 
Grass, and beat Ihe Ground with his Teeth, like a 
Goose: now and the n sing, and e ndeavor to clap his 
Wings:d6 Simila rly, Castaneda, with the air of a hallu­
cinogenic m ixtu re, reports he had the experience of 
becoming a crow, and that don Genaro observed that 
shamans can become eagles and owls. 17 

The use of a hall ucinogenic d rug, however, is by no 
means necessary fo r a person to experience the meta­
morphosis into a bird or othe r an ima l. Danci ng, accom­
panied by drumming, is the fa r more common method 
emp loyed by sha ma ns throughout much of the primi­
tive world to ach ieve a shamanic sta te of consciousness 
suffic ient to having the experience. The initiation of 
shamans among the Cari b Ind ians of northern Sou th 
America, fo r exam ple, involves n ighttime danci ng du r­
ing which the neophytes move in imitation o f an imals. 
Th is is part of a p rocess of learn ing how to turn into 
animals. 18 

But it is not just shama ns ilnd shama nic initiates w ho 
utilize da ncing to meta morphose in to animal forms. In 
many primi tive cultu res, anyone with a guard ian spirit 
may use dancing as a means o f evoking his alter ego. 
Among the Coast Salish Ind ians of the Northwest Coast, 
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the winter dance season provides an opportunity for 
an individual to consciously become one wit h his power 
animal. I~ ''The dancer's spirit finds its dramatized expres­
sion in dance steps, tempo, movements, miens and 
gestu res: in the sneaking pace, then flying leaps of the 
ferociously yelling 'warrior,' o r in the swaying trot of 
the plump, sad ly weeping ' bear mother'; in the rubber­
like reptilian writhing of the 'double headed serpent' 
... in th~ ' lizard' who sheds tears over his devoured 
offspring or in the mighty 'whale' who grabs smaller 
fish ."20 Orten Northwest Coast shamans doing such 
dancing wore special masks and accoutrements to add 
to the unification with their power animals. Among the 
Tsimsh ian, for example. a shaman might dance not 
only wearing the mask of an eagle, but also claws of 
copper.21 The desire for unity with animals of power is 
well illustrated by this version by Clou tier of a grizzly 
bear song from the Tlingit tribe of the Northwest Coast: 

Whu! Bear! 
Whu 
Whu 

So you say 
Whu Whu Whu! 
You come 

You're a fine young man 
You Grizzly Bear 
You crawl out of your fu r 

You come 
I say Whu Whu Whu! 
I throw grease in the fire 

For you 
Grizzly Bear 
We' re one!22 

Much animal-like dancing in the primitive world has 
as its objective the unification of power animals with 
the dancers, whether or not the rituals are purely 
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shamanic in other respects. Thus the dance of the Beast 
Gods by the shamanistic medicine societies at Zuni 
Pueblo in the American Southwest bears "a strong 
resemblance to ~ances among other peoples in which 
the shaman is inspired , in that the Beast Gods are 
summoned by dancing, rattling, and drumming, and 
the dancers work themselves into a frenzied condition 
in which they imitate the actions and cries of animals."lJ 
Those dancers assuming the personality of the bear 
may even wear actual bear paws over their hands. 24 

But this dance of the Beast Gods is more than simple 
imitation, since the Zuni dancer, like a North American 
Plains Indian doing an Eagle or Buffalo Dance, is striv­
in~ to go beyond imitation to become one with the 
amma!. Thus, the Osage Indian song series, "The Ris­
ing of the Buffalo Bull Men," emphasizes the creation 
of a persona l consciousness of unity with the animal: 

I rise, I rise, 
I, whose tread makes the earth to rumble. 

I rise, I rise, 
I, in whose thighs there is strength . 

J rise, I rise, 
I, who whips his back with his tail when 

m rage. 

I rise, I rise, 
I. in whose humped shou lder there is power. 

I rise, 1 rise, 
I, who shakes his mane when angered. 

• 
I rise, I rise, 
I, whose horns are sharp and curved.25 

Likewise, a Zuni dancer wearing the mask of one of 
the knchina gods is doing more than impersonatin~ the 
knchina. Transported into an altered state of consoous­
ness by the dancing, drumming, rattling, and whirr of 
bull roarers, he "becomes for the time being the actual 
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embodiment of the spirit which is believed to reside in 
the mask."U, As one Coast Salish said, "When I dance I 
don't act, just follow your power, just follow the way 
of your power. "27 

Shamans, in dancing their guardian animal spirits, 
commonly not only make the movements of the power 
animals but also the sounds. In Siberia, native North 
and South America, and elsewhere, shamans make 
bird calls and the cries, growls, and other sounds of 
their animal powers when experiencing their transfor­
mations.28 As Lame Deer says of bear ~ower, "We 
make bear sounds ... 'Harrnh' ... " Similarly, 
Castaneda growls and makes a gesture of claws in 
response to don ~an's advice that showing his claws is 
"good practice." 

What Lame Deer is speaking of is not the uncontrol· 
lable possession of the Carribean Vodun cults, but 
rather a reaffirmation by the shaman of his oneness 
with his animal companion. As Eliade notes, this is 
"Jess a possession than a magical transformation of the 
shaman into that animal. ,, ) 1 

Among the Indians of Mexico and Guatemala, the 
guardian spirit is commonly known by the term, 
"nagual," derived from the Aztec lIalumlli. "Nagual" 
refers to both a guardian animal spirit and to the sha· 
man who changes into that power animal (compound 
words derived from lIahua/li have the meaning of being 
"disguised, masked").32 "Nagual" is also commonly 
applied in Mexico to a shaman who is capable of making 
such a transformation, whether he is doing it at the 
time or not. Thus Castaneda refers to don Juan as a 
nagual, in addition to speaking of the broader ramifica· 
lions of the concept. )) 

Incidentally, Castaneda contrasts the nagual with the 
"tonal" in a lengthy, if somewhat confusing discus· 
sion. 34 The confusion can be somewhat dissipated if I 
one understands that "tonal" derives from the Nahuatl 
or Aztec lenn, tOllalli . This word referred especially to 
one's vital soul, and the sign of one's day of birth, 
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which was frequently an animal. The 101l0l/j was part of 
an elaborate calendrical system with implications of 
predestination, somewhat analogous to one's sign in 
Western astrology. Thus the tonal concept carries the 
implications of fate, predestination, and the destiny of 
one's life from birth to death. Castaneda's discussion is 
generally consistent with this understanding.)5 Thus 
one's life experiences in ordinary reality may be believed 
to be determined by the tonal animal; but this animal is 
not the same as the nagual of the shaman, which like 
guardian animal spirits elsewhere is connected with 
the sse and , as Castaneda implies, lies beyond ordi­
nary reality. 

A confusion between a tonal animal and the nagual 
animal sometimes occurs in the anthropological litera­
ture on Mexico and Guatemala . This may be due both 
to faulty scholarship and to the merging of the two 
animals in their cosmologies by some native Mexican 
and Guatemalan groups in colonial times.ln 

While for some tribes it is reported that virtually 
every adult had a guardian spirit, as among the 
Nitlakapamuk Indians of British Columbia or the Twana 
of western Washington, the more usual situation was 
that not all adults possessed guardian spirits .)' Thus, 
among the North American Plains Indians, individuals 
frequently failed. to obtain them, and as a result were 
usually considered to be doo]ned to lack power and 
success in life. Among the Jlvaro, most adult males 
believed themselves to possess them, having the certain 
knowledge that they had succeeded in the vision quest 
at the sacred waterfall. It was not so essential for women 
to obtain them formally , because the intra-tribal feuds, 
the most common cause of violent death, were primar­
ily directed at adult males rather than at women and 
children. "lII 

The most famous method of acquiring a guardian 
spirit is the vision quest or vigil conducted in a soliiarv 
wilderness locatipn, as among the Plains tribes of North 
America.:l9 The Jlvaro pilgrimage to a sacred waterfall is 
a South American example of such a vision quest. Even 
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among the Jivaro, however, the beneficial power of a 
guardian spirit could be acquired without going on a 
vision quest. Parents of a newly born infant, in fact, 
typically gave it a mild hallucinogen so that it could 
"see" and hopefully thus acquire an arntam wakntlJ or 
gua rdian spirit. The parents, of course, wanted the 
6aby to have as much protection as possible in order to 
survive in to adult life. There was also a somewhat 
stronger hallucinogen, ucl/iell maikua, or "children's datu­
ra," thai was administered for the same purpose when 
the child was somewhat older, but not yel ready to 
undertake the vision quest at the sacred waterfall. 

The Jivaro assumed that a child wou ld probably nol 
even reach the age of six, seven, or eight without some 
protection from a guardian spirit. The parents, howev­
er, could not be sure that an infant or very small child 
had really obtained a vision and power, so it was 
considered essential for a boy eventually to go on the 
formal vision quest to be absolutely sure he had the 
protection of a guardian spirit. Life was perceived as 
not as dangerous for females as for males in that feud­
ridden society, but girls did have a smaller version of 
the vision quest in tFte forest near the house. 

In North America , the Southern Okanagon of the 
State of Washington held a view similar to that of the 
Jivaro. Among the Okanagon, guardian spirits com­
monly were acquired inVOluntarily by' very young chil­
dren without going on a vision quest .'W Sma ll children's 
visions were usually similar to those seen on the formal 
vision quest by youths and young adults. 'The spirit 
first appeared as human, but as it departed the child 
saw what kind of animal it was. It might come without 
any forethought on the part of child or parent, and at 
any time of oay or night. " "1 Walter Cline reports: 

Only a very precocious child would know about 
his guardian spirit at the age of four or five .... 
Unless he were "very smart" [even a youth or 
young adult) immediately forgot the vision and 
what the spirit had said to him, and, in most 
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cases, had no intercourse with the spirit for a 
number of years ... Ln the event of serious emer­
gency during this time, however, it was ready to 
help him ."2 

In other words, it is possible for a person to have, or 
to have had , the past protection and power of a guard­
ian spirit without being conscious of it. Thus, in 1957, a 
Jfvaro shaman saw that I had a guardian spirit even 
though I myself was unaware of it. 

To a shaman it is readily apparent that many West­
erners have guardian spirits, as evidenced by their 
energy, good health , and other outward manifestations 
of their power. It is tragic, from the point of view of 
such a shaman, that even these power-full people are 
nonetheless ignorant of the source of their power and 
thus do not know how to utilize it fully. A related 
tragedy, from the same point of view, is that lethargic, 
ill, and dispirited Western adults have obviously lost 
the guardian spirits that protected them through their 
childhood. Worse, they do not even know that there is 
a method. to regain them . 

Calling the Beasts 
Now try an exercise in which you will have a chance 

to get in touch with one or more of you r unknown past 
or present guardian spirits. You probably had at least 
one in the past, or otherwise you would not have 
survived childhood's hazards and illnesses. Even if it 
has long since left you, the exercise should awaken 
your hidden memories of it. This exercise is a simple, 
ancient shamanic technique . One name for it is "Call­
ing the Beasts." There are different names for it in 
diHerent cu ltures. It is a way whereby the people of the 
community, through dance, evoke or get in touch with 
their animal aspects . 

Keep in mind that a single gua rdian spirit can appear 
either in animal or human form, although most likely 
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you will see or feel the animal aspect of your guardian 
spirit. 

Undertake this exercise in a quiet, half-darkened room 
free of any furniture that might interfere with your 
movements. It will help if you have two good rattles 
(see Appendix A on drums an~ rattl~s). Do· n?~ hesi­
tate, however, to try this exerCIse without waiting to 
acquire rattles. There are two pha~s in the exe~cise: (1) 
the sta rting dance, and (2) dancmg your aOimal. In 
both dances you steadily and loudly shake a rattle in 
each hand, and your dancing is in time with the rattle~. 
In all the dancing you keep your eyes half-closed. ThiS 
allows you to cut down on light, and at the same time 
enables you to know where you are in the room. 

The Slarting Dance 

I. Standing still and erect, face eas~ and sh~k~ one 
rattle very rapidly and strongly four times. ThiS. IS the 
signa l that you arc starting, endins;, or making .an Impor­
lant transition in serious shamamc work. Think of the 
rising sun, that ultimately brings power to all living 
things. (A total time of about 20 seconds.) 

2. Still facing east, sta rt shaking one rattle at a steady 
rate of about 150 times per minute, standing in place. 
Do this about half a minute to each of the cardinal 
directions (rotating either clockwise or counterclockwi.se, 
depending on what seems better for you). Meanwhile, 
think of your plant and animal relatives in all the four 
directions who are ready to help you. Now face east 
again and shake the rattle above your head at the same 
rate for half a minute. Think of the sun, moon , stars, 
and the entire universe above. Next shake the rattle 
towards the ground in the same way. Think of the 
Earth, our home. (A total time of about 3 minutes.) 

3. Still facing east, take both rattles in your hands 
and start shaking Ihem at the same rate as in Step 2, 
simultaneously dancing as if you were jogging in place 
to the tempo of the rattles. In this starting dance, you 
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are giving proof of your own sinceri~y to the po~er 
animals, wherever they may be, by making a self-sacrifice 
of your own energy to th~m in the form o~ dance. This 
dancing is a way of praymg, and of evokmg the sym­
pathy of the guardian animal spirits. In shamanism it 
can truly be said that you dance to raise your spirits. (A 
total time of about 5 minutes .) 

4. Stop dancing, and re~at Step 1. :r~is signals ~ou 
are about to make a sigmficant tranSition to danang 
your animal. 

Dancing Your Animal 

5. Start shaking your rattles loudly and slowly about 60 
times per minute, moving your feet in the same tempo. 
Move slowly and in a free fo rm around the room, 
trying to pick ul? the fee.ling of havir.'g ~ome kind of 
mammal. bird, fish, reptile, or combmation of these . 
Once you pick up the sense of some such animal, 
concentrate on it, and slowly move your body in accor­
dance with being that animal. You are now touching 
the SSe. Be open to experiencing the emotions of that 
animaL and don't hesitate to make cries or noises of it, 
if you experience the desire. By keeping your eyes 
half-dosed you may also see the nonordinary environ­
ment in which the animal is. moving, an~ perhaps ~ven 
see the animal as well. Bemg and seemg the aOimal 
commonly happen simultaneously in the SSe. (The 
time for this tends to average about 5 minutes.) 

6. Without pausing, shift into a faster rale of rattle­
shaking and movement, about 100 shakes per minute. 
Continue everything else as in Step 4. [fhe time for 
this tends to average about 4 minutes.) 

7. Without stopping, increase your rattle-shaking to 
approximately ISO times per minute, continuing your 
dancing as before, but at a still faster rate. (The time for 
this usually is about 4 minutes.) 

8. Stop dancing, and mentally welcome the a nimal to 
stay in your body. As yeu do this, shake the rattles 
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rapidly four times, drawing them toward your chest. 
(Time about 10 seconds.) 

9. Repeat Step 1. This is the s ignal that the work is 
ended. 

For a more powerful transition into the sse when 
doing the above exercise, I recommend that a drum be 
used in addition to the rattles. For this, you will need 
someone to acl as your assis tant to beat the drum 
exactly in tempo with you r shaking of the rattles (for 
information on drums, see Appendix A). Your assis­
tant should stand at the side of the room and nol 
attempt to participate in any of the movements while 
drumming. When the drummer becomes experienced 
with the steps of the exercise, you may find it possible 
to do the animal dancing without the rattles, thereby 
freeing your consciousness more from ordinary reality. 

Typically, Westerners "dancing their animals" dis­
cover themselves to be such creatu res as Crane, Tiger, 
Fox, Eagle, Bear, Deer, Porpoise, and even Dragon (for 
there are no "mythical" aOlm(lls in the SSC; Dragon is 
as real as the others). One thing that usually becomes 
clear to the dancers is that underneath our ordinary 
human cultural consciousness is a near-universal emo­
tional connection with wild animal alter egos. 

Keep in mind that no matter how successful you 
were in dancing your animal, that in itself is not proof 
that you still have its power. You ma y only be dancing 
a memory. A success(u l experience does suggest, how­
ever, that you mar. have at least had such a guardian 
spirit in the past, If not now. The dancing itself, how­
ever, is no proof in itself, one way or another. 

Incidentally, no matter how fierce a guardian animal 
spirit may seem, its possessor is in no danger because 
the power animal is absolutely harmless. It is only a 
source of power; it has no aggressive intentions. It only 
comes to you because you need help. 

If one wishes to maintain shamanic practice, one has 
to change into one's animal regularly to keep the ani-
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mal contented enough to stay. This involves exercising 
the animal through dance, singing songs of the animaf. 
and recognizing "big" dreams as messages from the 
guardian, the power animal. Dancing your animal is an 
important method for keeping it content and thus mak­
ing it reluctant to leave you. The guardian animal spirit 
resident in the mind-body of a person wants to have 
the enjoyment of once again existing in material form. 
II is a trade-off. for the person gets the power of the 
whole genus or species of animals represented by that 
guardian spirit. Just as a human may want to experi­
ence nonordinary reality by becoming a shaman, so too 
a guardian spirit may wish to experience ordinary real­
ity by entering the body of a living human. 

Even with the best of care, as I learned from the 
Jivaro years ago, guardian spirits usually stay with you 
only a few years and then derart. So, in the course of a 
long, powerful life, you wil have a number of them 
one after another, whether you know it or not. 

Dancing is not the only way you can physically exer­
cise your power animal and keep it willing to stay with 
you. Another way is to exercise it in wilderness areas 
or, laCking that, remote areas of public parks. I remem­
ber one young Westerner trained in shamanism who 
worked weekdays in a bookstore and on Sundays went 
to a regional park where he took his Cougar for lopes 
over the hills . No one ever stopped him, and he found 
it more satisfying than going to church. 

Of course, there is an obvious potential problem 
when you transform yourself into your animal in a 
public place: people are not likely to understand, at 
least in this culture. But then, as Castaneda once told 
me, don Juan had a somewhat similar problem even 
with his Mexican Indian public. He said don Juan 
explained that one of the reasons he had given up 
using the hallucinogenic datura ointment was that Indi­
ans had taken to shooting at him when he was jump­
ing over trees. A shaman's lot is not always a happy 
one. 
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Remember. guardian spirits are a/uxrys beneficial. They 
never harm their possessors. And you possess the guard­
ian spirit; it never possesses you . In other words, the 
power animal is a purely beneficial spirit, no matter 
how fierce it may appear. It is a spirit to be exercised, 
not exorcised . 

CHAPTER FIVE 

The Journey to Restore 
Power 

S hamans have long felt that the power of the guardian 
or tutela ry spirit makes one resistant to illness . The 
reason is simple: it provides a power-full body that resists 
the intrusion of external forces . From the shamanic 
point of view, there is simply not room in a power-filled 
body for the easy entrance of the intrusive, harmful 
energies known in ordinary reality as diseases. 

A power animal or guardian spirit , as I first learned 
among the Jfvaro, not only increases one's physical 
energy and ability to resist contagious disease, but also 
increases one's mental alertness and self-confidence. 
The power even makes it more difficult for one to lie. 

Being power-full is like having a force field in and 
around you , for you are resistant to power intrusions, 
the shamanic equivalent of infections. From a shamanic 
point of view, illnesseS usually are power intrusions . 
They are not natural to the body, but are brought in . If 

89 



90 THE WAY OF THE SHAMAN 

you are pow~r-full, . ~ou will r,esist them. Thus posses­
sion of guardian Splnt power IS fun~amental to health . 
Serious illness is usually only possible when a person 
is dis-spirited. has lost this engergizing fo rce, the guard­
ian spirit. When a person becomes depressed , wea~, 
prone to illness, it is a symptom that he ,has lost hiS 

power animal and thus can no lon~er reSist, or ward 
off the unwanted power "infections ' or i.ntrusions. . 

You may have been quite successful JO the experi­
ence of dancing your animal. However, a,s has .be~n 
discussed, this is no gua ra ntee that you sill! re tam Its 
power, since it may long si nce have left ~OU. To be 
absolutely sure that you have a power ammaL. there 
are specific techniques to use . One of ~hese IS the 
shamanic journey to the Lowerworld to retneve a power 
animal you have lost. 

