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  Introduction


  Why did I choose to write this book?


  It isn’t because I lived in the Amazon for years. Rather, it is because I’ve fallen in love with this remarkable and beautiful region. The Amazon is a wonderful and unique place, with an aura of beauty, mystery, and magic that is impossible to adequately describe. It can’t be captured in films, photographs, or paintings. Standing in a portion of virgin Amazon jungle is a spiritually transformative event that can only be hinted at to those who have not experienced it.


  I believe there is much information hidden in the Amazon region that I can help to reveal. I have visions; I talk to the ancient spiritual entities and Incan Gods. They direct me to places where I am not always comfortable. They sent me to the Amazon, saying that I had to write this book because it would reach people who would make a difference in the future of the Amazon, and the planet Earth as a whole. The spirits can be somewhat bombastic, but they have always shown me the most fulfilling path. Because of them and my love for the Amazon, I wrote this book.


  The Shaman Storyteller Tradition


  I’ve been to the Amazon many times and have met with many incredible and knowledgeable individuals there. I’ve studied with a wide array of Amazonian shamans, healers, curanderos, priests, and priestesses. When I began to write of my experiences there, I knew that I could not present the material in a real life fashion. This book is an attempt to keep alive the tradition of shamanistic storytellers who have inspired and entertained many of us for decades. The truth is in the knowledge the story presents, not in miniscule details. The storyteller has the privilege of adding or subtracting if it adds to the content of the story—and, of course, if it adds to its entertainment value. Another important reason I’ve chosen to write this book in this tradition is because I do not wish to endanger, compromise, or defy any of the individuals or peoples of whom I speak.


  I have traveled to many locales all over the world, most often to Latin America and the Amazon, occasionally accompanied by my wife and my children. As difficult as it may be for most readers to believe, I have lived all the experiences in this book. I’ve taken the liberty of weaving them into a story that is convenient and, I hope, will hold your attention. Allow me to state clearly that many of the details that tie this book together are fictional. Every reader is welcome to determine which elements of the book they choose to believe, and which they choose to think of as fictional. This is a book written to educate, provoke thought, and open minds to non-western ways of living and thinking. But most of all, it’s meant to entertain.


  Numerous names, temporal facts, and even locations of events have been altered. Even so, the wildest and magical parts of this book did happen to me. I want to share them with you, as a reminder that the world truly is still a place of magic and miracles in the most real sense of the words.


  My Family


  The setting for this book is a ten-week travel through the Amazon with my wife Helene and my two wonderful children, Henry and Sophia. My family’s role in this book is essential. After the release of my first book, Secrets of the Ancient Inca, I was warned that I should not share so many intimate details about my family. After all, friends said, there are many strange people in the world and if any of them get the feeling they know my wife or two children, I could be placing them at risk. But I disagree. My family is the most powerful manifestation of magic, shamanism, healing, and love in my life. They bring joy and perspective to my life and my travels. The three of them are more important to me than anything in my existence or consciousness. Neither is there any doubt that they have grown immensely from the experiences we shared together. My children are in their teens, but already they have open hearts to many cultures around the world and are experienced world travelers. As Henry and Sophia are adopted from Peru, there is also a special bond between the Amazon and our entire family.


  The story of this book bounces between my personal shamanistic initiations and the joy found by the four of us while traveling, living, and exploring the Amazon as a group of friends learning about ourselves, each other, and how the universe can be changed to better serve everyone. When my children got sick in a remote jungle village, it was one of the most fearful moments I’ve ever endured. The result of that experience was a miraculous shamanistic healing that we all participated in, based on dire need and driven by our focused will and intent.


  But traveling with my family was not only important to us; many of the Amerindian people we met and came to know were very empowered by my children. They asked many questions. Where were they born? Were they of Indian descent? How did they do as adopted children in the minority in the very Caucasian United States?


  When we explained that they consistently got high grades in school, were great athletes, spoke two languages, had many friends, and were very well adjusted, the consistent response was something like, “Well, of course! When Amerindians are given a chance we excel at everything!” Sophia and Henry gave them hope, just as the Amazon itself had given hope to us.
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  Trying to Capture Amazon Healing Ways


  Visions and astral travels have given me some of the questions I wish to address in this book. Books and the Internet provided some more. The knowledge of the ancient healing ways of the Amazon are vanishing as civilization makes its inroads, yet there are still isolated pockets were people are stubbornly attempting to live in accordance with tradition. In these places, western values have not yet taken root. We planned our journey to research as many of these wild places as our time allowed.


  The Amazon shamans and healers hold unwritten libraries of knowledge that were built by their elders through years of experimentation with their environment. Many of the shamans in the remaining villages are old and it is difficult if not impossible for them to find suitable replacements to carry their wisdom forward for future generations. In most villages, the young people are infected with a lust for the culture of the west. The missionaries, lumber men, land developers, beef farmers, and even tourists give the message that the western ways are the future, and the traditional ways are old-fashioned and worthless. Every time a shaman dies without teaching an apprentice his unique knowledge, the planet loses centuries of accumulated herbal and spiritual insights. There still exist some 2,000 tribes that live close to their old ways; yet each year, most tribes grow fewer in numbers and the number of surviving tribes decreases. Civilization is encroaching at a rapid pace. This book will hopefully add its voice to the wide range of wake-up calls. I have visited a few of these villages, met with some of these shamans, and studied some of their secrets. So very much more needs to be done so that their knowledge is maintained, shared, lived, and reclaimed.


  This book is not an exhaustive look at Amazon shamanistic healing, only an introduction to some healing plants and procedures that can improve the reader’s health. It is also an opportunity to tell the story of my family’s quest to experience the Amazon before it is altered beyond recognition. The Amazon is undergoing major changes and it will never again be the impenetrable green land of mystery that it has been for centuries. We were blessed to see aspects of the old world before it disappears forever. Right now, in Brazil alone, 100 acres of rainforest are being logged each and every hour. One day, if humanity doesn’t act decisively, the Amazon could exist only in our memories.


  What does ancient Amazon healing mean to the average citizen of the western world? Allowing its secrets to heal our lives and our society is one important key to what we are as a human species, and to what we can hope to become. So is healing and protecting the Amazon itself, its unique environment, and the knowledge residing there.


  The more I study shamanistic healing, the more I realize its true power and potential. It may well be the most ancient and most practical form of wellness. The tools grow all around us in nature. Some plants that flourish in the Amazon also grow in concrete cities all across North America. Other similar plants are widely available as well.


  This might be a good spot to stop and mention that the word shaman is generic and not native to South America. It originally comes from Siberia, a place about as far away from the Amazon as you can get. However, the term has come to be used as a pleasant, blanket term to describe indigenous magic workers and healers. It sounds kinder than witch doctor, and is more appropriate than medicine man. All areas of the world that were not controlled or greatly affected by the major world religions had, and still have, shaman-like figures in central positions of society.


  I have attempted to research and note the most dependable and easily available healing ingredients and approaches. This research has taken me through worlds and experiences I had scarcely dreamt of. There were nights spent reading ancient books and manuscripts while sipping herbal teas, or collecting herbs by moonlight and brewing potions on deserted mountaintops. I have attempted to combine ancient pre-European healing practices and common sense remedies that can be utilized by today’s reader. I have also attempted to weave together ancient secrets and