While shamans most commonly undertake this jour­
ney alone, an unusually elaborate version of the method 
of restoring gua rdian spirit power oc:cu rred among the 
Coast Salish Indians of western Washmgton State, There 
the shamans had the practice of making the journey 
together as a group, To do this, they f<?rmed a "spirit 
canoe" or "spirit boat" to und~rtake , a, Journey wh,ose 
purpose was to regain the guardian spmt of their patient 
from the Lowen\'orld, I It "was not the soul of a person 
in the general sense of the word, but rather, his &uardian­
spiri t" that was to be restored to the patienV Among 
the Coast Salish. the guardia n spirit is commonly referred 
to as the pcnvtr animal. as noted earlier.3 

The Coast Salish are unusual in the elaborateness of 
their group spirit canoe methods:' When a person began 
to have symptoms of dis-spiritedness, which among 
the Salish could include the gradual loss of property or 
wealth, then he might hire half a dozen to a doze,n 
shamans to engage in a task together to recover hiS 
guardian spirit by journeying to the Lowerworld ,5 

On an agreed-upon ni~ht !he shamans form~ ~\'o 
imaginary canoes by standing 10 two parallel r?ws IOs.lde 
a large house. Beside each shaman was hiS magica l 
cedar board, stuck into the dirt noor, Each board was 

i 
I 

I 

THE JOURNEY TO RESTORE POWER 91 

decorated with representations of its owner's experi­
ences when he had his first vision of a spirit canoe, 
Every shaman, in addition, held a pole six to eight feet 
long with which he paddled or pushed the spirit canoe. 
The shaman in the bow was the leader, the one in the 
stern the steerer , 

Accompanied by the shaking of rattles, the beating 
of drums, and singing, the shamans' "souls or minds 
sank down through the earth ," going in a spirit boat 
"having the power to 'make land into water' wherever 
they travel" in the Lowerworld ,6 As they journeyed in 
the spirit canoe, each shama n, beginning with the lead­
er, sang his own guardia n spirit song. A large audience 
of spectators sat around the walls of the house and 
joined in the singing to help the shamans? 

Sometimes spirit canoe Jou rneys among the Coast 
Salish lasted five or six nights, with the shamans sleep­
ing during the days and resuming in the evenings at 
the point in the journey where they had stopped at 
dawn. More often the journey lasted only two nights, 
the first night being the journey to the land of spiri ts, 
and the second night the return . As soon as the sha­

, mans succeeded in retrieving the guardian spirit of 
their patient, they sta rted the return journey. When 
they had put the guardian spirit back into the patient. 
he rose and danced." 

The Coast Salish spirit canoe is a large-scale, cooper­
ative version of a much more common and simpler 
shamanic method of restoring power to a patient. In 
this method , there are only two or three essential parti­
cipants: the shaman, the person or patient in need of 
power restoration, and often an assistant to beat the 
shaman's drum. Some master shamans can do without 
the aid of a drummer, but such sonic input is usually 
necessary. 

I first learned this method in 1%1 while living with 
the Conibo. whose shamans frequently use this tech· 
nique in treating illness. like the Coast Salish shamans, 
the Conibo journey down into the Lowerworld in a 
spirit boat, though usually it is a nonordinary' river 
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steamboat rather than a nonordinary canoe! In addi­
tion, the Conibo crew is formed not by shamans, but 
by the single shaman, helped by a large crew of spirits. 

The use of some kind of spirit or soul boat in the 
shamanic journey is widespread in the primitive world. 
It occurs in Siberia as well as in Malaysia and Indone­
sia, where it is related to the "boat of the dead."" Often 
the spi rit canoe is in the form of a serpent, as in 
aboriginal Australia, or as in the "Snake-Canoe" of the 
Desana Indians of the South American tropical forest. 10 

For other groups, such as the Tapirape of central Bra­
zil, little is known of the specific form of the spi rit 
canoe used by the shamans. II Sometimes a shaman 
may use a spirit raft , as in Siberia,I2 

More often, shamans undertaking the shamanic jour­
ney do not use a canoe or watercraft in the SSe, but 
employ the same basic method. [n other words, they 
"sink" into the Lowerwor[d to recover a spirit , but 
without bothering to create a "canoe" or any ot her 
conveyance. For my own part, [ usually only conceptu­
alize a canoe when working in the Coast Salish style 
with a group, even though the boat method was what I 
was introduced to by the Conibo. Every shaman, as the 
yea rs go by, should be prepared to modify and adapt 
his methods in accordance with what seems to work 
best for him . 

The method that I wish to introduce to you is a 
relatively simple and basic adaptation of the retrieval 
journey. This same b.lsic technique can be used not 
only to recover a guardian spirit for another person, 
but also can be employed, with certain differences, to 
recover a lost vital, or life-giving, soul of a person who 
is in a comatose condition. That, however, is advanced 
work not dealt with here . 

One of the important elements in this method is 
lying down beside the patient on the floor or ground. 
The falling down or lying down of the shaman beside 
the patient is a very widespread aspect of the journey 
method of treatment. One very good reason for this 
practice is that it is very difficult in a deep sse to 
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remain standing. ~ut even i.n a light sse, the shaman 
usually wants to he down 10 order to see and experi­
enc~ the journey clearly by being fully relaxed and not 
~av~g to ~ concern,ed with keeping himself function. 
109 m ordmary reahty by having to stand or sit . A 
Yaralde Australian tribesman eloquently described the 
need for lying down in doing seeing: 

If you get up, you will not see these scenes, but 
when you lie down again, you will see them, 
unless you get too frightened . If you do, you will 
break the web (or thread) on which the scenes are 
hung. 13 

In the guardian spirit retrieval method taught here 
the person in the role of the shaman brings back th~ 
power animal and blows it first into the chest of the 
patient. From the Jivaro I learned that a person's guard­
Ian reposes primarily in the chest, although its power 
emanates throughout the entire body. A Hvaro sha­
man, taking the ayahuasca drink, sees an inverted rain­
bow i.n the chest of someone who possesses a guardian. 
The Idea that the guardian resides primarify in the 
chest is apparently widespread, also occurring, for exam­
ple, in aboriginal Australia as well as in western North 
America.l~ , 

The fontanelle, or so-called "soft spot" location in 
the top rear of the head where the temporal and occipi­
tal bones meet, is an important entrance and exit point 
for power, and it is for that reason that a shaman, after 
blowing the guardian spirit into the chest, then blows 
into the fontanelle of the patient . This is to finish put­
ting in whatever remains of the power he has brought 
back. 

Hunting a Power Song 
Before undertaking the shamanic journey to retrieve 

a power animal, you should acquire a power song. 
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Each shaman has at least one power song that he uses 
to "wake up" his guardian and other helpers to help 
him in healing ana other work. To get a power song, 
plan to spend a day alone in a wild natural place, a 
location where you will not encounter people and where 
the natural environment has not been too altered by 
humans. Rasmussen, the great student of Eskimo life, 
puts it well: 

... The best magic words are those which 
come to one when one is alone out among the 
mountains. These are always the most powerful 
in their effects. The power of solitude is great and 
beyond understanding. 15 

A remotc forested or mountainous aTea is ideal, but 
if you cannot reach such a place, try to do the best you 
can. Do not eat breakfast, and fast throughout the day 
as you quietly stroll and sometimes sit. Do not plan an 
itinerary; just see where your feet take you. As you 
wander, discover what animal you feel like. It mayor 
may not be the one you danced . Take on its feelings, 
and enjoy its identity during the day . As this is your 
first hunt for a song, you may only encounter the 
melody. • 

If so, later, you should find YOUf own words, too. 
But for now, I give you the words of one.of mine that I 
acquired when I was studying with the Jlvaro: 

I have spirits, 
Spirits ha ve I. 
I have spirits, 
Spirits ha ve I. 
I have spirits, 
Spirits have I. 
I, I, I. 

(repeat three more times and go to the 
next stanza) 

I 
I 

I 
My spirits 
Are like birds, 
And the wings 
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And bodies afe dreams. 
I have spirits, 
Spirits have I. 
I, I, I. 

(repeat three more times and return to the 
first sta nza) 

Repeat the song as long as you feel that it is needed . 
A power song also helps one to enter the sse, both 
through its words and melody. The more you use the 
song in shamanic work, the more effective it will be as 
an adjunct in altering your state of consciousness. Even­
tually , it can act as a small " trigger" to help you shift 
into the SSe. 

One ca n also seek a special power song to sing dur­
ing the journey. This is best discovered while actually 
doing a journey and usually involves a description of 
what one sees. This frec adaptation by Cloutier of a 
Northwest Coast Tsimshian shaman's song is a good 
example: 

I go in my canoe 
all over 
m my VISion 

over trees 
or in water 
I'm floating 

all around 
I float 
among whirlpools 

all around 
I float 
among shadows 
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I go in my canoe 
aU over 
in my vision 

over trees 
or in water 
I'm Ooating 

whose canoe 
is this 
J stand in 

the one 
I stand in 
with a stranger 

I go in my canoe 
aU over 
in my vision 

over trees 
or in water 
I'm floaling l6 

You may also involuntarily acquire a song while you 
are dreaming. The late Essie Parrish , a Porno Indian 
shaman in California, gave this account of dreaming 
her first power song: 

I'm going to tell another slory about when I 
was you ng-about how I first sang a song when 
I was a child. I was eleven years old at that time. 
I didn't acquire that song in any ordinary way-I 
dreamed it. 

One time, as I lay asleep. a dream came to 
me-I heard singing up in the sky. Because I was 
little, because I didn't realize what it was, I didn't 
pay (conscious) attention to ii-I just (passively) 
listened when that man was singing up above. 
Still he made it known to me-it was as if it 
entered deep into my chest, as if the song itself 
were singing in my voice box. Then it seemed as 

I 
I 

I 
I 

I 
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if I could see the man , as if I could just make him 
out. 
. ~fler I awoke from sleep, that song was singing 
inSide me all day long. Even though 1 didn't want 
to sing, still the song was singing in my voice 
box. Then I myself tried, tried to sing, and amaz­
ingly the song turned out to be beautiful. I have 
remembered it ever since. 

Then, one time, I and my older sister accompa­
nied our grandmother to Danaka. At that time 
she was little too, but she was bigger than I. We 
traveled with her (our grandmother). Having 
descended to Danaka , we lived there. 

Then early one morning we went to Madrone 
Beach to gather seaweed. We accompanied our 
grandmother. While silting there on a boulder, 
we were playing dolls and chattering and laugh­
ing. But still that song was always singing deep 
inside of me. And then because it was singing in 
my voice box, I too began singing. It turned out 
that my sister heard me. 

"What are you singing?" she asked me. "I'm 
singing a song," I said. "How beautiful it sounds. 
Where did you hear that song?" she inquired. "I 
dreamed it ," I replied . When I said thai , I felt 
embarrassed. " Please sing it again," she said. Then 
I started the song. "Oh, how beautiful it sounds. 
Teach it to me, " she said. I then replied , " It's not 
for such purposes. It's not for you to learn." Then, 
because she was bigger than I, she made me sing 
anyway. Even though I didn't want to sing, she 
still made me. 

Then I sang the song .... 
"But don't tell this 10 anyone," I said. "Why?" 

she asked. "They might make me sing." " All 
right, " she said. That turned out not to be true. 
We returned home in the evening. My sister, in 
spite of (what she had promised), told my moth­
er's mother's old brother- he was strange, a silly 
person. He said, " They say that you have a song." 
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"Well, who said that?" I asked . "Your older sister 
said that you sang a beautiful song. Please sing 
it," he said. So I sang again for him. It sounded 
extremely good to him. 

That was the firSI song that I san~ when I 
was liule. I'm going to stop right there . . 

Making the Journey to Recover a Power Animal 
Earlier, you learned how to make an introductory 

journey into the lowenvorld. This new journey is sim­
ply a continuation of what you did before. but it is also 
serious shamanic work. Be sure you have already com­
pleted the previous exercises successfully. Study the 
instructions carefully several times beforehand so that 
you will remember the steps. 

You will need a partner who has also studied the 
book. In addition, you will require a drum (or a cas· 
sette recording of shamanic drumming) and a rattle . If 
you use a drum, you will also need a third person to 
do the drumming.· 

To restore a power animal to someone, it is nol 
necessary thai the person be lacking in one al the time. 
As the Jivaro can tell you, a person can have up to two 
guardians at one time. Accordingly, even if a person 
has one at present, there is still room for another. A 
second one makes the possessor even more power-full. 
In the unlikely event you already have two, then, in 
terms of what I have learned, a third power animal 
cannot enter your body even if one is brought back . It 
will s imply drift away, perhaps to be available at a later 
time. 

This is a journey to bring back a guardian that your 
"patient" has lost. Since over one's lifetime one may 
unknowingly or knowingly have the help of a series of 
different power animals, there is no ordinary way of 
guessing in advance whether the animal is one your 

'See Appendix A for informat10n on drums and cassettes. 
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" patient" danced or otherwise might expect to return 
to him. Power animals nonnaUy come and go unex­
pectedly from a person, especially after a few years. 
Accordmgly, the regular practice of this exercise is an 
important way for a person to be assured of possessing 
power. And if a person shows power-loss through 
depression or illness, such work should be immedi­
ately undertaken in addition to whatever orthodox West­
ern medical treatment or psychotherapy is also being 
applied. 

The steps are as follows: 
1. Plan with your partner and a third person to spend 

an evening together. Abstain from alcoholic beverages 
and mind-altering drugs throughout the day. Eat only 
a light lunch and no dinner. 

2. Use a room free of light and external noises. Clear 
~he area of furniture . light a candle on the floor 
m one corner of the room, where it will not throw 
much light. 

3. The person who is to act as shaman, in this case 
yourself, should go through all the steps of the Starting 
Dance and Dat/emg Your Animal described on pages 
84-86. If you have a drummer, have him beat the drum 
in time to your rattle, but only when you are actually 
dancing (see Plate 6). 

4. Shake your rattle four times in the six directions 
(east, north, west, south, up and down) to catch the 
attention of the spirits wherever they may be. Then 
whistle four times to call the spirits. Next, walk very 
slowly around the patient four tImes, shaking the rattle 
in a slow. but strong and steady tempo, and return to 
stand beside him. 

5: Begin to whistle your power song, the song with 
whICh you call upon your spirits to help you, shaking 
your rattle in accompaniment. Whistle this, usually for 
a few minutes, until you are aware that there is a slight 
alteration in your consciousness. 

6. Now begin to actually sing the words, continuing 
to shake the raUle in the same strong, slow beat. 

7. Continue repeating your song until you are aware 
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that your consciousness is a~te ring . Wit~ p~actice and 
experience one easily recogmzes when hIs ligh t trance 
is being reached. Some o f the more obvious signs are 
increased tempo of singing and rattling, trembling arms, 
and even uncontrollable shivering. When the time is 
right, you will experience an almost irres istib~e des~re 
to collapse or lie upon the floor next to the patIent. I ut 
this off as long as possible, un ti l you cannot resist 
slumping to the floor. 

8. On the floor, push your p rone body up against 
the patient, shoulder-to-shoulder, hip-to-hip , foot-ta-foot. 

". Plate 6. Beating the drum for the shamanic journey. Drawn 
by Barbara Olsen. 

I 
I 

I 
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Without delay, in the darkness, begin to shake the 
rattle back and forth just above your chest. Whe n you 
start shaking your rattle, the drumme r begins beati ng 
in time with it. 

9. Shake your rattle at a rate that is in the range of 
about 180 times per minute . Lying on the floor, cover 
your eyes with one forearm to exclude any light 
from the candle, and maintain the rattling unti l you 
dearly see your entrance into the Lowerworld (see 
Plate 7) . (Only you, acting in the role of the shaman, 
undertake the journey; your partner, acting as the 
patient, has no responsibility to see or experience 
anything.) 

When you go into the entrance, stop shaking the 
rattle; but the drummer should maintain the beat 
strongly at the same tempo you had been using. He 
should continue to do this at this cadence throughout 
your journey until you signal him with your rattle four 
times (Step 14). The beat of the drum is essential to the 
maintenance of the journ ey of the ca noe. In a sense, 
the drum is the canoe, as the Chukchee of Siberia say. IS 

As the drummer maintains the beat: 
10. Continue to visualize the entrance or opening 

into the earth, and then enter it. Follow the cave or 
Tunnel downward . The passage may appear as a long, 
ribbed tube; it may appear as a series of caverns; it 
may be a flO\\'ing stream (see Plate 8). Follow it down 
wherever it goes . Pass around any obstacles that may 
appear. 

11. A void allY ominously voracious IlOlZmammals you may 
encounter ill your jounley (the shamanic reason s fo r this 
will be explained in Chapter 7). Especially .avoid and 
pass around any spiders or swarming insects, as well 
as fanged serpents, fanged reptiles, and fish whose 
teeth are visible. If you cannot pass them, simply return 
back up out of the Tunnel and tryon another occasion . 
This is true throughout your journey. 

12. When you emerge from the Tunnel, you will find 
yourself in the Lowerworld (see Plate 9). It is here, 
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Plate 7. Entrance into the earth. Drawn by Barbara Olsen. 
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Plate 8. The Tunnel. Drawn by Barbara Olsen . 
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amidst whatever landscapes you see, that you sea rch 
for a guardian spirit or power animal for your partner. 
Search, with your eyes still dosed, as the sound of the 
drum supports you in your journey. 

13. The secret to recognizing the power animal is a 
simple one: it will appear to you at least four times in 
different aspects or at different angles (see Plate to). 
It will be a mammal or bird (in which cases it does 
not matter if it appears menacing), a serpent, other 
reptile , or fish (provided tlTat ill tlrese last tllree cases 
they do /lot show their fangs ar teeth). It may even be 
a "mythic" animal or in human form. It is never an 
insect. 

Do not strain yourself to find the animal. If it is 
going to make itself available to you to take back for 
your partner. it will do so . Do not worry as to whether 
it presents itself to you in a living form, as a sculpture 
in wood, stone, or other materiar. All its presen tations 
are valid. Again, do not try too hard. Your search 
should be relatively effortless, for you are d rawing 
upon power beyond you r ordinary self. 

14. After seeing the animal four times, clasp it to 
your chest immediately with one hand. The animal will 
come willingly; otherwise it would not have presented 
itself. Clasping the animal in this manner, pick up and 
sound the rattle sharply fou r times. This s ignals the 
drummer momentarily to stop drumming. Then shake 
the rattle in a very fast cadence (in the range of 210 
times per minute), setting the tempo for the drummer. 
Return rapidly through the Tunnel to the room. Usu­
aUy this takes less than thirty seconds. This return 
journey should be done rapidly; to avoid inadvertently 
losing the guardian animal. 

15. Set the rattle aside, keep the anima l clasped to 
your chest and rise up on your knees, facing your 
prone partner. (The drummer should stop as soon as 
he sees you get up on your knees) . Immediately place 
you r cupped hO!nds containing the guardian spirit on 
your companion's breastbone, and blow with all your 
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Plate 9. Emergence into the Lowerworld from the Tunnel. 
Drawn by Barbara Olsen. 
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Plate 10. Seeing a power animal four times. Drawn by 
Barbara Olsen. 
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Plate 11. (a) Blowing the guardian back into the patienfs 
chesl. (b) Blowing the guardian back into the patienfs head. 
Drawn by Barbara Olsen. 
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strength through your cupped hands to send it into the 
chest of your partner (see Plate 11a). Then, with your 
left hand , raise your companion to a sitting position, 
and place your cupped hands on the top rear of your 
partner's head (the fontanelle). Forcefully blow again 
to send any residual power into the head (see Plate 
llb). Pick up the rattle. Shaking it rapidly and sharply, 
pass it in a circle four times around the whole length of 
your companion's body, making complete the unity of 
the power with the body. 

16. Quietly tell your partner the identity of the ani­
mal you brought back. If it is an animal whose name 
you do not know, then describe the appearance of the 
creature . Describe all details of the journey. 

17. Assist you r rartner to dance his animal. in order 
to make the anima feel welcome by giving it the reward 
of experiencing its movements in material form. As 
you snake the rattle, gradually increase the tempo in 
accordance with the patient's movements. The drum· 
mer follows the shaman's lead. After just a few min· 
utes, shake your rattle four times, and thereby end the 
drumming and the dance. Then gently assist the dancer 
to a sitting position on the floor. Remind him to dance 
his animal regularly so that it will stay with him. 

18. You can now change places with your partner 
and the same kind of journey can be undertaken for 
your benefit. When your animal is brought back, you 
too dance it. 

Most Westerners are surprised to discover the vivid· 
ness and reality of the journey to retrieve a power 
animal. Apparently, their potentiality for experiencing 
the shamanic journey and for being see-us is far greater 
than they expect. If either you or your partner were not 
successful. don' t be discouraged . Try again later. Some 
of those with the greatest potential are slow starters. 

The following free rendition by Cloutier of a Tsimshian 
song from the Northwest Coast dramatizes the journey 
to recover a guardian spirit, in this case, Otter: 

Ye hey 
hyo 
ye hey hey 
hee 

Otter chases 
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swims straight toward me 
Otter's coming 
I float off with him 

ye hey 
hyo 
ye hey hey 
hee 

right beside me 
I work my spirit 
charm of the opening 
beneath all things 

ye hey 
hyo 
ye hey hey 
hee 

Otter dives in 
swims beneath me 
there in the opening 
beneath all things 

ye hey 
hyo 
t:ehey hey 

Otter's in me 
deep within me 
Spirit Otter swimming 
in the place beneath me 

ye hey 
hyo 
ye hey hey 
hee l9 
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Journeys 

You may be interested in comparing your guardian 
spirit retrieval journey experiences with those of others 
working with a partner. Here are a few representative 
examples from my workshops. 

In the first case, the person properly waited until an 
animal fresented itself four different times . A close-up 
view 0 only a portion of the animal, such as of one 
eye, is perfectly valid, as long as it is clear that it is of 
that particular animal. 

t went into the same hole I used earlier this 
evening. First there was water. Then the water 
sort of dropped off, like in locks. I kept jumping 
off onto the next one, and the next. The water 
finally turned into dirt. I was running along, 
still In the same cave, but a wooden bridge 
appeared. Then I was running across the bridge. 
Jt went up at an angle, and at the end there 
were stairs. I climbed those stairs for a long time 
until I finally came out on what looked like an 
African plain. There were a lot of different animals 
that appeared and disappeared . Finally I saw an 
antelope was standing by a waterhole. She im­
mediately became very vivid, very vivid, and 
appeared four different times. Oh, she was even 
above me at one time. The last time was a very 
bold close-up of one eye. 50 I carried her back 
here to my partner. 

In the next case, the animal gave an unusual exhibi­
tion of his power by charging the person twice, even 
on one occasion running right through him. This is 
something that commonly happens on vision quests of 
both North American Plains Indians and of the Jfvaro, 
as weil as the experience of "blacking out" afterward, 
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whkh the person also reported . The individual had not 
been tau$ht about these matters. The fact that the 
power ammal is a horse is worth noting, for it might 
appear that this is an exception to the usual rule that 
domesticated animals cannot serve as guardian spirits. 
But the horse that appears is a wild one, without a 
rider and untamed. 

I wen I down into my hole, which is on the side 
of a cliff on an island I once visited off the 
coast of Spain. It leads into an underwater cave 
about len yards in diameter that you can physically 
only reach by diving. I was si tting in there wait. 
ing for something to happen when a horse started 
to run at me. You know, if you see a horse 
running at you it's very scary; so I guess I blacked 
out. So anyway, when I came 10, which was 
like instantaneously, I saw a white ram where 
the horse had been. He was moving his head 
as though to get me to look to the side. flooked 
around . Behind me I saw this white horse with 
a brown mane--it was the same one I saw before. 
He slarted running at me again. I thought, oh 
God, here he comes again. He came at me and 
ran through me. Then I saw this ram again . 
Well, I had seen the horse twice and the ram 
twice. So I was looking around and thinking, 
~ell, that's twice, I oughl to see something four 
hmes. 

Then I started seeing fish. I saw one like a 
sailfish go in and out of the water twice . I 
thought, welL that's twice. 50 now there were 
three animals that I had seen twice. Then the 
fish did it again. So thai was three times . Then 
he dived once more. I looked where I expected 
he was going to come out, and out came this 
very ugly catfish . Well. that was not him. 

Then this bear started meandering over toward 
me, but it turned around . It seemed like I moved 
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him away with my own power. Then these wolves 
were starting to come at me, when suddenly here 
came the horse. He reared up to protect me from 
the wolves. So that was three times with the 
horse . Anyway, he disappeared . So I turned 
around to look for my way back, and there he 
was standing right where the hole is. The hor~, 
white with a brown mane. So I brought him 
back. 

Sometimes the shaman does not succeed in his jour­
ney to retrieve the power animal for his patient. The 
following individual's experience illustrates this. Still, 
every journey adds to the shaman's kno~ledge a.nd 
awaits gradual integration with the other mformahon 
he acquires in the sec. 

This particular journey was a very strange one 
for me . It was a journey through a world that was 
completely uninhabited by anything. The world 
was entirely artificially constructed, a worl~ th~t 
was completely built by humans or other mtelli­
gent creatures, all completely cha~bers and 
very geometrical. It was somewhat hke. a super 
space station, with no sign of any hfe there 
at all . It seemed as though there may have 
been some hidden there, however, in terms of 
robots. 

In the next case, as in the one where the horse was 
the Power animal, the eagle demonstrates its power 
through Visually ferocious behavior. 

I went into this cave I'm familiar with, and 
just kept going back and back. Then I hit this 
tunnel and went down through it fast. [ just 
kind of felt where I was going. When I came 
out I was in the same territory I had visited 
before. I saw an eagle, but it flew away. Then 
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there was a red squirrel sitting on the tree . I 
wasn' t sure whether the guardian was going 
to be the red squirrel or the eagle . I waited 
some time, and then all of a sudden the eagle 
came back and attacked the squirrel. At first I 
thought the eagle was ~oing to kill the squirrel 
and eat it, but it didn t. It stopped attacking. 
After the squirrel had disappeared, the eagle flew 
around. I saw it from various angles, and I brought 
it back. 

As I mentioned earlier, the Conibo use the roots of 
certain trees to descend to the Lowerworld. The person 
in the following case independently discovered that 
technique for himself. It is a good illustration of how 
one accumuJates shamanic knowledge, even with regard 
to method, in the SSC. For brevity's sake, only the 
initial part of the person's account is presented (the 
tiger was the power animal for his partner) . 

I went down the hole and walked underground 
alongSide the roots of a pine tree. Since the 
rough ground was uncomfortable, I climbed onto 
a root and walked down on it. The roots kept 
branching off, getting thinner all the time. Then 
[ came to the slightly lighter-colored root I had 
used in the last journey and I branched off onto 
it. I followed it until it suddenly stopped . There 
was a deep well in front of me, all its walls 
completely black. I realized that I would have 
to go down, so I jumped right in. I fell for a 
very long time through darkness until finally I 
could see the outline of something narrow and 
straight below. It was a thick rope that was 
part of a hanging bridge crossing the well . I 
landed on the rope and let myself down on 
the bridge. I walked toward the right. As I 
stepped off the bridge, I saw a magnificent tiger 
standing to one side and looking at me ..... 

• 
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Synchronicities 

One of the interesting features of a successful guard­
ian spirit journey is that if often involves synchronicities, 
or remarkable coincidences. For example, it is common 
for the patient, after receiving an animal. to reveal to 
the shaman that he or she already had an unusual 
connection with that particular animal. It may have 
been a deep childhood association, a recent peculiar 
encounter, or a long-time tendency to collect images 
and drawings of the particular creature. 

Another kind of synchronicity that often occurs is 
that the patient experienced some of the same details 
of the journey as the shaman, although no verbal 
communication took place. This kind of similarity in 
experience is even more dramatic when a large group 
of persons undertakes the sha~anic journey together 
as the crew of a spirit canoe. Not uncommonly, several 
members of the crew will encounter the same animal 
repeatedly and corroborate specific details of its appear­
ance in the discussion at the end of the journey. 

In shamank work it is important to be on the lookout 
for the occurrence of positive synchronicities, for they 
are the signals that power is working to produce effects 
far beyond the normal bounds of probability. In fact, 
watch for the frequency of positive synchronidties as a I 
kind of homing beacon analogous to a radio directional I 
signal to indicate that the right procedures and meth- I 
ods are being employed. 

When "good luck" is surprisingly frequent , the sha­
man is working correctly and benefiting from power. 
Here are a couple of representative cases that illustrate 
the kinds of positive synchronicities that sometimes 
occur in guardian spirit retrieval work. 

In the first case, the person acting as patient saw the 
power animal as soon as it was blown into him, without 
being told anything about it by the person acting as I 
shaman. 
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The partn.er actin.g as shaman: I went down into 
the opening of the earth and down into a tunnel 
which I've been to many times before . I passed 
over the small stream that flows through it. This 
time I went into a dark passageway of the cave 
that I've never been into before . 1 had always 
passed it up and gone another way. Then I came 
out into a desert place and there were a lot of 
differen.t forms o~ cactus around. I saw a variety 
of the kmds of ammals that one sees in the desert. 
Then I saw a mountain lion. This all happened 
very fast. The mountain lion kind of ran away 
from me like it was teasing me, but it did run 
around in different directions so that I saw it from 
four different angles. I then brought it back. 

The partller acting as patie"t: Right after he sat me 
up .and. blew into my head, immediately I saw a 
VlVld picture of a cat with teeth with mouth wide 
open, growling. I figured it had to be related 
because it was just really so vivid. And then he 
~old me that a mountain lion was what he had put 
mto me. 

In the next case, Partner A had earlier made an intro­
ductory journey of exploration in which he had encoun­
ter~ an old farmhouse and a mountain goat nearby on 
a hIlI. He had told no one about this. Then when 
~artner B (in .ignorance of A's experience) took the 
Journey to retneve a power animal for him, she found 
a !a~house and a mountain goat near it on a moun. 
tamSlde . She brought it back for him. This kind of 
synchronicity means, from a shamanic point of view, 
~hat ~h~re can be no doubt about his power animal and 
Its willIngness to be brought back to him. 

Partner A: I just whipped right through the Tun­
nel. I knew r was going a long way and I was 
going really fast. I came out at a place that was 
Ii~e a farm . It seemed very old and far away . I 
kind of stayed around the farm building for a 
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while. Everything was wooden, nothing modern . 
Then I climbed way up on this hill and saw 
this goat there, this mountain goat. Then I came 
back. 

Partner 8: I went to my cave and down through 
the hole. I was not feeling very optimistic really 
about find ing anything. Ihen aU of a sudden I 
noticed up on a ledge was this mountain goat-a 
white and really pretty goat. He was looking at 
me. Then he dashed away and up into a meadow. 
I followed him there. In this meadow was a big 
farmhouse way out in the distance . It was a reaDy 
beautiful meadow. When I got up to the farm­
house, I saw the goat again up on the mountain­
side. I saw the goat four times. The fifth time 
I saw him, he was getting ready to go down a 
hole. I wanted to follow him on down because 
he was playful, but I didn't. I got him and came 
back. 

Partner A: I hadn't told her about seeing the 
goat. Every time something like this happens my 
rational mind asks, is this really an experience 
from outside, or did our subconscious manufac­
ture it? But really, it's a pointless question. 

The Group Spirit Canoe 
The Coast Salish spirit canoe method, described ear­

lier, can be adapted to serve as a valuable group expe­
rience, with a large number of persons joining together 
to constitute the canoe to retrieve someone's power 
animal. These persons should all have successfully com­
pleted the work up to this chapter, and one of them 
should already be recognized as a shaman. If you form 
a group to make a spirit canoe, you should ideally have 
somebody as a patient who is seriously depressed, 
dis-spirited, or otherwise ill- someone who is really in 
need of power, so that you can fully utilize the group 
effort . 
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In this adaptation of the spirit canoe method, the 
shaman lies down beside the patient, as in the usuaJ 
guardian spirit recovery method. A difference from the 
prior technique you learned is that the other members 
of the group join together to fonn a canoe around 
the pair and serve as raddlers, polers, lookouts, and 
protectors in terms a the journey into the Lower­
world . 

The basic steps in this adaptation are as follows: 
1. All partiapants, except the patient, should go 

through the steps of the Starling Dance and Dancing 
Your Animal described on pages 84 86. During these 
dances, have the drummer beat in time to the sha­
man's rattle . If the participants have rattles, they can 
shake them, while dancing, in the tempos set by the 
shaman. 

2. The patient lies down on his back on a blanket 
spread on the floor of a quiet, darkened room. The 
persons acting as the shamanic crew form the outline 
of a canoe around the prone patient, with the prow 
pointing in the same direction as the patient's feet. The 
members of the crew form the sides of the canoe and 
are the paddlers . Each keeps in touch with the person 
in front and behind him with his legs so a human chain 
is fanned without a break . 

At the rear of the canoe, in the center of the stem, 
sits the drummer. Across his knees lies the drum that 
will provide the beat for the paddlers as the canoe 
journeys into the Lowerworld (see Plate 6) . 

3. When the paddlers have formed the canoe, the 
shaman leading the group extinguishes all light except 
one candle behind the drummer, and steps into the 
middle of the canoe. 

4. The shaman now does the same work as described 
in Steps 4 and 5 in Making the Journey to Recover a Puwer 
Animal (page 99) . 

5. The group accompanies the shaman in singing his 
power song. Spirit canoe work is more effective j( the 
entire group is singing the words together. 
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6. The shaman now does the same work described 
in Steps 6 through 9 in Making the Journey to Recover a 
Power Animal (pages 99-100) . 

7. Then, at the same time the drum beat begins, 
the members of the crew begin to paddle. The crew 
may choose to paddle physically to the beat of the 
drum. but need not use material poles or paddles. 
In the darkness of the room, all the participants­
the shaman, the drummer, and all the crew mem­
betS are visualizing their entrances into the Lower­
world. 

The shaman, in the center of the canoe beside the 
patient, is the only member of the. canoe. ~hose: mi~­
sian it is to search for the guardIan spmt. It lS his 
responsibility alone. The other members of the canoe 
crew are, however, engaged in seeing, and will search 
the Lowerworld to repel any perceived dangers and to 
collect infonnation to share after the journey is over. 
By having joined in the shaman-leade~s power son.g 
to call their spirits, they now have Wlth them their 
own particular guardians. With the aid of these power 
animals, they will search the Tunnel and then the 
Lowerworld . If they see any fanged reptile, any 
voracious insects, or any nonmammalian creatures 
whose teeth are showing, they are to exhort their own 
power animals to keep them away from th.e can~ . In 
doing so, they may make the sounds of their particular 
animals . 

8. The shaman now undertakes the work described 
in Steps 10 through 14 in Making the Journey to Recover a 
Power Animal (pages 101, 104). 

9. When the shaman shakes hi~ rattle sha~ly fo?r 
times to signify that he has the patient's guardian Spir­
it it is a signal to the drummer and the whole crew 
that the return journey should be undertaken immedi­
ately. They visualize the canoe sharply turning around 
and returning up through the Tunnel, as they paddle 
with maximum speed. They and the drummer stop as 
soon as the shaman ceases shaking his rattle, for this 
means that the canoe has returned. 
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10. The shaman undertakes the work described in 
Steps 15 through 16 in Making the Journey to RtcOVeT a 
PQWC' Animal (pages 104, 108). 

11. To give the patient room to dance his animal, the 
members of the canoe crew spread out into a circle and 
sit fadng inward . When the dandng is finished, the 
shaman gently assist the dancer back down to the floor 
to rest . He puts his arm around the patient to indicate 
his continued support, and describes his experience on 
the journey to the others . Then members of the canoe 
crew may, in turn, describe their own experiences dur­
ing the journey. The shaman adds comments, supple­
menting their personal experiences with his own 
knowledge . 

The shaman now takes the opportunity, insofar as 
his own knowledge permits, to suggest how the indi­
vidual experiences relate to the patient and to knowl­
edge of nonordinary reality. Before beginning this 
discussion, the shaman may ask the patient if he 
has anything he wishes to say. Not uncommonly, the 
patient volunteers that the particular animal or other 
guardian brought back by the shaman played a very 
important role in the patient's life, especially during 
childhood. 

The spirit canoe need not be only used to retrieve 
guardian spirits; it can also be used to retrieve vital 
souls (not dealt with h~re) and for journeys of ex­
ploration. Journeys of exploration do not require the 
presence of a patient in the middle of the canoe. 
Under such circumstances the drummer has a key 
position, and the role is best taken by an experienced 
shaman. The crew shares experiences after each jour­
ney to hasten the personal accumulation of shamanic 
knowledge. 

Through journeys of exploration, the shaman gains 
spirit helpers (see Chapter 7) and knowledge of how to 
treat different kinds of illness. In such sse journeys, 
he is often guided and instructed by his guardian spirit 
who takes him to the places of particular kinds of 
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spirits. In the following excerpt from an account 
by a Tavgi Sarneyed shaman of Siberia of his first 
journey to the Lowerworld. a guardian spirit takes 
him to a locality where he can learn how to treat 
mental illness: 

• 

We saw nine tents before us .... Then it seemed 
to me we were in the street . We entered the first 
tent where we found seven naked men and women 
who were singing all the time while tearing their 
bodies with their teeth . I became very frightened . 

"Now I shaU explain this to yOll, myself, because 
you will not guess it anyway," said my campan· 
ion [guardian spirit1: "Originally. seven earths were 
created and it is through the spirits of these seven 
earths that (men) lose their minds. Some just start 
singing, others losing their minds, go away and 
die; others again become shamans. Our earth has 
seven promontories with a madman living on each 
of them. When you become a shaman, you will 
find them yourself." 

"Where can 1 find them-you have led me to 
the wrong place" - I thought. 

" If 1 do not lead you to see (the spirits), how 
could you make magic for the insane? ... You 
must be shown all the ways of diseases. "20 

I 

I 
I 

CHAPTER SIX 

Power Practice 

Shamans differ as to whether it is advisable for one to 
tell people about the identity of his animal guardian . 
Among the Jfvaro its nature is a most secret matter To 
disclose the animal's identity while one still has it, they 
feel , may cal;'se the ~ardian to leave the person. Among 
North Amencan Plams tribes, however, it is not uncom­
mon to hear individuals speaking publicly about their 
guardian spirits. So I leave the matter to you. For 
mysel!, per~aps bec~use of my Jfvaro training, I lean to 
not dlscussmg the Identity of power animals. In my 
workshops, however, where persons are working 
~ogether I!" a serious context to help one another, sha r­
~ng suc.h mformati~n confidentially for the purpose of 
Iffiprovmg shamamc knowledge and power does not 
no~mall>: ~m to I~ad to guardian spirit loss. The 
Sahsh Sinkaletk Indians of Washington Sta te report­
edly hold a similar view} 
U~ your ~uardian animal power in daily life by 

keepmg conSCIously aware of how you feel. When you 

• 
121 



122 THE WAY OF THE SHAMAN 

feel power-full, ~hen that ~s the time to ovefC(;,me some 
major obstacle In your hIe or to meet an unporta,;,t 
challenge. When you feel dis-spirited, try to aVOid 
crises and do not attempt to help anyone else sha­
manically. 

Consulting a Power Animal 
Before proceeding to more advanced work, you should 

make a number of journeys down into ,the ~un,;,el to 
see your guardian animal and to co~s,:,l~ It , :rhl,~ ~md of 
consu ltation is commonly called dlvmatlon In the 
anthropological literature . A c?mmo!", reason t~ consu lt 
one's power animal is to obtain adVice regardmg some 
personal problem, Anothe~ reason is to c?nsult with 
the power animal concerning the nonordmary cause 
and treatment of a patient's iIIness.2 To consult, simply 
follow the usual steps you have learned to underta~e 
the journey by yourself. As you become adept at thiS, 
you may not need any drumming to assist you into the 
SSe. At fi rst, however, continue to have a partn,er act 
as a drummer-assistant or use a cassette recordmg of 
shamanic drumming (see Appendix A): . 

Even though the guardian s power IS with you, !he 
guardian moves around at will, constantly entenng 
and leaving your body. As the J fvaro and other peoples 
know, the power can even, remain ,,:,ith you roughl~ 
two weeks without the guardian returnmg to your body. 
You may not have to journey far be!o~e you see your 
animal since, more often than not, It IS usually cI.ose 
by . Often one's power animal is in the Tunnel or Just 
outside its opening at the other end. ~he~ y~u see 
your gua rdian, silently greet it, and keepmg It Visually 
before you, pose your question. Most common~y, t~e 
power animal will provide its answer by ,movl.ng ItS 
body before you in an unusual way. ~ther times It may 
lead you on a journey through ~rltons of !he ~wer­
world, the experiences of the Journey ~mg m the 
nahlre of an answer to your question . Whichever way 
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the guardian anima1 chooses to reply to you, you should 
try to remember every detail clearly, and then return 
back up the Tunnel to ordinary consciousness. 

The first few times you engage in this work, it is best 
to keep your question simple, so that it can be answered 
in a "yes" or "no" manner. This makes it easier to 
understand the answer, as when the power animal 
moves in reply before you. When you become more 
experienced in understanding its " language," the ques­
tions can be more complicated. To assist yourself in 
remembering the details of the information you obtain, 
I suggest keeping a journal or dictating into a cassette 
recorder afterwards. This is a good habit with regard to 
your shamanic work in general. 

Do not wait until you have a problem, however, 
to visit with your power animal through the journey 
method . It is beneficial simply to see it without posting 
questions. Positive synchronicities in one's life often 
occur after such visits, Frequently there are solutions to 
problems that the person has had on his mind . 

Journey Foreseeing 
The shamanic journey can also be undertaken, at 

someone's request, as a kind of preview of what will 
happen to that person on a planned journey in ordi­
nary reality. This European visitor to the Yurak Samoyed 
of Siberia reported: 

When I was leaving for my summer journey to 
Tazorskaya Bay I asked a sorcerer (shaman) in 
Obdorsk what luck I would have on the journey. 
He beat his drum and set out, so to speak, for 
that place, traveling on the clouds. When he came 
to the Pur River he got a head-ache, and I, too, 
would fall ill there. His boat tipped over in an 
eddy at the mouth of the Pur River. The same 
would happen to me, Finally, farther up the Tax 
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River he came to the lIumkympoi-spirit who 
"gave light." Thus the journey would end happily 
for me and I would return safcly.4 

Unfortunately, the writer did not ind icate to ~h~t 
degree the shaman's predictions were accura~e. Thls IS 

the kind of information that even sympathetic anthro­
pologists tend to omit from their ,ethnographic accounts. 
An exception is Kensinger, a hlghl>: regarded ~nthro­
pologist who lived with the Cas~mahua In~ans of 
Peru for years. The Cashinahua , like the Combo and 
the Jivaro, frequently take shamanic jOll,rneys with, the 
assistance of the ayahuaSCil brew. Kensmger provides 
this unusual personai ,testi'!lo!,iai to t~e accuracy of the 
information they obtamed In Journeymg: 

Several informants who have never been to or 
seen pictures of Pucallpa, the large town. on the 
UcayaJi River terminus of the Centra.1 HIghway, 
have described their visits under the mfluence of 
ayahuasca to the town with sufficient detail for 
me to be able to recognize specific shops and 
sights. On t~e day foll?wing one ayahuasc~ party, 
six of the mne men mformed me of seemg the 
death of my dwi, "my moth«:r's father." Th.is 
occurred two days before I was mformed by radIO 
of his death. s 

Keeping Power 
When a power animal is restored to a person, he 

usually feers bette r imme~iate!y, an? then gradually 
experiences a power flowmg mto hiS body over the 
next few days. If this is your good fortune, do n?t 
allow yourself to become complacent. You should begm 
a weekly routine to retain the po,:,,~r by keeping your 
power animal content, for the Sptnt has entered your 
body not only to help you, but also to .help itse.lf. ~ou 
gain its power; it gains the joy of agatn expenenang 
life in a material form. Therefore each week you should 
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devote a few minutes to dancing your animal. with the 
aid of rattles, as you learned ea rlier. Persons who main· 
tain the weekly dancing encourage their guardian spir· 
its to stay with them. If this practice is not maintained, 
then they may not keep t~e power fo~ l?ng. T~ose ~ho 
maintain the weekly routi ne of exerClsmg their ammal 
report they tend to retain a sense of optimism and 
power. They commonly say that ~hey ~re able to de:-,i 
positively with the problems of dally eXistence, to be ill 
infrequently, and to fee l physically and mentally health­
ier. 

Even if you dance and exercise your power animal. 
you may expect it gradually to grow restless ~nd to 
start traveling long distances when you are sl~pmg,. to 
wander through the night. The power remains with 
you even though the guardian is temporarily away. As 
the Salish Sinkaietk say, " Power is with a person all 
the time, but the spirit can go far away.,,6 If you start 
waking up in the middle of the night depre,sse<! and 
dis-spirited , however, it indicates your guardIan IS not 
just wandering, but has left you. 

A restless power animal develops an increaSingly 
weaker and infrequent connection with you. Perhaps 
you have read that in many primitive cultures people 
believe that one can become seriously ill or even d ie 
from being suddenly shocked or frightened . From a 
shamanic view, this can happen especially when your 
animal guardian has a tenuous connection with you , A 
restless guardian spirit ca n be jolted out of you, never 
to return. 

Since one's guardian spirit, o r even one's so,ul, can 
be off wandering while one is asleep, great care IS often 
taken in primitive cultures to awaken persons gently . 
Thus, among such widely separated shamanic cultures 
as the Murngin of Australia and the Warao of South 
America, it is commonly considered dangerous to be 
wakened suddenly,7 The Murngin apparently view this 
as a danger in the daytime as well as night: " During 
the hot afternoon the men frequently sleep in the shade, 
and if it becomes necessary to waken one of them, this 



, 

126 Tl-IE WAY OF THE SHAMAN 

is never done hurriedly but with great gentleness and 
care ... .',8 In Jlvaro houses, people are awakened as 
gently as possible, often by someone playing soft, 
beautiful flute music. Needless to say. the use of an 
alarm dock is not shamanically healthy . In fact, some· 
times it is customary not to wake sleeping shamans 
at all . 

The shamanic treatment of shock or fright involves 
the journey to restore power. For example, if a person 
was in an automobile accident that was traumatic, a 
shaman would treat thai person regardless of whether 
the victim was physically injured. Such work, of course, 
supplements rather than replaces orthodox medical 
treatment . The specific treatment, if the victim is not in 
a coma, is to recover or obtain his guardian spirit to 
re-energize him. If the victim is comatose, the treat­
ment first involves the recovery of his vital spirit or 
soul (an advanced technique not dealt with here), so 
that he will not die. The old phrase in English, "to be 
frightened to death, " possibly is a survival of the ear­
lier European shamanic knowledge of such matters. 

When one loses a guardian spirit, this does not mean 
that its power is also sent away immediately. As the 
Jfvaro say, " Its power is like perfume," and lingers, 
slowly dissipating over a period of several weeks. Early 
during this time one should seek assistance from a 
partner to restore another power animal. If this is done 
right away, the replacement animal may "lock in" the 
lingering power of the previous one. Thus a person 
using this technique can gradually, over the years, 
acquire some of the protective power of a number of 
guardian spirits. However, the accumulated power will 
remain " locked in" only as long as a person has at least 
one power animal in his possession. 

Big Dreams 
Dreams, from a shamanic point of view, are of two 

types: ordinary dreams; and nonordinary, or "big" 

I 
I 
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d.reams. Shamans are normally only concerned with 
~Ig dr~ams. A big dream is one that is repeated several 
times I~ the same basic way on different nights, or it is 
a one-hme dream that is so vivid that it is like being 
awake, an unus~ally powerful dream. Big dreams are 
usually c0!1'muOlcatlo~s from your guardian spirit, your 
power ~OImal. Sometimes the guardian itself appears 
In the big dream, sometimes not. 

Big dreams are .to be taken a~ literal messages, not to 
be analy~ed for hidden symbolism. For example, if you 
have a big dream that you are injured in an automobile 
ac~i~ent, that is a warning for you from the guardian 
Splnt that such an accident will occur. You may not be 
able to rrevent it, but you can enact it symbolically by 
yoursel or with a friend in a ve ry minor way and may 
thereby prevent its serious occurrence. In other words, 
the dream is not symbolic, but your enactment of it is. 
You can easily do this in your home, particularly if you 
have a shaman partner to help you enact it so that no 
one gets hurt. Just re~reate th~ dream in a simple, 
harmless way, and get It over WIIJ:t . This is a technique 
once known to some tribes in northeastern and west­
ern North America .'} 

While on the subject of automobile accidents here is 
a report I received from a person shortly after ~he had 
learned about "big dreams" as a participant in one of 
my workshops: 

Not long after having attended the workshop, I 
~ad an extremely strong dream one night depict­
~~ a car a~dent with me in the car. Upon exam­
mmg the picture and all my emotions within that 
dream, I saw I was not badly hurt- mostly shaken 
by the experience. One vivid feature of the dream 
accident was that I hit metal twice. 

1 was aware at that time-that I was to enact 
th~ dream to preve~t the reality of the cra sh on 
thiS plane of . consciousness. However, being a 
tester, I consciously chose to do no further activ­
ity related to the dream. 
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About a month later, as I was driving in the car 
along with my son-~ing aware of h?w v~ry 
warm, loving, and posItive we were feehng with 
each other, a car materialized in front of us an 
instant before the accident. While waiting for the 
car to stop its lSO-degree spin, I was aware of 
being pinned against my son within the car by the 
momentum of the spin, and being outside and 
slightly over the car watc~ing the en~ire "~ream" 
taking place-again. Dunng the entire episode I 
was aware of a feeling of deep peace and the 
awareness that my guardian spirit was right there 
with me and shielding me from "danger." 

When the car came to a slamming stop [ was 
able to direct the necessary operations with a totally 
cool head--<hecking for in/'uries to myself and my 
son-being sure the ambu ance had been called­
reassuring the startled onlookers that all was okay­
asking one reliable man to check my so~ who 
seemed to be in a mild state of shock. All thIS was 
done while I was also checking my own heart 
beat- shock condition-and positioning my gashed 
knee over the back of the seat untie I could be 
removed from the car and have it attended to at 
the hospital. 

There was only one aspect of the dream acd~ 
dent that was different from the physical accident: 
I was on a different street. Also, my dream had 
shown no other person other than myself. 

At first I thought the woman in the other car 
had hit our car. Upon further investigation I dis~ 
covered my car had smacked into hers when she 
drove in front of us . My spinning was also halted 
by bumping into the back of her car. All things 
being literal, I did smash into metal and com­
pleted the accident by hitting metal again . 

Although three human beings were "invol.ved" 
in the accident, I was the only one to receIve a 
physical injury-that being the deep gash in my 
knee. 
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An interesting awareness has come from this 
accident: I was not seriously hurt and I have only 
a scar to remind me to enact out anr further 
dreams of a serious nature immediately. There is 
one further aspect of this entire thing which " fits ." 
When you earlier recovered my guardian spirit, it 
had something about it denoting material wealth . 
The scar on my knee although not at all painful 
to me--has been considered. by the insurance pe0-
ple to be "bad" enough to award me a very siz­
able amount of money ... enough that I now feel 
"wealthy. " 

You may get a big dream that is good; not at all 
ominous. This can be taken as a communication from 
your guardian that it wants to experience the pleasant 
occurrence in the dream by your actually doing it phys­
ically. As with a "bad" big dream, it should be enacted 
as soon ;;IS possible. Of course, in the case of a "good" 
big dream, you do not have to restrict yourself to only 
a symbolic enactment. 

Guardian spirits are only good; but if your power 
animal's messages are ignored, or if it is not exercised 
through dancing, it may become discomforted, discour­
aged, and want to leave your body. Its discomfort may 
unintentionally flow into your own consciousness, caus­
ing tension and anxiety. If you do nothing to remedy 
the situation, it will shortly leave you, and you will 
again be dis-spirited. 

Restoring Power at a Distance 
The J ivaro are of the opinion that a person POSseS5-

ing a guardian spirit is virtually. immune to death, 
except for that resulting from epidemic disease. Nor 
can he or she become seriously injured or seriously ill, 
except, again, in the case of epidemics. It is not clear 
how many primitive peoples hold a similar view, but 
the Jivaro assumption about this capability of the guard-
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ian spirit cannot be proven or disproven by any . sta~· 
dards of ordinary reality . From the Jivaro vlewpomt. If 
a person dies, it is evidence that ~e had alr~ady lost the 
guardian. Since in ordinary reality, there IS no way to 
interview dead people to ask them if indeed they had 
lost their guardian spirits before death, one ~n argue 
against the Jivaro view only as a matter of beh~f. . 

Because of the protective p?wer o~ t~e guardian Splt­
it, a person will not be senously mJuT~ or be<:ome 
seriously ill unless he has already lost It. Na.turally. 
then, the urgent healing work of the ~haman In s~ch 
cases is to restore one of the person 5 lost guardla.n 
spirits as soon as possible. Sin~e ours is not a shamamc 
society. it is usually not posslbl~ t? do the necessary 
work in the same room as a hospltahzed person. Excep· 
tions are sometimes tolerated in this country if both the 
shaman and the patient are American Indians. In ~act , 
in some hospitals, such as on ~he ~avah? reservabon, 
visits by native healers are bemg mcreaslngly encour· 
aged as the Western medical staff becomes more awar.e 
of the benefits produced . For non.ln~ians, however, It 
may be a long time ~fore ~haman~c supplement~ry 
treatment is accepted In hosplta~ settings .. Meanwhile, 
however, you can use the followmg long...<fls tance tech-
nique to restore guardian po~er.. . . 

Suppose a friend or relative IS In .a hospital ~m 
many miles away, and you would hke to h.e~p him 
shamanically. If the person .is in s.e~ous cond~hon, he 
probably has lost his guardian Splnt. In a qUiet, dark 
room, close your eyes, sing your power so~g to your­
self silently or aloud, and use your rattle, If you have 
it. Mentally call upon your power animal to wake up, 
to get active, to help you. 

In the darkness, face the direction of the town .or 
place where the person is located, .cov~r your.eye.s with 
your hands, and visualize the pallent In det.all lymg on 
his bed. Working at a distance, for he~lmg or any 
purv.ose, requires considerable concentratio.n and c~a~­
ity of "seeing," as reported for the Austrahan abonS'· 
nes. IO Once you have visualized the person, then go off 
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on the journey to the Lowerworld to recover a power 
animal for that person. When you recover his power 
animal, send it, mentally and emotionally, to the patient 
as visualized in the hospital room. 

Now, still with your eyes closed, call upon your power 
animal. When you feel its force strongly around you, 
send some of its power into the patient's guardian to 
activate it into dancing. Keep this up until you clearly 
see the patient's power animal get up and start jump­
ing, dancing, or running, around and over the visual­
ized prone patient. It can be done at any distance. Of 
course, this sounds crazy in OSC terms, and certainly 
does not fit any model of psychological suggestion. But 
the positive synchronicities of recovery associated with 
this method are indeed remarkable. After the patient 
recovers, ask him if he had dreams or visions of any 
particular animal. You may be surprised, as I often 
have been, by what he tells you he independently 
experienced. 

Be careful, when you selld power from your lKJweT animal 
to help onother perSOIl, to selld tile power ollly to his animal. 
Do not send it directly to the person himself, because 
this might cause damage . Let the power safely filter 
through his own guardian, which is the on:! power 
animal that can be of direct help. Also, avoi sellding 
your own energy to help anotlter perSOIl. You will exhaust 
yourself and, importantly for the person you wish to 
help, you will find it hard to continue working. Instead , 
draw always on your guardian's power. If you do this, 
you will fmish a healing session more energetic than 
ever, not tired . 

As long as the patient remains in critical condition, 
repeat the proress of visualizing his power animal over 
his prone body every few hours. If you see the animal 
is just lying there, not alert, not doing anything, then it 
is a dangerous situation for the patient. You must 
reenergize it with your own guardian power, as you did 
before, until it is again running, jumping, or dancing 
over and around the patient. Not uncommonly, one 
has to do this every few hours for several days, until 
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the patient is definitely out of danger. Even then, it is 
desirable to keep up the work once a day. Later, if you 
think the person would be sympathetic to shamanic 
work, visit him, e](plain what you have been doing, 
and suggest that he himself visualize the animal and 
mentally "dance" it in his room, while lying in his bed. 
I have been continually surprised to discover how many 
Westerners who are ill or injured immediately accept 
the possibility of their power animal and happily enter 
into contact with it . 

The Bone Game 
Power practice includes various contests and games, 

some more difficult and advanced than others . For 
persons still new to shamanism, but by no means lim­
Ited to them, a particularly good one is that known by 
western North American Indians by such names as the 
bone game, the stick game, or the hand game. It may 
be played by only two individuals, but more commonly 
there are two opposing teams of at least a half a dozen 
members each. In the game, the teams take turns 
attempting to see the location of a marked bone or 
bones being hidden by the opposing team. A person 
deSignated as the team's "see er" or " pointer" tries to 
locate the marked bone(s) within the hands of the 
opposing team, while the opposing team tries to pre­
vent the pointer from seeing the bones they have hidden. 

Shamanic power and seeing are seriously utilized in 
the bone game. For example, in the Coast Salish area of 
western Washington State, where the game is still 
extremely popular, shamans (locally called " Indian doc­
tors" in English) are recognized as the best see-ers. 
Because of the doctors' power, it is considered pre­
sumptuous for others to play against them. As one 
Salish said: 

They have a powerful mind, it's no use playing 
when them Indian Doctors are there ... they just 

• 

POWER PRAcnCE 133 

look at you and read what side you got it on right 
now and that's it ... that's not just guessing, 
this is knowing, you see, you can' t fool them. II 

Among the Paviotso or Northern Paiute of Nevada, a 
man might even seek a vision in a cave at night to 
obtain power in seeing in the game. According to a 
Paviotso, if the vision comes, thereafter, it is said , "he 
can see through anything.,,12 

Before beginning the game, it is important to have a 
significant wager agreed upon between the two teams 
so that the participants will be very serious in using 
their powers to see or prevent seeing. In the old days, 
among the western North American Indian peoples, 
bands or villages playing against one another commonly 
wagered very heavily. For example, a group might bet 
its ~nti~e. winler f~ supply a~ Ihe slake. Other groups 
or individuals might bet thelT horses or even their 
wives. 

In games in my workshops, the wagers are much 
less extreme. The opposing teams very frequently agree 
to the following types of stakes: for example, members 
of the team that loses will give a half-hour massage to 
the members of the winning team, or the losing team 
may prepare a feast for the winning team. There are 
many possibilities, and one is continually impressed by 
the innovations that are introduced by participants . 

To arrange the wager, someone acts as a master of 
ceremonies to coordinate the betting. His first act is to 
divide the group in half. If people are sitting in a circle, 
this can be simply done by assigning the people on the 
left half of the circle to one team, and the people on the 
right to the other. Each team ideally should have an 
equal number of participants. 

The master of ceremonies then advises each group to 
withdraw out of earshot of the other team, so that their 
~iscussions cannot be overheard. In their isolated posi­
hans, each group discusses what wager it is prepared 
to lose and what wager it might accept if it wins . The 
wagers need not be the same. The master of ceremo-
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nies shuttles between the two groups, transmitting their 
offers and counter-offers. He also has the duty of c1ari~ 
lying the rules of the game and arbitrating in case of 
misunderstandings between the teams. 

The process of negotiation can be extremely lengthy, 
but also a great deal of fun . The protracted period of 
negotiation heightens the sense of expectation prepara­
tory to the bone contest and is a valuable feature of the 
exercise. When , through the master of ceremonies, the 
two learns agree on the wagers, each can begin to 
prepare for the competitio n . 

All team members are forbidden to talk once the 
actual confrontation is made, in two opposing lines, to 
begin the game. Therefore it is important that the teams 
discuss and work out their tactics and strategy before· 
hand. In other words, after agreeing on the wagers, 
each of the teams spends some lime working out their 
plans. Among the things that they do is to select their 
first pointer or see-er, and poSSibly also back-up point­
ers in case the first one is not successful. Picking a 
pointer and back-up pointers who are probably good at 
seeing is an important part of the deliberations. 

Secondly, a first hider and back-up hide rs have to be 
selected. A team may prefer to wait until the game really 
gets going before selecting back-up pointers and hid­
ers, since it may be only then that people sense their 
abilities to see and hide. Since talking is not allowed by 
members of either team after the actual game be~ins, 
nonverbal communication will have to be used to indi­
cate whether someone is volunteering to be a new 
see·er or hider. 

The master of ceremonies should explain to the teams 
that the best see-ers often work with their eyes closed, 
for they are working shamanically. Some see ers are 
even best when they turn their backs to the opposing 
team and work that way. Other see-ers indeed work 
with their eyes open . They learn through experience 
what is best for them individually . 

The teams must also decide on how they will help in 
the seeing process. They may, for example, decide to 

I 
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touch all their bodies together as a group leading to the 
see-er, to try to create a "cone" of power. The team 
membt:rs are also instructed to try to disrupt the con­
centra lion of the see-er when their own side is hiding 
the bones. They can scream, shout, dance make the 
n,?ises of their p~wer animals, and whatev~r else they 
Wish to do to disconcert the pointer on the opposing 
team. 

Prior to beginning the game, the teams may decide 
to sing .power so~~s to help themselves develop their 
awake~lIng ,!f Spirits, but after the game begins, no 
songs Involvmg words are allowed . This does not, how­
ever, prohibit using songs with no human words. In 
fact, part of the practice of the bone game is to use 
your animal aspect consciously. 
~hen both teams are ready to play, they line up 

faCing each other, about four feet apart. If outdoors, 
the master of ceremonies draws a line in the dirt between 
them. If indoors, the line can be a cord or a row of 
candles (see Plate 12). It is against the rules for any part 
of a team member's body, including his hands, to cross 
over the center line. If such an infraction occurs, the 
master of ceremonies, acting as referee, then awards a 
counter to the opposing team. 

Counters may be (indoors) turkey feathers laid on 
the floor, or (ou tdoors) sticks stuck into the ground. 
Such sticks, usually painted with the particular colors 
of a team, are eight to ten inches in length, pointed at 
one end, and about the thickness of pencils. About 
t~ree or four counters on each side are usually suffi­
oent for a short game. Each team lays out its cou nters 
on its own side of the line. 

The objective of the game is to win all the counters. 
A team has to win not only the o the r team's coun ters 
but also its own cou nters, a concept somewhat differ­
ent from European games. In other words, if each team 
puts out, let us say, three counters, then each team has 
to win first the other tea m's three counters and then its 
?wn three counters in order to win the game. It is 
Important for the referee to take the responsibility for 
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keeping track of these counters and for lifting them 
over the line between the two teams. 

In this relatively simple adaptation of the hand game, 
only two bones are used . The two bones or sticks are 
slightly shorter than the breadth of a person's palm, 
and frequently are chicken wing bones, or dowels half 
an inch in diameter. These bones or sticks should be as 
similar to each other as possible except for one feature: 
around the center ,of one is wrappe,d a ~inding of black 
string. The wrappmg serves to dlstmgUlsh between the 
two bones or sticks of the pair. 

The business of hiding is done as follows: the hider 
turns his back to the opposing team and shuffles 
the two bones between his hands so as to prevent the 
opposing team from knowing which hand contains 
the bone wrapped with stringi or the hider may shift the 
bones back and forth between his hands under a blan­
ket or other cloth on his lap while fadng the opposing 

Plate 12. The Bone Game. Drawn by Barbara Olsen. 
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team; or the hider may toss the bones back and forth 
between his hands behind his back as he faces the 
opposing team. 

Finally the hider Simply sticks his two fists, each one 
containing a bone, straight out from his body toward 
the opposing team. This signifies that the hider and his 
team are ready to have the other team attempt to guess 
the location of the bone with the string around it. From 
this point on, no movement of the bones is allowed, in 
this adaptation of the game. 

When the hider has stretched out his fists, then his 
team begins to engage in all sorts of disruptive shouts 
and activity, and the master of ceremonies should simul­
taneously beat a drum in a steady tempo. When he 
begins to drum it is the Signal that pointing is starting. 
When he stops drumming, it is the signal that the 
pointer has indicated which hand contains the marked 
bone. 

The team with the see-er remains quiet, concentrat­
ing upon providing a shield of tranquility around the 
see-er as well as power to help him point correctly. 
When the see-er points towards one of the hider'.s 
hands, the master of ceremonies has the hider open 
that hand . If, on the first attempt, the see-er correctly 
points to the hand concealing the marked bone, then 
the pointer's team wins one of the opposite team's 
counters. It is placed on the winners' side of the line . If 
the see-er is unsuccessful , then his team loses its tum 
but does not give up a counter to the opposing team. 
In other words, counters can only change sides by 
successful pointing, not by unsuccessfu l pointing. As 
long as a team is successful it continues having turns, 
without"interruption. The team that wins all the count­
ers wins whatever wager was staked by the opposing 
team and agreed upon previously. 

There exist many regional and tribal variations amana 
western North American Indians in playing the game. 
The foregoing was a simplified composite adaptation 
for beginners. If you wish to advance to a more elabo-
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rate bone game, employing four bones, see Appendix 
B for the version played by the Flathead Indians of 
Montana . 

Power Objects and the Quartz Crystal 
As you walk in the woods or in other wild places, 

keep on the lookout for objects to include in a medicine 
bundle. Objects that attract you for no clear conscious 
reason may, from a shamanic point of view, be power 
objects whose spiritual aspect can be revealed to 
you in the Lowerworld through the journey. You 
may in fact have been collecting power objects for 
many years without knowing it. What about that 
rabbit's foot of your childhood? And the unusual 
pebble you found on the seacoast, the feather you 
picked up in a mountain meadow? These are all pos~ 
sible power objects, objects with power-full associa­
tions and memories. 

A shaman may group such objects together in a 
power or " medicine" b~ndle. He especially include.s 
objects encountered durmg powerful personal expen­
ences connected with shamanic work. If you have 
a visionary experience or sense power at a particular 
location, look about you and see if something distinc­
tive is lying there for you to put into your bundle. 

Many shamans keep their power objects, their "med­
icine," in a wild animal skin. Some keep them in a 
cloth bag, a leather pouch, or even an old cardboard 
box. A medicine bundle is something that a shaman 
normally keeps wrapped up, unwrapping or unrolling 
it publicly only on ritual occasions. The objects inside 
the highly personal and, as with other matters of power, 
it is not good to show them off or talk too much about 
them; this verges on boasting, and may result i_n power 
loss. When the shaman unwraps his medicine bundle 
and handles the power objects, they are mnemonic­
they rekindle in his memory the shamanic experiences 
to which they are related . 
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Almost any small object can be included in the medi­
cine bundle. Like other things in shamanism, those 
decisions are your own. Only you know what is signif­
icant for you in terms of your own personal power 
experiences. Open the bundle and privately review the 
memories of its contents regularly, especially when 
about to do shamanic work. If any particular object no 
longer evokes a power-full memory and emotion for 
you, return it to a place of dignity in Nature. It is no 
longer needed. 

While there is potentially an almost infinite variety of 
power objects, there is one kind in particular that is 
regularly found in the keeping of shamans. This is 
the quartz crystal. In North and South America, 
Australia, southeast Asia, and elsewhere, shamans 
ascribe a singular importance to these pointed, six­
sided stones that are usually transparent to milky-white. 
(They can be seen in the Tunnel wall in Plate 8). 
Shamans use a wide variety of sizes, ranging from 
the length of a little-finger joint to rarer ones a foot 
or more in length. 

The quartz crystal is considered the strongest power 
object of all among such widely separated peoples as the 
Jfvaro in South America and the tribes of Australia. 14 

Peoples as distant from one another as the aborigines 
of eastern Australia and the Yuman-speakers of south­
ern California and adjacent Baja California consider the 
quartz crystal "living, /I or a "live rock." 15 The wide­
spread employment of quartz crystals in shamanism 
spans thousands of years. In California, for example, 
quartz crystals have been found in archaeological sites 
and prehistoric burials dating as far back as 8,000 
years. 16 

The quartz crystal is, like other power objects, viewed 
as a spirit helper, whether in Australia or in the Upper 
Amazon.17 Jivaro shamans recognize that the quartz 
crystal is in a class of its own among spirit helpers, not 
only because of its power but also because it always 
appears the same to the shaman whether he is in the 
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sse or the OSe. In other words, its material and spiri­
tual natures are the same. The western Yuman sha­
mans enter into a special partnership with their quartz 
crystals and must ",feed" ~he~;. this is rem~niscent of 
Jfvaro shamans feedmg their Splnt helpers with tobacco 
water in order to keep them. I ". .. . " 

Quartz crystals are in a sense sohdlfled light 
involved with "enlightenment" and seeing. For exam­
ple, a phenomenon not unlike the "third eye" concept 
occurred among the Australian ,~ira~ie:1' Sha~ans In 
training had a piece of quartz sung IOta their f~)re­
heads so that they would "be able to see right mto 
things.,,19 Also in Australia, quartz crystals were often 
pressed or scratched in~o the sk!n of such trainees, or 
rubbed over their i:x)(iles, to gtve them power, and 
among the Wiradieri "liquified q.uar~z". was poured 
over their bodies.2 Among the WlradJe~, quartz '!Ys­
tals were put into water for shaman trainees to dnnk, 
so that they "could see ghosts. ,,21 In South America, 
the pebbles within a Warao ~ha~an:s rattle ~re 'huartz 
crystals, spirit helpers that assist him In extracting arm­
ful instrusions from patients. 22 At death the ~a~ao 
shaman's soul merges with the 9uartz crystals .lnsld~ 
his rattle and ascends to the sky In the form of light. 
The association of quartz crystals with the sky and 
celestial phenomena is. a significant one, c(:mnecte~ not 
only with light but With the sun. A MeXIcan HU1c~ol 
shaman's soul may return to earth from' its celestial 

,. d be > > abode in the form of a quartz crystal, an a gmmng 
Huichol shaman may take a journey to the sky to 
retrieve such a crystal from behind the su~. 25 . 

In native Australia, the quartz crystal IS assOClated 
likewise with the sky and may be found by a shaman 
at the foot of the raInbow where it ends in a body of 
water. 26 The Australian Kabi or Wakka shaman "~ith 
many crystals in his body" could journey down mto 
the deepest water holes, where the rainbow spirit lived, 
and receive more quartz crystals. Such a shaman ~ould 
arise "full of life, and be a medicine-man of the highest 
degree.,,27 " 
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One might assume that the quartz crystal is consid­
ered powerful simply because it is a transparent rock, 
but so is mica, and the latter is rarely, if ever, referred 
to in the shamanic literature. This suggests that some­
thing more than transparency is involved. It might be 
the fact that quartz crystals sometimes can refract light 
to show rainbow-like colors. But is that sufficient expla­
nation for its unique importance as an object involved 
in the shamanic manipulation of power? The answer 
may lie in a most curious coincidence. In modem phys­
ics the quartz crystal is also involved in the manipula­
tion of power. Its remarkable electronic properties early 
made it a basic component in radio transmitters and 
receivers (remember the crystal set?). Thin wafers sliced 
from quartz crystals later became basic components for 
modem electronic hardware such as computers and 
timepieces. While this all may be coincidental, it is one 
of the many synchronicities that make the accumulated 
knowledge of shamanism exciting and often even 
awesome. 

Shamans have long used their quartz crystals for 
seeing and divination. Not surprisingly, bone Jame 
players sometimes carry a quartz crystal for luck. The 
crystal ball with which people in our culture are famil­
iar, at least by name, is simply a polished descendant 
of the old shamanic crystal. Among the Yualai (Euahlayi) 
of Australia, the best shamans practiced crystal-gazing 
to "see visions of the past, of what is hap~ing in the 
present at a distance, and of the future.,,29 Both the 
Yualai and the distant Tsimshian of the Northwest 
Coast of North America sent the quartz crystal or its 
spirit to fetch the image of a particular person. This 
technique was even used among the Tsimshian to effect 
long-distance healing. The shaman sent out the crystal 
at night to bring back the image of the sick person. 
When the image arrived, the shaman danced around 
the crystal, shaking his rattle (presumably entering the 
55C), and then ordered the crystal, as his spirit helper, 
to extract a harmful power intrusion from the image. 
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The distant person, whose image it was, was thereby 
healed,JO 

The shaman normally carries his quartz crystals con­
cealed from other persons and from the rays of the 
sun. The J [varo shaman keeps them in his monkey-skin 
shoulder bag, along with other power objects, green 
tobacco leaves, and a small gourd cup for steeping the 
leaves in cold water. The Australian aborigine shaman 
similarly keeps his quartz crystals in his bag, along 
with other power objects.31 He may also keep them in 
his stomach, the way a Jfvaro shaman often keeps 
spirit heipers.32 The Tsimshian shaman may carry a 
quartz crystal in a pouch hanging from his neck.33 The 
present-day Paipai (western Yuman) shaman may keep 
his quartz crystal in a small deer-skin pouch or in a 
trouser pocket. He depends on it for advice to such a 
degree that, in his case, it may function more like a 
guardian spirit than simply a spirit helper. A Paipai 
shaman stated: 

When you carry that in your pocket, in your 
dreams it tells you everything, that wij'pay [quartz 
crystal] . It tells you what you are going to do, 
what you ask it. And it gives you everything. You 
need to carry it in your pocket. Yes, if ~u want 
to be a Ishaman] then you must do this. 

Among the western Yuman-speakers of southern Cal­
ifornia and adjacent Mexican Baja California, special­
ized techniques are used to locate and extract quartz 
crystals from their matrices in the landscape.35 Castaneda 
similarly refers to special techniques for this purpose in 
Mexico.36 

When you start your own medicine bundle, it is 
desirable to acquire at least one quartz crystal to put 
into it. Such crystals are the center of power in many 
shaman's medicine bundles or kits. Their power dif­
fuses through the bundle and helps to energize and 
maintain the living aspect of the power objects. 
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The easiest way to begin is to visit mineral supply 
stores until you find a small quartz crystal that particu­
larly attracts you . Do not immediately put the crystal 

I yo~ choo~ into your bundle or with your other power 
objects . First you must cleanse it, since its history is 
unknown to you . Cleanse the crystal by washing it in 
the water of a natural spring or the ocean. Then keer it 
separate from your medicine bundle until the arriva of 
a winter or summer sol~tice . Take it to an isolated high 
place, such as a mountam top. There split a stick at one 
end, push the unsplit end into the ground, and flace 

I the quartz crystal, point upward, in the cleft 0 the 
stick. Leavt; it t~e.re eight days in the sun to " re-charge" 
before puttmg It In the mechcine bundle. 

Periodically between solstices, you should remove 
the crystal from the bundle and "wake up" its power. 
This is done by hilling its non pointed end lightly on a 
rock protruding from a spring or an ocean. 

Some central Califorma Indian shamans possessed 
very large "parent" quartz crystals that were consid­
ere~ especially powerful. Among the Coast Miwok of 
California, as I had occasion to observe many years i a~o: a parent crystal was "waked up" in a manner 
Similar to what I have described, but by striking it as 
hard as possible on a specific rock a few feet offshore in 

! the Pacific Ocean. 37 In the case of such a large quartz 
crystal. the forceful striking was a dangerous procedure; 

I according to the lore of the tribe the world would end 
if t~e crystal shattered. This may seem a very farfetched 
behef to Westerners, but "ending the world" (this is 
not the same as Castaneda's "stopping the world"38) 
may have been a very accurate description of what 

! would have happened on an individual level. The sha­
man may have been in danger of ending the world for 
himsel!, w~ich aft.er all amounts to the same thing 

I ~m hiS ~tnt .of view. But how? A well-known physi­
Cist, DaVid Fmkels tein, on hearing of this belief, 
remarked that the death of the shaman would have 
been quite possible . He stated that striking such a large 
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quartz crystal a smashing blow theoretically could release 
hundreds of thousands of volts~ or sufficient energy to 
electrocute the medicine man. Western science has 
obviously advanced to the point that it recognizes the 
quartz crystal as a power object, something that sha­
mans have known for thousands of years. 

• 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

Extracting Harmful 
Intrusions 

The shaman uses the power offered to him not only 
by the animals, but also by the plants of garden Earth. 
All of these, of course, derive their power from the 
sun. While the animals usually act as guardian spirits, 
the plants tend to serve as spirit helpers. Unlike guard­
ian spirits, spirit helpers are only possessed by sha­
mans. Nonshamans do not normally have the plant 
power at their disposal. 

Just as the powerful guardian spirit animals are usu­
ally wild, untamed species, similarly the vast majority 
of spirit helpers are wild, undomesticated species of 
plants. It appears that most of the domesticated animals 
and plants simply do not have the spiritual power 
necessary to be of significance in shamanism. From a 
shamanic point of view, the very fact that certain ani­
mals and plants have been tamed and domesticated for 
food and other forms of exploitation is symptomatic of 
their lack of power . 

145 
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Plant Helpers 
The plant helpers individually do not have nearly as 

much power as the power animals, but a shaman can 
come to possess hundreds of spirit helpers, so that 
their cumulative power can in many ways match that 
of his guardian spirit. But the importance of the wild 
plants lies in the variety of their individual capabilities. 
These plant helpers have two realities, their ordinary 
and their nonordinary aspects. The nonordinary nature 
of the plant may be in an insect form, for example, a 
giant butterfly, or some other kind of zoomorphic, or 
even inanimate, form. 

Most of us in our Western "civilization," unlike our 
ancient ancestors, are sadly ignorant of the identities of 
wild plants . Accordingly, for many of us, the accumu­
lation of spirit helpers requires acquiring some elemen­
tary knowledge of the properties of particular wild 
plants, the kind of knowledge that is routinely known 
among primitive peoples. Here is how I suggest you 
get your first spirit helper. The technique is the same 
for your later ones. 

First, walk through an area of forest, prairie, desert, 
or any other undomesticated area. As you stroll through 
the wild area, keep conscious your mission: to encoun­
ter a plant to be your helper. When one plant seems 
particularly to attract you, sit down with it and become 
familiar with its details. Explain that you have to take 
all or part of it for your work, and apologize to it before 
picking part of it or pulling it up. If it is a bush or tree, 
you may need only pick part of a branch, enough to 
permit botanical identification. For a smaller plant, you 
may need an entire flowering specimen. Take the speci­
mell 10 someolle who will be able to idelltify it and tell you 
whether it is poisonous or /lOt. A knowledgeable farmer or 
rancher may be able to give you the information; or 
you can go to a local museum or herbarium for 
assistance. 

I 

I 
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Ollce you know that the species is nonpoisonous, return to 
the same habitat and find a living member of the same 
species, apologize to it, and without destroying it eat 
four small pieces, such as bits of its leaves. Then wrap 
two more pieces of it together, and put them in your 
medicine bundle for a later use that will be explained. 

Now you are ready to discover its hidden, nonordinary 
aspect. The evening of that same day, and aided by the 
sound of drumming, make the shamanic journey into 
the earth and search until you see two or more of that 
kind of plant. Visit with the plants, just as you did in 
the OSC earlier in the day. Keep studying the plants 
until they change into a non plant spirit form. Almost 
any form is possible, but insects, serpents, birds, and 
even stones are common. As soon as you see the change, 
eat them in their nonmaterial form in the sse just as 
you ate their ordinary material aspect that day; but this 
time take in the whole entity of each of the pair .. Then 
return from the journey. Repeat the whole procedure 
to acquire each new pair of spirit helpers. 

While this work is an adaptation of my Jfvaro train­
ing, the basic method is also reported from elsewhere . 
in the shamanic world. For example, the way in which 
plants reveal their hidden nature and make themselves 
available to the shaman is illustrated by this account of 
a journey to the Lowerworld by a Siberian Tavgi 
Samoyed shaman: 

Going along the shore I saw two peaks; one of 
them was covered with bright-colored vegetation, 
the other was black earth all over. Between them, 
there appeared to be an islet with some very nice 
red plants in blossom on it. They resembled the 
flowers of the doudberry. "What is this," I thought. 
There was nobody near me, but I found it out 
myself. When a man dies, his face becomes blue 
and changes: then the shaman has nothing more 
to do. As I noticed the red grass grew upwards, 
the black downwards. Suddenly I heard a cry: 
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"Take a stone from here!" The stones were red­
dish. Since I was marked out to survive, I snatched 
a red stone . What I thought to be flowers were 
stones. I 

In order to use spirit helpers in healing, you should 
work toward accumulating at least a dozen plants as a 
minimum. You should probably have among them, in 
their nonordinary aspects, at least one of each of the 
following as helpers: Spider, Bee. Yellow Jacket, Hor­
net, Snake. The greater the variety as well as number 
of his spirit he lpers, the more capable a shaman is of 
dealing with illness. 

The shaman uses spirit helpers in healing persons 
suffering from harmful power intrusions. The extrac­
tion of these intrusions is a more advanced and diffi­
cult form of shamanic healing than guardian animal 
retrieval. 1 recommelld tlmt yOIl filter sllch work ollly if you 
have already mastered tlie sllUmallic jOllnJey and ~lIardian 
spirit work, have acquired tile plant helpers, and are extremely 
serious about silamanism. As Eliade correctly observes, 
"in order to extract the evi l spirits from the patient. the 
shaman is often obliged to take them into his own 
body; in doing so. he struggles and suffers more than 
the patient himself."2 

Removing Intrusions 
Illness due to power intrusion is manifested by such 

symptoms as localized pain or discomfort, often together 
with an increase in temperature. which (from a shamanic 
point of view) is connected with the energy from the 
harmful power intrusion. In some ways, the concept of 
power intrusion is not too different from the Western 
medical concept of infection. The patient should be 
treated both for the ordina ry aspect of an intrusion 
(i.e. , infection, by orthodox material medicine), and for 
the nonordinary aspect by shamanic methods. 

Power intrusions. like communicable diseases, seem 

I 
I 

I 
I 

I 
I 
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to occur most frequently in urban areas where human 
populations are the most dense. From an sse view­
point, this is because many people, without knowing 
it, possess the potentialitr for harming others with 
eruptions of their persona power when they enter a 
state of emotional disequilibrium such as anger. When 
we speak of someone " radiating hostility," it is almost 
a latent expression of the shamanic view. 

A shaman would say that it is dangerous not to 
know about shamanism. In ignorance of shamanic prin­
ciples. people do not know how to shield themselves 
~rom ~~stile energy intrusions through having guard­
Ian spmt power. Nor do they know that they, in turn, 
may be harming others unintentionally. Shamans believe 
that, because people are unaware that their hostile 
energies ca n penetrate others, they are unconsciously 
causing damage to their fellow human beings much of 
the time . 

The shamanic removal of harmful power intrusions 
is difficult work, for the shaman sucks them out of a 
patient physically as well as mentally and emotionally . 
This technique is widely used in shamanic cultu res in 
such distant areas as Australia, North and Sou th Amer­
ica, and Siberia. 

If you ever viewed the film Sucking Doctor, which 
shows the healing work of the famous California Indian 
shaman Essie Parrish, you saw a shaman pulling out 
intrusive power, ) But Western skeptics say that the 
shaman is just pretending to suck something out of the 
person, an object that the shaman had already seCieted 
in his mouth . Such skeptics have apparently not taken 
up shamanis m themselves to discover what is hap­
pening. 

What is happening goes back to the fact that the 
shaman is aware of two realities. As among the Jivaro, 
the shaman is pulling out an intrusive power that (in 
the SSC) has the appearance of a particular creature, 
such as a spider, and which he also knows is the 
hidden nature or a particular plant. When a shaman 
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~ucks Qut ,that power, he captures its spiritual essence 
In ~ portion ~f the same kind of plant that is its 
ordmary matenal home. That plant piece is, in other 
word~, a ,power object. For example, the shaman may 
store In hiS mouth two half-inch-!ong twigs of the plant 
that he knows is the material "home" of the dan~erous 
power being sucked out. He captures the power 10 one 
of those pieces, while using the other one to help. The 
fact that .the shama~ may then bring out the plant 
power object from hiS mouth and show it to a patient 
and au~ience as. OSC evid~nce ,does not negate the 
nonordmary reahty of what IS gomg on for him in the 
SSe. 

In the following adaptation of the sucking technique, 
t~e shaman d~s. not store nor use pieces of plants in 
hIS mouth. ThIs IS because I have found that th is par­
ticular use of material power objects seems to hinder, 
rather than help, Westerners in their shamanic sucking 
work. Odd as it may seem, Westerners often are at 
le~st .a.s accepting of the intangibility of power as their 
pnmlhve counterparts. Perhaps this is partly a result of 
the Westerners' knowledge of the invisibility of electri­
cal energy and radiation . In any case, in this type of 
w~rk the Western shaman appears to be most effective 
usmg only the SSC, or spirit, aspect of his plant helpers. 

To accomplish sucking work successfully. the sha­
~an . must alert a.nd marsha l his spirit helpers to help 
him m. the extraction of power intrusions from a patient. 
For thl~. the shaman uses one of his power songs. We 
have discussed these earlier, and in Chapter 5 I gave 
you the words to one that can also be used for this 
kind of work. Here are the words of another one, from 
a shaman of the Samoyed people of Siberia. fo r calling 
his spirits to work: 

Come, come, 
Spirits of magic. 
If ye come not, 
I shall go to you. 

I 
I 

I 
I 

, 
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Awake. awake. 
Spirits of magic, 
I am come to you, 
Arise from sleep.4 

. The. pr~edure for extracting or removing a power 
mt':llslon IS the sa~e as undert.aking the journey for a 
pallent, up to a pomt. That pOInt is usually very early 
10 the journey before the shaman has gotten very far 
away from the entrance into the earth and while he is 
still in the Tunnel .to the. Lowerworld. If the patient has 
a harmful power mtruSlon, the shaman suddenly sees 
one of the following: voracious or dangerous insects, 
fanged serpents, or other reptiles and fish with visible 
fangs ~r teeth. J:ie im.mediately stops the journey to 
d.eaJ wIth these mtruslve powers. That is. the simple 
sight. of one of these powers in the Tunnel is a signal 
that It should be removed immediately by sucking. This 
work, howetH!r, ~h.ould only. be u.ndertakell by a shaman who 
1!"sses~ two splr~t helpers Idenflca/ to the spirit of the power 
mtrus/On he has Just seel/ . If a shaman is not ready for 
this.work,. he either ret~!ns from the Tunnel or passes by 
the mtruslVe power Splnt and proceeds to get a guardian 

Plate 13. Harmful intrusive powers in the fonn of spiders 
and a sna ke. Seen in patients' bodies by a J ivaro shaman 
while in the SSe. Drawn by him subsequent to the experi­
ences. 
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spirit for the ill patient, which is essentially supportive 
treatment, until extraction of the intrusion can be done. 

It is hard to explain, but the sight of one of these 
creatures in the Tunnel involves a complete certainty 
by the shaman that it is eating away or destroying a 
portion of the patient's body. At that moment, one 
may experience an incredible revulsion and an aware­
ness that the insect or other creature is evil and the 
enemy of the shaman as well as of the patient. Even a 
Sioux medicine man such as Lame Deer, with great 
reverence for the plants and animals, shows this aware­
ness when he says thai the spider "has a power, too, 
but it is evil. "s (See Plate 13.) 

This seeing, and passing by, of voracious or danger­
ous insects or other creatures is conveyed by Cloutier's 
poetic rendition of a Tsimshian shaman's healing jour­
ney experience: 

Far away 
huge bee-hives 
I walk around 
huge bee-hives 

Spirit Bee 
sees me 
flies up high 
shoots me 

J'm bleeding all ove r 
many arrows all over 
I'm going to die 
I'm going to die 

far away 
huge bee-hives 
I walk around 
huge bee-hives 

Grandmother 
sees me 
her small boy 
she heals me 

• 
I 
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she makes me grow 
feeds me 
small boy 
inside 

far away 
huge bee-hives 
I walk around 
huge bee-hives6 

If a qualified sucking shaman encounters the listed 
creatures in the Tunnel. and if he possesses two spirit 
helpers of the type he has just seen, he must immedi­
ately stop his journey and raise himself up from a lying 
position onto his knees. If the spirit canoe journeying 
method is being used, the drummer, on seeing the 
shaman ~et up, knows that the journey has been abort­
ed, and Immediately stops the drumming, leaving the 
canoe "dead in the water." The cessation of the drum­
ming is also a message to all the crew members to stop 
their poling or paddling, since the journey has been 
stopped . 

Remaining on his knees, the shaman starts to sing 
his power song, calling his spirit helpers to aid him in 
the sucking he is about to undertake. He also pulls 
toward him a basket or bowl containing sand or water, 
usually a container that he has used many times, in 
which to spit that which he extracts from the patient. 
Shaking the rattle over the patient and singing power­
fully, the shaman concentrates upon calling up his 
spirit helpers to aid him in the sucking (see Plate 14). 
The audience or crew members, now sitting in a circle 
facing in toward the patient and the shaman, contrib­
ute to this effort by joining in singing the power song. 

The shaman must locate the harmful, intrusive pow­
ers within the patient. To this end he uses a divinatory 
technique. In the absence of taking ayahUJlSCQ to see into 
the patient, the shaman may use a technique that is 
something like employing a divining rod . In the sse, 
with his eyes dosed, he stretches out his free hand 

• 
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back and forth over the patient's head and body, slowly 
discovering if there is any special sensat~on of .he<l:t, 
energy, or vibration coming .from ~ny locahzed p?mt m 
the patient's body. By passmg hiS hand a few ~nches 
above the body slowly back and forth , an expenenced 
shaman gets a definite sensation in his hand when it is 
over the place where the intrusive power li~s . Anot~er 
technique is to pass a feather over the pallent to pICk 
up any vibration . 

When the shaman senses the particular location, he 
calls the two spirit helpers, either silently. or in song, as 
he shakes his rattle steadily over the pahent. When he 
dearly sees the helpers approaching in the darkness, 
with his eyes still dosed he wills them into hi;; mou.th. 
There they will capture and absorb the power mtruston 

" 

•• 

Plate 14. Preparing to suck out a harmful power intrusion. 
Drawn by Barbara Olsen. 
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as he sucks it out of the patient. When he definitely 
sees the two in his mouth, he wills all his other spirit 
helpers to assist him in the sucking. Now he is ready to 
begin the work of extraction. 

At the location in the patient' s body where he sensed 
the harmful intrusion, the shaman sucks with all his 
~ight (~e .Plate 15a). This C3':l be done through cloth-
109, ~ut It IS usually more ef~lcadous to pull open the 
clothmg at the spot and physically suck the skin where 
the intrusive power is located . This is an act involving 
not only the shaman's body, but his mind and emo­
tions, which in the sse are powerfully aroused and 
totally committed to the lask. 

Tire shamall has to be very cnreful in Illis 1'rocess not to 
p';rmit the voracious creature Ire saw from passing through 
IllS mOllth and throat illto his stomach. The creature is so 
emotionally repellent , however, that there is little like· 
lihood of the shaman swallowing it. If by any chance 
he does, he should immediately seek the help of another 
sucking shaman in extracting it. (This is another reason 
why it is desirable for shamans to have partners.) 

The shaman repeated ly sucks and "dry·vomits" as 
many times as necessary . It is important not to swallow 
the sucke~~ut power, but to expel it after each slicking into 
the contamer on ti,e floor or groulld (see Plate ISb) . This is 
done with powerfuL sometimes involuntary, violent 
retching that gives the shaman a real sense of cleans­
ing, of being emptied of the emotionally disgusting 
power that he has extracted. As he removes the power 
~trusion from the patient, the shaman may feel engulfed 
In waves of extracted power that almost stun him and 
cause his body to tremble. After each time that he 
d!),-vomits, he recove rs ~is concentration by singing 
hiS power song and fOCUSing on raising his spirit hel~ 
ers again until he is strong enough to repeat the pra. 
~ess. H~ keeps up such cycles of sucking until finally, 
m passmg hiS hand back and forth above the patient, 
he no longer feels any localized emanations of heat, 
energy, or vibration . 

Then he may continue to do some additional sucking 

, 

I 
I 
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Plate 15. (a) Sucking out a power intrusion. (b) Expelling 
the power intrusion. Drawn by Barbara Olsen. 
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at the places where he has already worked, or where 
he senses some residual dirtiness from the intrusive 
power, dry-vomiting into the container. When he no 
longer can sense any additional location of contamina­
tion or dirtiness, then he stops the sucking process. He 
may still sing his power song a bit longer to maintain 
the protective power of his animal and his spirit help­
ers around him. 

Finally, when he is convinced the patient is spiritu­
ally clean, he shakes his rattle around the patient's 
body in a circular fashion four times to provide a defi­
nition of the unity of the cleansed area, demarcating its 
boundaries for the spiritual world. The patient then 
can either remain lying down or can sit up. 

At this point it is important for the shaman to take 
the container of the vomited or expelled intrusive power 
out-of-doors and safely away from the patient and the 
group. Then he throws away the contents. He brings 
back the con tainer to refill it later with clean sand or 
water for further use when necessary. 

Depending on the shaman's sense of power and his 
opinion of what is best to do, the journey can be begun 
over again immediately or delayed. Ideally, it is better 
for the journey to resume immediately so that the patient 
can now receive a power animal and thus be power­
filled and therefore resistant to any additional harmful 
intrusions. 

An Example 
As I have indicated, one should undertake the suck­

ing type of shamanism only if fully prepared, as set 
forth above. Yet in the case that follows, a beginning 
shaman with only slight knowledge of the sucking 
method found himself knowing what to do as the expe­
rience unfolded. This is not surprising, because once 
an apt student grasps the basic principles of shamanic 
power and healing, he can usually operate logically 
from those principles to solve new problems creatively. 
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His description illustrates how the shaman casually 
moves back and forth between the sse and the OSC in 
accomplishing a healing. The student decided to under­
take the journey, which he thought would only be to 
recover a power animal, because of his deep concern 
for his friend, "a young woman in Vienna, who was 
much in conflict with her parents and was in a misera­
ble state that day." He was not trained or prepared to 
suck out intrusive creatures, but he spontaneously did 
a creative job of removing the "dirtiness" just mentioned. 

Down I went as usual, but immediately after 
the entrance there was a left turn and suddenly 
all went black. None of the features I had earlier 
enountered, just black. To the right, just before 
the blackness, there was an incredibly disgusting 
kind of slimy laocoon-mass, intertwined snakes, 
and spiders whose legs were black, blue, and red 
in color. After trying to go into the blackness on 
the left- which didn't work- I faced the mass to 
examine what I could do there. It was about two 
meters high- relative to me . It wouldn't go away, 
so after a while I started climbing up it-a filthy 
job, believe me! Overhead there was a chimney­
like tube with rungs on one side, so I just went on 
climbing. The tube was vertical and dark at first, 
but got brighter as I went up. After climbing for a 
while, I still couldn't see an end, so I just let go of 
the rungs and flew the rest of the way. The tube 
was very high, and very bright at the top. I 
emerged into a sunlit landscape and found myself 
on the top of a flat roof. 

I examined the roof. There was an entrance to a 
staircase that formed a triangular construction, 
sloping on one side with the door to the other. I 
climbed up the slope to peek inside from above. 
Just as I bent down to look I was gra bbed by a 
bear and dragged inside. Down we went. The 
bear held me under his arm and just kept going. 
After a moment of apprehension I decided to wrig-

I 
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gle myself out of his grip. I did. He never noticed 
and went his way. I then found myself in a long 
cavern, fairly bright and oval, which I later identi­
fied as the inside of my own torso. To my left [the 
side on which his patient was lying in ordinary 
reality I I noticed some cracks in the otherwise 
solid wall of the cavern. Black slime oozed out of 
some of the cracks. I pulled out some stones and 
more black slime poured out. Finally I got an 
opening big enough for me to go through, and I 
went in. 

I found myself in a cave similar to the first one, 
only this one was filled knee-deep (in some places 
deeper) with this black slime. Towards the lower 
end there was an opening almost completely 
obstructed by black rocks and the slime that had 
built up there. I was wading knee-deep. Through 
the opening I could see light, like a warm sun, 
which was mostly hidden by the obstructions there. 
At first 1 didn't know what to do. So I got up on 
my knees (in ordinary reality] and started examin­
ing the patient's body from the outside with my 
hands . I could not get a dear sensation at first. It 
felt like it was covered with spider webs. I brushed 
them off with my fingers and then dearly felt a 
focus of energy-neither hot nor cold, yet both­
around the stomach/ovarylbladder area. I sucked 
ou t what I could and got rid of it down the wash 
basin. It was very disgusting . After rinsing my 
mouth dean of any trace of whatever it was, I 
returned to my lying position next to the patient 
and went back into the cavern. The level of the 
blackstuff was much lower now and it seemed a 
bit dryer too. I stood an d looked around for a 
while not knowing what to do next. 

Then I had an inspiration. I pulled off my pull­
over and lit it. With this torch I set fire to the 
slime everywhere in the cave. After a while it 
burned down to a substance that seemed like 
charcoal and black ashes. It was not slimy any-
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more. I don't know how I survived in there while 
everything was burning, but it didn't seem to be a 
problem. When the fire had stopped I examined 
the cavern some more and found-at the upper 
end-a tunnel leading away hOrizontally, large 
enough for a man to crawl through comfortably. 
In I went. After what seemed about five or six 
meters it dropped abruptly for about one or two 
meters and then bent back towards the direction 
of the cavern. I went in and found that it ended 
after two meters, widening slightly. I started dig­
ging in the floor at the end of the tunnel. Soon 
water started flowing up. I enlarged the hole and 
quickly left the tunnel as the water flowed stronger 
and threatened to inundate me. 

The water flowed into the cavern with great force 
and washed the debris left by the fire towards the 
lower end of the cavern where the warm light could 
be seen dimly through a little hole. I went down 
there as the water pressure built up behind the 
rocks that obstructed the opening. I kicked at them 
a few times. The opening go~ larger and finally 
it was wide open. There was mdeed a warm sun 
there. The filthy water poured towards it and was 
seen no more. Light and air began flooding the 
cavern from that end. It was not so dark anymore. 
I had done a good cleaning-up job, I realized. 
The cave walls and floor had a light color except 
for every few places where there were bits of black 
stuff left. The water formed into a brook running 
along the center of the cave to the lower end w~ere 
it disappeared towards the sun that shone outSide. 
(A very big sun! And quite close too!) With the 
fresh air that blew in from that end there came 
swallows. They flew around in the cavern, making 
it feel quite lively again. I took one with me when 
1 came back from the cave and gave it [a power 
animal] to the patient. 

At crucial points of mr journey the patient started 
breathing heavily as i she could feel what was 

I 
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going on. She later explained she had been feeling 
a gradual loosening in her abdominal area . When 
I told her what I had found, she confirmed that 
she had digestive and ovary problems. In a letter 
six weeks later she reported changes for the bet­
ter. The feeling of being stuck haG gone and con­
crete conflicts were coming out into the open. I 
hope to see her again soon. Maybe we can estab­
lish a connection to the upper part of her body 
this time . 

That's the story. Maybe you can use it in some 
way. I found it particularly interesting since I was 
so often at a loss about what to do, and yet ended 
up doing a lot of things no one had ever told me 
arout. 

One of the most famous North American Indian sha­
mans to use the sucking method in recent decades was 
the late Essie Parrish. She was not just a see-er of 
power intrusions, but could hear them as well. She 
stated that when she was in trance, " ... you can hear 
something in the patient laying there ... you can hear 
the disease making noise. The disease in people's body 
is something like madness and they (the diseases) are 
living, lots of times they make noise, just like insects 
... they're living there like insects ... :,7 

Patients, both Indian and non-Indian, came long dis­
tances to be healed by Essie Parrish, and she often 
traveled to Nevada and Oregon in response to requests 
from the sick. She had received a vision that she should 
reveal her shamanic methods to non-Indian as well as 
Indian, so that everyone could eventually benefit from 
the knowledge. Because of that vision, she cooperated 
in making the Sucking Doctor film previously mentioned, 
and also explained her work to the spectators after her 
healing sessions. Since she was a specialist in extract­
ing power intrusions, you may find the following 
account, recorded by Robert L. Oswalt, a valuable sup­
plementary explanation of the sucking method of remov­
ing power intrusions. 
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The Work of a Sucking Doctor 
Told by Essie Parrish 

I am going to tell about trea ting people, since 
you want to know these things abou t me. I have 
been a doctor and will be one for all my life on 
this earth-that's what I was created for . I was 
put here on earth to cure people. 

When I was young I didn' t know about it­
whenever I dreamed things (had visions) -because 
that was the only way that J dreamed.· I thought 
everyone was like that; I thought all children were 
that way. Those are the things that I used to tell 
about- things that I knew and saw. 

The firs t person I cured was when I was more 
than twelve years old . At that time white doctors 
were hard to find; we were far away from any 
(white] medicine doctor. 

One time my younger sister fell sick. She was 
so extremely sick with sores in her mouth that 
they thought she would die. My great-uncle, the 
one who raised her, must have been making plans 
when I didn' t know about it- J was playing around 
outside. Unexpectedly they summoned me from 
inside the house. I still remember that; that was 
towards four o'clock in the even ing. 

Then when they had called me into the house 
he said, "Couldn't you do something for your 
little sister? I say to you that you possess a 
prophet's body.·· You with your prophet's body 

• As Spou and KrOt'bt'r have pointed out with regard to shamanism 
among the Yurok of northern California, it is often difficult to 
distinguish in native accounts between d ream or trance experiences 
(Spot! and Kroebt'r 19-12, 155). Often shamans and other primitive 
visionaries tend to group these two states of consciousness together 
in opposition to ordinary waking consciousness. 
•• Mrs. Parrish was a prophet as well as a shaman. 

I 
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could oerhaps cure her. Couldn't you do some­
thing.'! 

" I wonder what I should do now," I was think­
ing to myself because I was little and didn' t know. 
But [said, " All right. " That had been said to me. 
My power had told me, " If anyone ever asks 
anything of you, you should not say, 'No'; you 
are not for that purpose. You are one who fixes 
people. You are one who cures people." That's 
why I said, "All right. " 

After I had agreed, I prayed to heaven. My 
right hand I put on her head . When I had done 
so, a song that I didn' t know came down into me. 
Amazingly that song came up out of me. But I 
didn' t sing it out loud; it was singing down inside 
of me. " I wonder how I am going to cure her," I 
was thinking to myself. To my amazement she 
got well a few days afterward . That was the first 
person 1 cured .... 

Unexpectedly another person got sick. They say 
he was a60ut to die with what the white people 
call "double pneumonia." He was lying almost 
gone. It was a long way to a [white] medicine 
doctor. His older sister had come for me. She 
said, " I have come to ask you a great favor. I 
want you to see him. See him! Even though I see 
that he is dying, J want you to look at him." 

Then when r had gone there I laid my hand on 
him here and there. And I sucked him. Amaz­
ingly it cured him. While I am doctoring I get 
better and better. Like the white people learn, I 
learn. Every time I treat people r move upward (in 
skill). 

After a long time-several yeals it was proba­
bly twelve or thirteen years I moved still higher. 
Then I noticed that I had something in my tnroat 
to suck pains out with . And my hand power, I 
found out about my hand power. That power is 
always near me. But other people can' t see it; I 
alone can see it. 
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When I sit there alongside a person, I call on 
OUT Father," That's my power- the one 1 call 
OUT Father. Then it descends, my power comes 
down into me. And when that sick man is lying 
there, I usually see it (the power). These things 
seem unbelievable but I, myself, I know, because ! 
it is in me. I know what I see. My power is like 
that. You may doubt it if you don't want to believe; 
you don't have to believe but it is my work. 

Way inside of the sick r.rson lying there, there 
is something. It is just Ii e seeing through some­
thing- if you put tissue over something, you could 
see through it. That is just the way I see it inside. 
I see what happens there and can feel it with my 
hand-my middle finger is the one with the power. 

When 1 work with the hand power it is just like 
when you cast for fish and the fish tug on your 
bait- it feels like it would with the fish pulling on 
your line-thafs what it is like. The pain sitting 
somewhere inside the person feels like it is pull­
ing your hand towards itself-you can't miss it. It 
lets you touch it. I don't place my hand myself; it 
feels like someone-the disease-is pulling with a 
string. It is like what the white men call a 'mag­
net.' Thafs the way the disease in a person is-like 
a magnet. 

And then it touches it. And when the power 
touches the pain, your breath is caught- it gets so 
that you can't breathe. But there is no fear. It is as 
if your chest were paralyzed-your breath is shut 
off. If you should breathe while holding that pain, 
the disease could hide itself. As the pain quiets 
your breathing, you can feel that pain there, with 
the result that your hand can take it out. Howev­
er, if the breathing were not shut off I couldn't lift 
out the pain. 

• Mn. Parrish was at one point the leader of the local Church of the 
laUer Day Saints and, as a master shaman, integrated some Chris­
tian concepts into her shamanism. 
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When I take it out you can't see it. You can't 
see it with your bare eyes, but I see it. Whenever I 
send it away, I see what the disease is. When the 
disease comes down into a person, which the 
white people talk about way differently; and we 
Indians too, we shamans, explain it way different­
ly. That disease that comes down into a person is 
dirty; I suppose that is what the white people call 
"germs" but we Indian doctors call it "dirty." 

I am going to talk about my hand power some 
more. The palm of the hand has power, and the 
finger ' in the middle of hand has power. That 
doesn't work just any time, only when I summon 
(power). 

When there is a sick person somewhere to be 
found out, the hand power can find it out. When­
ever someone thinks about it from somewhere, 
thinks toward me, there, on the tip of [the] mid­
dle finger, it acts as if _shot-what the white 
people call "shock." If you touch something like 
electricity, you will know what the shock is like; 
that's how it acts there on the middle finger. 
When they think from somewhere, it is then that 
the power finds out, that it gives a warning. That 
is when I know that someone wants me. And it 
always turns out to be true. That is my hand 
power. 

There is still a lot more to that (subject of doc­
toring). There is a doctoring power in my throat. 
Here, somewhere in the throat, the power sits. 
When that doctoring power first came down into 
me, I had already had some kind of growth there 
for about four years. It had affected me like diph­
theria. I had almost died from its constricting (the 
throat) from the beginning, but I knew all along 
that it was becoming that (power). 

But those that are staying with me didn't know; 
I had never told them about it. However, my 
power had told me saying, "That is because power 
has entered you there." When that happened 
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(growth came), they cal~ed , a white ,doc,tor to see 
me. The white doctor dldn t recogmze 11; he told 
me that it was probably diphtheria. But I knew 
what it was. When thai thing had finished grow· 
ing there. I-recovered. 

That felt like a tongue lying there and it first 
moved when I sang. r was probably that way for 
four years with that thing lying there. After it 
grew on me, my voice improvea. It told me for 
what purpose it was developing. It told me, "Power 
is developing." Without that J couldn't suck out 
any diseases. Only when it had developed could I 
suck out pains. 

Then it gave me this staff with designs and 
said, "This is your power. Those designs on there 
are symbols. Those are disease words ," And it 
spoke further saying, "There are many rules to 
this: You can't treat a menstruating woman and 
you can't doctor in a house where someone is 
menstruating. (In those situations) the power will 
not be your friend; the power will not rise for 
you ." It has turned out to be true. 

When I first doctored with my throat, it was for 
a young woman. When I treated her and sucked 
the disease out, something like a bubble came up 
out of my throat; just as it would if you blew up a 
big balloon, that is how it came from my mouth . 
Everyone there saw it. It had become inflated 
quite a lot when it floated from my mouth . Every­
one saw it. Like foaming soap bubbles would 
look; that is how it looked at the start. . 

Ever since that happened I have been suckmg 
diseases out. The disease that I suck out works 
like a magnet inside too (as when using hand 
power) . On the place here where I said the power 
entered my throat, the disease acts as fast as 
electricity- it acts in lal flash , like a magnet. And 
it shuts off the breath . When it does that, when it 
closes off the breath , like a magnet it comes along 
extremely slowly. 

I 
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However, one doesn' t notice how long he holds 
his breath . It's like being in what the white people 
call a "trance." While the disease is coming to me, 
J'm in a trance. It always speaks to me saying. 
'This is the way it is. It is such and such a kind of 
disease. This is why." 

That disease flies and sticks to a certain place in 
the mouth. Our (shaman's) teeth have the power; 
there is somethin~ attached to our teeth. There is 
where the power IS, on one certain tooth. There is 
where the disease sticks. Sometimes it flies under 
the tongue. When it sticks there it is extremely 
hard to release-it is, as I said, like a magnet. 
Then it dies there . 

I spit out the dead disease. Then I let it fall into 
my hand so that many people can see it. They 
always see the disease that I suck oul. But that is 
not to be touched by anyone else it is conta­
gious. Whoever picks the disease up, into him it 
would enter. Whenever it sits in my hand, it 
sticks to it like a magnet. It won't fall off-even if 
you shake your hand it won't fall off. Even if you 
want to shake it loose it won't come loose. 

You can put it in something like a piece of 
paper or a basket. If you are going to do that, you 
should sing for that purpose, you should call for 
that purpose . Some diseases sit for a while-sit 
for a few minutes-but others are fast. Some fast 
diseases stay just so many minutes after being put 
down and then disappear. 

There is still much more (to tell about doctor­
ing). In those many years that I have been treat­
ing pearle, I have seen many different kinds of 
disease. 

Tobacco Traps 

Sucking out harmful power intrusions is, as we have 
seen, an advanced shamanic technique that requires 
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considerable preparation. A much simpler technique 
involves what I call "tobacco traps," and is an adapta­
tion of a method I learned from a Lakota Sioux medi­
cine man in South Dakota. The method is based on the 
principle that the intrusive spirits enjoy tobacco. and are 
attracted to it. This is consistent with the Jivaro view, as 
you may recall, thai the shaman keeps tsentsak, the spirits 
responsible for power intrusions. fed on tobacco water. 
This Sioux method involves the use of tobacco ties. or 
miniature doth pouches containing tobacco. 

In tobacco-trapping, the ties are used as bait to lure 
and catch intrusive spirits that may be within the body 
of a sick person. One of the ways in which this is done 
is 10 make a circle of tobacco ties around the patient. 
who is lying on the ground or the floor. Then when the 
shaman is working to remove harmful power intru­
sions from the patient, he also has the help of the 
tobacco ties in drawing the spirits out. When his extract­
ing work is done, he carefully rolls up the tobacco ties in a 
ball and immediately takes them to a remote location. 
There the ball is unrolled and the tobacco ties draped 
over the branches of a tree, similar to the draping of 
tinsel on a Christmas tree . This is done to allow the spirits 
to disperse far from the humans whom they might harm. 

An adaptation which I sometimes use is to employ 
the tobacco ties to cleanse an entire group of persons 
sitting together in a circle. In this approach, the string 
is held at one end of the circle by the person to the left 
of the shaman. The shaman then unrolls the string all 
the way around the circle in a clockwise direction, 
leaving adequate slack for each person to tie on a 
tobacco tie . Next a large piece of red cloth is passed 
around the circle in the same direction, each person 
cutting out a small square with scissors, and passing 
the doth and scissors on. A package of plain tobacco is 
passed, each person putting a pinch of tobacco (usua lly 
Bull Durham) into his small square of cloth, and fold­
ing the sides up to make a pouch. Then with concen­
tration, each participant quietly takes his most serious 
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individual pain and projects it into his tobacco pouch. 
Each person ties his tobacco pouch into the string. 
When everyone in the circle has done this, the shaman 
rises up and goes around the group on the outside of 
the circle, shaking his rattle. This is to help shake the 
pain, the hurt, the illness, the unhappiness, out of the 
mdividuals into their tobacco ties, which they hold 
before them. The shaman circles the group, shaking his 
rattle until he feels himself starting to enler the SSe. 

When the shaman returns to his place and puts down 
his rattle, he now undertakes the most difficult part of the 
work. To do this , he must be certain he is filled with power, so 
that none of the painful, iIIness-causing spirits that havt bet;tj 
projected into the tobacco ties witl be able to penetrate him. 

Singing his power song, he grasps one end of the 
string of tobacco ties and walks slowly into the center 
of the circle. He places that end carefully on the ground 
and keeps singing. Then slowly, and with great care, 
he starts pulling the string from the hands of the pe0-
ple in the circle, laying it down on the ground inside 
the circle into an ever-widening clockwise spiral. In the 
process the shaman ma y experience waves of despair, 
unhappiness, and pain washing over him as he slowly 
lays down the linked tobacco ties. He is sensing the 
pain that he is taking away from the people in the 
circle. It can be an almost overwhelming emotional 
experience. When finally the lasl end of the tobacco tie 
chain is on the ground , he continues 10 sing his power 
song to protect himself. He then, on his knees, slowly 
and carefully winds up the spiral into a ball, starting 
with the outer end. As he does this, he may feel an 
intense continuation of the feelings of pain, hurt, and 
unhappiness of the circle members. 

As soon as the shaman is finished , he picks up the 
ball from the ground and carries it outstretched from 
him, walking rapidly away from the circle to a location 
at least a quarter of a mile away. There he unrolls the 
ball and drapes the ties onto a tree. He closes his eyes, 
pushes the power surrounding the tree away (rom 
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him, and immediately leaves. The others may watch 
him do this from a distance. Then they can all return 
together to their original location, sit together in a circle 
holding hands, and sing the power song. 

Becoming the Patient 
A related technique of shamanic healing is "becom­

ing the patient." This method was taught to me by a 
Coast Salish Indian shaman in the State of Washington 
a few years ago. As with other methods of removing himn­
ful spirit intrusions, the shaman should practice this method 
only when lie is power-full, for in this technique he takes 
aboard or onto himself the power(s) causing hann to 
the patient. The invisible cloak of power surrounding 
the Coast Salish shaman prevents the spirits from 
intruding into him. 9 

The way one can use this approach is as follows . 
First the shaman discusses with the patient the nature 
of the pain or illness . He finds out everything he can 
about how the illness or pain feels, and develops a 
feeling for what it is like to be in this condition. He 
interrogates the patient as to the first onset of the 
affliction, learning about all the circumstances the patient 
was aware of at that time . Then he continues his ques­
tioning to learn what it is like to be the patient, what 
the patient's outlook on life is, what are the patient's 
problems and hopes . In other words, the shaman does 
his best to learn what it feels like to be the patient. This 
work, in contrast to psychoanalysis, normally only cov­
ers a few days, depending upon the skills of the sha­
man and his rapport with the patient. 

When the shaman is satisfied that he can identify 
emotionally with the patient, he is ready to undertake 
the critical phase of the healing work. 

At this point the shaman and the patient go to a 
wilderness location devoid of human habitation . The 
shaman, with his rattle and power song, wakes his 
guardian spirit to help him. The patient sits quietly 
beside him during this phase . 
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When the shaman feels power-full, he and the patient 

slowly take off their clothes and exchange them with 
each other. As the shaman puts on each article of 
the patient' s clothing he concentrates on taking on the 
patient's hurts and afflictions and on assuming the 
patient's personality . By the time the shaman puts on 
the last piece of clothing, the shaman should now 
begin to feel that he is the patient. 

Now the shaman and the patient start dancing, accom­
panied by the shaman's rattle. The shaman imitates every 
r:'0vement and gesture of the patient to become the pa­
hent. Then, when the shaman feels his consciousness 
changing, he holds his hands against the patient's body 
until he feels that he has taken on all that is necessary for 
the patient-and all that he feels he can safely carry-of 
the patient' s affliction. If the work is done right, the sha­
man will feel waves of sickness, or pain, passing over him. 

At that moment, the shaman runs away several hun­
dred feet into the uninhabited wilderness, stops, and 
stretches out his arms before him. He focuses with all 
his strength upon "throwing away" the painful intru­
sive power that was causing hann to the patient and 
now is resting on him. With actual physical motions of 
his arms, and with whatever sounds that emerge, the 
shaman throws the harm-causing power into the dis­
tant sky, toward the horizon, with all his force. 

This sending-away process may take several minutes 
or more. The shaman will know when he is finished by 
the sense of the remova l from his body of the patient's 
affliction and of the patient' s personality. The shaman 
will feel cleansed and relaxed. 

He now returns to the patient and they re-exchange 
~heir clothing. The shaman finishes the work by sing­
~ng a power song and standing together with the patient 
10 the smoke of a fire containing wild sage or cedar 
boughs to complete the cleansing. 

A modification of this technique, especially for dem­
onstration purposes, may be used in groups at work­
shops. First the group goes to a wild area, uninhabited 
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by humans. A volunteer sits in the center o f the circle 
of participants and is interviewed for a brief period of 
time by the entire group. Each member asks one ques­
tion regarding how the patient experiences the pain or 
illness, the conditions of the onset of illness, the likes 
and dislikes of the patient, and anything else that will 
help them learn to fee l like that patient. In this exer­
cise, it is not desirable for nonshaman participants indi­
vidually to take on much of the power ca using the harm 
to the patient . The procedure 10 be described thus 
permits all of them to take on only a sma ll portion of 
the harmful intrusive power, so as not to jeopardize 
themselves. It is important for the leader of the group 
to tell any participants who do not feel power-full not 
to participate, bul simply to be spectators. 

ihen the patient is asked to dance in any way he 
pleases. Members of the group shake rattles and beat a 
drum, continually adjusting their tempo 10 that of the 
dancer. Volunteers are asked to imitate in every possible 
way the dancing of the patient, by dancing alongside 
rum. Every movement of the patient should be mimicked . 

When each of the dancers reaches the point where 
he feels emotionally that he has to some degree, become 
the patient, he should touch the patient only briefly, 
draw some of the intrusive power from him, and run 
away several hundred feet , face the wilderness, and 
throw the power away from him as earlier described . 

When all the dancers have done this, and feel 
cleansed, they return to the group and embrace the 
patient. All join together to form a power circle by 
holding hands, incorporating the patient into it, and 
the group sings a power song (subsequently a journey 
can be undertaken to restore the power animal for 
the patient). 

Obviously, this technique has an interesting resem­
blance to psychoanalysis, including the principle of 
countertransference, and is an illustration of how 
shamanic techniques often foreshadow aspects of heal­
ing methods developed only recently in the West. The 
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"becoming the patient" method of the Coast Salish also 
has an analogue among the !Kung Bushmen of south­
ern Africa , whose shamans: 

... place their fluttering hands on either side of 
the person's chest, or wherever the sickness is 
located. They touch the person lightly, or more 
often vibrate their hands close to the skin's sur­
face. At times the healer wraps his body around 
the person, rubbing his sweat-believed to carry 
healing properties on the sick person. The sick­
ness is drawn into the healer. Then the healer 
expels the sickness from his own body, shaking it 
from his hand ou t into space, his body shudder­
ing with pain . 10 

In the !Kung healing, Ihe shaman "pulls out the 
sickness with eerie, earth-shattering screams and howls 
that show the pain and difficulty of his healing ." The 
work lasts several hou rs. 11 



Afterword 

A lbert Schweitzer reportedly once observed, "The witch 
doctor succeeds for the same reason all the rest of us 
[doctors) succeed. Each patient carries ~is ow,:" doctor 
inside him. They come to us not knowmg this truth . 
We are at our best when we give the doctor who 
resides within each patient a chance to go to work."] 

Perhaps the shaman is uniquely qualified among the 
practitioners of the healing arts to give "the doctor 
inside a chance to go to work." While the I.ac~ . of 
modem medical technology may have forced pnmltive 
peoples to develop their latent shamanic powers for 
healing. even today it is i~creasingl'y recogn~ed that 
"physical" health and heahng sometimes reqUire more 
than technological treatment. There is a new awareness 
that " physical" and "mental" health are closely con­
nected, and that emotional factors can play an Impor­
tant role in the onset, r.rogress, and cure of illness. The 
recent accumulation 0 experiment~1 evidence tha.t yogic 
practitioners and biofeedback subjects can mampulate 
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basic body processes previously thou~ht ~y Western 
medicine to be uncontrollable by the mtnd I~ ~nly part 
of the new recognition of the rete.vance of sp~tual and 
mental practices to health . Particularly exating, and 
implicitly supportive of the shal!'anic ~pproach to ~ealth 
.and healing, is the new medical eVidence that m an 
altered state of consciousness the mind may be able to 
will the body's immune system into action thro~gh the 
hypothalamus. POSSibly science will eventua~y find that 
the unconscious mi,:,d o! ~he s~am~n's ,Patient, unde,~ 
the influence of somc dnVlng, IS hemg programmed 
by the ritual to activate the body's immune system 
against disease . 

The burgeoning field of holistic medicine shows a 
tremendous amount of experimentation involving the 
reinvention of many techniques long practiced in sha­
manism, such as visualization, altered state of con­
sciousness, aspects of psychoanalysis, hypn~therapy, 
meditation, positive attitude,. stress-reduction,. and 
mental and emotional expression of personal wdl for 
health and healing. In a sense, shamanism is being 
reinvented in the West precisely because it is needed. 

Connected with a growing realization of the inade­
quacies of purel>: techno.logical trea~ment of illness is a 
dissatisfactIOn With the Impersonahty of modem com­
mercial and institutional medicine . In the primitive 
world , shamans are frequently members of the same 
extended family as the patient, with cfn emotional com­
mitment to the personal well-being of the patient not 
typical of the fifteen-minute doctor's office visit of con­
temporary society . The shaman may wor~ all rugh.t, or 
several nights, for the recovery of a smgle patient, 
involving himself and the patient in a dyadic alliance 
that intertwines the unconscious of both in a heroic 
partnership against disease and death. But the alliance 
IS more, for it is an alliance with the hidde~ J>?we.rs of 
Nature, unseen in daylight where the matenal impmge­
menls of daily life clutter consciousness. Inste.ad, the 
pair, the shaman and patient together, venture mto the 
clarity of darkness, where uninterrupted by external 
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and superficial stimuli, the shaman su s the hidden 
forces involved with the depths of the unconscious, 
and harnesses them or combats them for the welfare 
and survival of the patient. Some shamans, of course, 
are not members of the patients' families, and indeed 
in some societies accept payment for their work. But, 
as among the Tsimshian Citksan of the Northwest Coast 
of North America, it is not uncommon for the shaman 
to return payment if the patient dies .2 

The achievements of the Western scientific and tech· 
nological medicine are, of course, miraculous in their 
own right. But I hope that eventually shamanic knowl­
edge and methods will be respected by Westerners, 
just as shamans respect Western technological medi­
cine. With mutuaJ respect, both strategies can help 
realize the holistic approach to healing and health that 
so many people are seeking. To use shamanism, we do 
not need to understand in scientific terms why it works, 
just as we do not need to know why acupuncture 
works in order to benefit from it. 

There is no conflict between shamanic practice and 
modem medical treatment. Every North or South Amer· 
ican Indian shaman I have ever asked about this matter 
has agreed there is no competition whatsoever. Jivaro 
shamans are perfectly willing to have their patients go 
see a missionary doctor, for example. In fact, they 
encourage their patients to get all the technological treat· 
ment possible. The shaman wants, first and foremost , 
to see the patient wen . Any kind of technological treat· 
ment or medication that will contribute to the strength 
of the patient, that will help combat any kind of illness, 
is welcome. 

A current example of a mutually supportive combi· 
nation of shamanism with Western technological medi· 
cine is the well·known work of Dr. O . Carl Simonton 
and Stephanie Matthews-Simonton in treating cancer 
patients. Although the Simontons did not knowingly 
pursue shamanic methods, some of their techniques in 
support of chemotherapy are incredibly similar to those 
of shamans. The Simontons' patients are reportedly 
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sometimes surprisingly successfu l in gainin~ relief from 
pain and in achieving the remissio n of thelr cancerous 
conditions.3 

As part of their treatment, patients relax in a quiet 
room and visualize themselves on a walking journey 
until they meet an " inner guide," which is a pt;rson or 
an animal. The patient then asks the "guide' for help 
in getting well .4 This resemblance to the shamanic jour· 
ney, the recovery of a power animal, and its shamanic 
use is as obvious as it is remarkable. 

Furthermore, the Simontons, without suggesting the 
content, had their P3'0ents visualize and make draw­
ings of their cancers .5 The patients spontaneously drew 
snakes and other creatures surprisingly similar to those 
seen by shamans as hannful intrusive powers in the 
bodies of their patients. {See, for example, the Jfvaro 
drawings in Plate 13.} The Simontons now encourage 
their patients to visualize their cancers as " pain ceea· 
tures' and to get rid of them.6 

But the Similarity of shamanism does not stop there. 
The Simontons found that they could train their patients 
to visualize the sending of their white blood cells to 
ingest the cancero us cells and expel them from the 
body much as a shaman visualizes and commands his 
spirit helpers to suck up and remove harmful power 
intrusions from the body of his patient. One of the 
main differences is that the Simontons' patients are 
acting as their own healers, something that is difficult 
for even the best of shamans. Perhaps the cancer patients 
might be further helped by having a shaman work with 
them. A patient should not be required to be his own 
shaman any more than he should be required to limit 
his technological treatments to the self·administration 
of patent medicines purchased from the local drugstore. 

One day, and I hope it will be soon , a modern 
version of the shaman will work side--by-side with ortho­
dox Western physidans . In fact . this is already starting 
to take place where native shamans exist. as on some 
North American Indian reservations and in some places 
in Australia. Equally exciting is the prospect of physi· 
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dans being trained in shamanic methods of healing and 
health maintenance so they can combine both approaches 
in their practice. I am happy to note that small num­
bers of younger physicians have already participated in 
my training workshops and seem enthusiastic about 
what they have learned. Only time will tell how suc­
cessful they are in implementing shamanic principles 
in their work. 

Whatever your own interest and hopes with regard 
to the way of the shaman, a basic question exists: 
Where do you go from here? You do not have to 
become a shaman in order to continue the work 
described in this book. Being a shaman entails seri­
ously trying to help people who have problems of 
power and health. You may not feel comfortable taking 
such a responsibility . Even in primitive societies most 
people do not. But you can still work to help yourself 
by seriously and regularly using the methods you have 
learned here. You can work alone, even without a 
drummer, by using th~ cassette r~ording of ?hamani.c 
drumming referred to 10 Appendix A. Thus IS twenti­
eth-century technology combined with shamanism! 

For those of you who wish to become profession~1 
shamans, I must point out that there is more to expen­
ence and learn than is dealt with in the preceding 
pages, such as: wilderness wandering, the visio,: quest, 
the shamanic experience of death and resurrection, the 
Orphic journey, shamanism and afterlife, journeying to 
the Upperworld . Meanwhile, however, the most impor­
tant thing is for you to practice regularly wh.at you 
have learned. You can be assisted in this by a friend or 
relative willing to work with you as a partner, by par­
ticipating in shamanic training workshops, and by devel­
oping a circle of shamanically inclined persons who 
meet regularly to help one another and others. 

As I have noted, you can work simply to help 'your­
self, but you may not find that sufficient and ~Ish t.o 
heir others shamanically. Your biggest .obstacles I!, th.ls 
wi! be cultural and sooal, not shamamc, for we hve In 

the very civilization that persecuted and destroyed those 
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who possessed the ancient knowledge . You will not be 
burned at the stake, but you will not receive the Nobel 
Prize in medicine. either. 

Among the Koryak of Siberia .there was a u:;eful 
distinction between family shamamsm and prof~slonal 
shamanism? Family shamanism was the helpmg of 
immediate relatives by those who were less adva!,ced 
or less powerful in shamanic knowledge . ProfeSSional 
shamamsm was practiced by those more advanced and 
powerful, and involved the treahnent of .~~l and aU 
clients. If you wish to help others shamam y, I s~g­
gest you follow the family shamanism model. working 
to help close friends and family members who are 
sympathetic. And remember, work to supplement ortho­
dox Western medical treatment, not to compete with it. 
The objective is not to be a purist, but to help. others 
achieve health and happiness, and harmony with Na-
ture, in every practical way. .. . 

In shamanism there is ultimately no dlshnctlon 
between helping others and helping yourself. By help­
ing others shamanically, one becomes more powerful, 
seff-fulfilled, and joyous. Shamanism goes far. beyond a 
primarily self-concerned transcendence of ordmary real­
Ity. It is transcendence for a broader purpose, the.hel~ 
ing of humankind . The enlightenment ?f shamaOlsm IS 
the ability to light up what others perceive as darkness, 
and thereby to see and to journey on behalf of a human­
ity that is perilously close to losing its spiritual . con­
nectedness with aU ItS relatives, the plants and ammals 
of this good Earth . .. 

I leave you now with a poem by Josie Tamann, one 
of the small but growing number of young people who 
are exploring the way of the shaman .8 !he poem serv~ 
to remind us that it is in the practice of shamaruc 
methods we find the way no one else can find for us. 
As a spirit told a Siberian Samoyed shaman, "Shaman­
izing, you will find your way, by yourself. ,,9 

• • • 
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song for. the journey 

the eagle soars into turquoise and indigo 
catching gold on white tipped feathers 
in cadence of wind and stilinesses 
singing and swooping with currents and storms 
alone, the far-seer, sky dancer. 
sun fire dips down to serpentine underworld 
and eagle descends on rose and mauve and amber 

light 
to an eyrie for night's long dream 

head curved under wings 
eallie encircled in sleep 

' re ecting early kinship 
with those scaled and coiled beings 
who swallow the sun in their tangled 

trap 
while the lost world waits in darkness 

and dream; 
and in dreamworlds gods and goddesses 
beat the pulse of prayer 
dancing near smaller fires 
drumming toward greater light 
creating song from cries of loss 
fanning the glowing ember of the heart 
praising color: 
green of growth, gold of maize 
soft rich browns of deer and earth 
rainbow prisms of mist and sun 
and riotous spring anemonies 
tangerine and sienna of autumn's burnt 

lemon death 
after summer's blue heat 
and the white quiet in the center 
of winter's stillness 

and as hope begins to flicker 
in the endless dark tunnel of night 
eagle dreams stir 
and in sleep awaken shadow-winged predator 

I 

I 

spirits 
who dive for us all 
into alien elements 
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fathomless seas of cobalt and black 
dive through the surface 
alon~ watery crescents of moon's mirrored 

Image 
downward liquid spiral journey 
and now is our need for eagle's sharp vision: 
glimpse of turbulence below 
dark shapes massing and twisting 
in volcanic force the sun is caught 
by serpents jealous and frenzied in battle 
surrounding the light; 
beak and talons curve 
wings pull against the tidal vortex 
moving with but not surrendering 
to that power 
and they strike 

for an endless moment hearts stop In 

their sleep 
drums do not beat 
as feathers, coils, silver fangs and claws 
embrace in the death of our dreams; 
and in that moment the sun is freed 
and begins to float luminous 
toward that thin membrane where sea 

and sky meet 
leaving an image of frozen fury far below 
and finally, bursting through 
with the fragile sound of silence and 

color 
dawn is borne up on wings of light 

life stirs 
light stirs us all 
and an eagle soars toward the sun 
on the sighs of our awakening 

I 

i 
I 
i 
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Drums, Rattles, and 
Other Aids 

Since we do not live in a primitive tribal society, per­
sons engaging in shamanic work sometimes have a 
dHficult time acquiring suitable drums and rattles. Some 
of these "new shamans" have discovered the flat, single­
headed drum used by Irish musicians, which is similar 
to that employed by Eskimo and Siberian shamans. L 
however, generally use two-headed skin drums, espe­
cially because of their deeper tone, which is effective in 
group work such as the spirit canoe journey. Some of 
the best ones are made from hollowed-out cottonwood 
logs by the Taos Indians of New Mexico, and covered 
with rawhide. 

You should not hesitate, however, to try out any 
drum thai you already possess or can borrow: single­
headed standing African, snare-drurn (remove the snare), 
or other type. Since hitting the drumhead with the 
hand does not produce the necessary sharpness of 
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sound, you will need to experiment with different kinds 
of drumsticks, makeshift or otherwise. On some drums 
a rubber-bladed kitchen spatula works well, on others 
a simple hardwood stick, and on large ones a slightly 
padded stick. You might also test out what is available 
in your local musicaf instrument store. If you enjoy 
working with your hands, you may wish eventually to 
make your own drum. To guide you in this, I highly 
recommend the paperback book, How to Make Drums, 
Tomtoms and Rntfles; Primitive Percussion Illstrumellts for 
Modem Use by Bernard S. Mason, published by Dover 
Publications, Inc .• 180 Varick Street, New York, New 
York 10014. 

The Hopi. Zuni. and Rio Grande Puebloan groups of 
the Southwestern United States make excellent, beauti­
fully decorated rattles from dried gourds. These can 
sometimes be found for sale in American Indian crafts 
stores in Santa Fe, New Mexico. An easier way to 
obtain a rattle is through your local musical instrument 
store. I recommend the "Professional Maraca" (LP 281), 
manufactu red by Latin Percussion, Inc. Superior to the 
vast majority of commerCially sold maracas, it has the 
hard, dry sound of many shaman's rattles. If you wish 
to make a rattle, you can cut the narrow end off a 
gourd, put in very small pebbles, and epoxy a handle 
onto the end of the gourd. A wide variety of gourd 
seeds is listed in the catalog of most seed companies 
(for example, that of the Park Seed Company. Green­
wood, South Carolina 20647), if you want to grow your 
own. Whether you buy or make a rattle, you will prob­
ably find it more meaningful if you paint it with your 
own design. 

A new and important development in shamanic jour­
ney work is the use of cassette recordings of shamanic 
drumming which permit one to work alone. When 
played through the amplifier system of a stereo set, 
they have essentia lly the same effect as a real drum in 
the room. 

Information on how to obtain the Taos drums and 
the cassettes may be secured by writing the Center for 
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Shamanic Studies, Box 673, Belden Station, Norwalk, 
Connecticut 06852. The Center also provides informa­
tion on forthcoming trainin$ workshops in shaman,ism I 
and shamanic healing at vanous locations in the Untted 
States, Canada, and Europe. 

, 
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The Hand Game of 
the Flathead Indians 
as described by Alan P. Merriam ] 

This excellent description of the rules and methods of 
the Flathead hand game was based upon fieldwork 
conducted by Merriam in Montana in the summer of 
1950. The rules and practices are relatively similar to 
those played today by Salish and other tribes in the 
Northwest. There is also a recording of Flathead Stick 
Game S01fgS that can help you understand how it is 
played.2 

The preliminaries to the game are informal. 
beginning with any individual who has the desire 
and enthusiasm to start a game. It is he who sets 
up the physical requirements for the game, which 
consist of two poles or boards of any convenient 
size and weight and perhaps ten to fifteen feet in 

:W;' 
I) ' , 

185 



• 

186 APPENDIX B 

length. These boards or poles are laid on the 
ground about five feet apart and parallel to each 
other . .. . The first man on each side usually 
becomes the "captain" of his side, although this 
rule is not inviolable; in any case, if he can write, 
he ordinarily takes the bets for his side and writes 
the names and amounts wagered on a piece of 
paper. 

When the bets have become sufficient. or more 
exactly, when no more seem 10 be forthcoming, 
the players, indudins; anyone ~ho has bet and 
wishes to play, take sticks: a,ny piece of wood of a 
convenient length for stnkmg a rhythm on the 
pole or board in fronl of him, and sit down behind 
the parallel boards, the two sides thus facing each 
other. In general, the number of players on each 
side is eight to ten; the game may be played with 
as many players as desired , although one seldom 
sees more than a dozen or fewer than five players 
on each side , 

The captain has charge of five wooden pegs, 
each about eight to ten inches long, sharpened at 
one end, and about three-quarters of an inch in 
diameter. These sticks are usually painted in bright 
colors and thus can be easily identified by the 
onlooker. 

At the time the author was watching the stick 
game two sets of sticks seemed to be in most 
general use. In one of these all ten sticks were 
painted a light blue, and in the other all we~e 
painted in alternating red and yellow bands; 10 
the latter case the alternations were reversed for 
the two sets of five sticks each, that is, in one case 
red and yellOW, and in the other yellOW and red . 
These five sticks on each side are stuck in the 
ground in front of the parallel poles, usually lean­
ing away from the players . 

Once the sticks have been settled, two sets of 
two bones each are displayed . These bones vary 
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!n size and to a certain extent in shape, depend-
109 upon whether they are men's or women's 
bones. Men 's bones, that is, bones which are used 
by men, are in general taken from the leg bone of 
a , horse;. they are approximately two and five­
eighths IOches long and an inch in diameter. The 
bones are highly polished and, in the instance of 
the most popular set used at the time of observa­
tion , were given a coating of light blue paint at 
~he en~s in a .strip approximately a quarter of an 
lOch Wide, ThiS particular set of men's bones was 
p~rt of a matching set of gambling equipment 
With the blue counting sticks referred to above; 
th.ey were owned by one of the most persis tent 
stick game gamblers on the reservation . While the 
mar,ked bone was. formerly distinguished by bands 
of slOew or rawhide wrapped around the middle, 
the most common marking at present takes the 
form of three bands of black electrician's tape 
each three eighths of an inch wide and separated 
by an open space of about one-eighth inch . 

Women's bones, on the other hand, are consid­
erably smaller, in deference, it is explained, to the 
fact that women's hands are smaller than men's. 
Often made from the leg bone of -a deer, they are 
usually about two and a quarter inches long and 
three-quarters to seven-eighths of an inch in diam­
eter, The ~a.rk~d bone is again distinguished by 
black electriCian s tape, but usually with only two 
bands instead of three .... 

There are at least two ways in which the game 
may be started , the first of which is perhaps more 
"proper" than . the second. The "captain" of each 
Side takes a pair of bones, that is, one marked and 
one unmarked bone, hides them in his fists in a 
manner to be described below, and once hidden 
extends his fists in front of him and to the sides: 
Each "captain" then guesses the position of the 
unmarked bor:ae held by the other; if each guesses 
correctly, or If each guesses incorrectly, it is a 
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standoff and the process is repeated . However, if 
one guesses correctly and the other incorrectly, 
the latter must give up his bor:tes and one count­
ing stick. Real play then beglOs. In the second 
possible starting play, one "captain," usually the 
one who has begun the preliminaries by laying 
down his bet first, takes one set of bones and 
hides them. Holding one in each dosed fist, h~ 
challenges his opposite number to guess the poSI­

tions' if the guesser is correct, the bones and one 
counting stick go to his side. If he is incorrect, I.he 
process is reversed . This second method of begll~­
ning the game, which gives at least a psychologI­
cal advantage to the side which holds the bones, 
is seldom used . 

As soon as the first position of the bones. has 
been determined by one of the methods ~escnbed 
above, the side which has gained. possession bursts 
into song at the same time beating on the parallel 
board or' pole with the short sticks picked up 
before the game. The "captain" holds both I?airs 
of bones and after some singing and pantomime, 
he thro~s one set to a person, perhaps keeping 
the other set himself or perhaps passing them 
also to another person. those who receive the 
bones immediately drop their sticks an.d begin t.he 
elaborate pantomine which accompames the hid­
ing process. The selection of those who ~re to 
hide the bones is apparently purely arbitrary, 
although those who can manipulate them best, or 
those who are known to be lucky in the stick 
game, are obviously most often cho~n. 

The pantomime which accompames the game 
takes several forms, and the abifity of a ~Iayer is 
often judged by the skill with which he hides the 
bones. Informants often said, "You have to know 
the motions to be a good stick game player:" At 
the same time, there seems to be no particular 
significance in any of the motions. ~e. player is 
usually on his knees if a man, and sitting cross-

I 
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legged if a woman. Men usually throw the bones 
in the air as a preliminary gesture, catch them, 
and bend over until the face is actually touching 
the ground, at this point hiding the bones behind 
the chest. One is then likely to straighten up 
again and show his opponents how he has held 
the bones, and repeat the p~oces~ with variation . 
He may hold the bones behmd hiS back, or quite 
characteristically, with his arms crossed and hands 
in the opposite armpits. Again, at the end of the 
preliminary motions, the final hiding often takes 
place under a hat or a handkerchief placed on the 
ground in front of the player. Women are most 
likely to manipulate the bones inside the shirt­
front , under a shawl or handkerchief, or behind 
the back; they also often borrow a hat from a man 
under which the bones may be changed from 
hand to hand. One also frequently sees a woman 
~olding a large handkerchief in her mouth, sing-
109 all the while, under which she hides the bones. 
Durin~ this preliminary play, the side with the 
~nes IS constantly singing, shouting, and insult-
109 the players on the opposing side. The bones 
are constantly hidden, exposed to the view of the 
opposing players, and re-hidden; the preliminary 
play may continue for a full ten minutes in extreme 
cases. 

In the meantime, the side which is to make the 
guess is silent for the most part. The actual guesser 
is '!'ost often the "captain," although he may 
designate the responsibility to another person .... 
Characteristically, he points at one or the other of 
the players, using a particular gesture in which 
the left hand !S br.ought sharply to the right shoul­
der, and as It hIts the shoulder, the right arm 
extends from a position at which it is bent at the 
elbow. Thus it appears as though the striking by 
the left hand propels the right arm out straight. 
As the arm stretches out, the first finger only is 
extended, pointing toward one of the people who 
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has the bones. This is then repeated to point at 
the other player, and may be repeated t~roughout 
the manipulation of the bones; such motions, how-
ever, do not constitute a real guess. . 

The two players with the bones work tndepen­
dentIy; when one is ready to .accept a guess he 
signifies his intention by extendtng both arms away 
from his sides, the knuckles toward the guessers, 
thus hiding the bones in his clenched fists; the 
other player soon follows suit. I.n prese~ting the 
bones for guessing, one hand IS sometimes ex­
tended while the other is crossed over the breast 
and concealed under the opposite armpit. The 
guess must be made rapi~ly or .the bones will.be 
withdrawn and the mantpulation begun agam. 
The guesser indicates his guess with. t~e mo~on 
described above; in the case of a defimte ChOice, 
the arm motion is accompanied by an audible 
grunt which signifies the final decision has been 
made. Four possible guesses may . be made, all 
applying to both sets of bon.es; 1. I.f the ~u~ss~r 
points to the right with the mdex ftnger, It In~I. 
cates that he befieves both unmarked bones are tn 
his two opponents' left hands; 2. if he points to 
the left, he signifies his decision th~t the two 
unmarked bones are in the players' nght hands; 
3. if he points straight ahead with arm slanting 
toward the ground, he indicates his belief th~t t~e 
two unmarked bones are in the center; that IS, tn 
the right hand of the player to his right, and in 
the left hand of the player to his left; 4. if he 
extends the thumb and first finger, palm upward, 
with the other three fingers dosed , he indicates 
his decision that the unmarked bones are on the 
outside; that is, in the left hand of the player to 
his right, and in the right hand of the player to 
his left . 

Should the guesser make an incorrect guess on 
both bones, he must tum over two counting sticks 
to the opposing side; should he guess correctly on 

I 
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~th, he receives both pairs of bones, but no 
Sticks. If he guesses one set correctly, those bones 
are thrown over to him, but the other set is retained 
by the original side, and the guesser must give up 
one stick. In other words, possession of the bones 
lasts as long as the guesser is fooled; a wrong 
guess costs him a stick. The game can thus be 
won when one side has possession of but one set 
of bones, since before play can be begun by a 
side, it must win possession of both sets. When 
possession of both sets of bones has been won, 
the second side begins singing, beating the board, 
and hiding the bones. 

In order to complete a game, one side must win 
al~ ten. sticks, although each side begins the game 
With five. As noted above, the sticks are placed in 
the ground leaning away from the players and in 
front of the parallel board before them. As sticks 
are won, they are placed behind the board until 
all te':l have been. put in play; in this position they 
are either stuck In the ground again or laid in a 
nea~ pile . Once all ten sticks have been placed 
behmd the parallel poles, the game is fully under 
way . Thus supposing that side A is in possession 
of the bones at the sta rt of the game, and A 
makes six straight wins; this, of cou rse, means it 
has ~on more: sticks than a re possessed by side B. 
In thiS case, Side B throws over its five sticks, but 
on the sixth successful win, side A will take one 
stick from in front of the board and place it behind 
the board , thus putting a sixth stick in play. If 
then side A loses the bones and then makes an 
incorrect guess, it must pay with a fresh stick, not 
a stick it has won from side B. 

Play is continued , then, until one side has won 
all ten sticks ... . 
. Empathy and a sort of "d ivination" playa part 
10 the game. For example, when one side has but 
one stick left it is almost invariably stuck in front 
of the pole and pounded vigorously into the ground 
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by the "captain"; this, of course, supposedly makes 
it harder for the other side to obtain possession. 
When one side has guessed and won one set of 
bones, those bones are thrown over immediately. 
Often the "captain" of the side will then manipu­
late them, although he, of course, must stiD obtain 
the other set; he may look at the bones in his 
hand, show them to the crowd and then make his 
guess according to the way his pair has fallen. 

The stick game is played today by men only. 
women only, or mixed teams. Small children are 
encouraged to join in, and on many occasions the 
"captain" will throw the bones to children to hide, 
children so small that their fists barely cover the 
bones . On such an occasion, considerable encour­
agement is given the child . 

• 
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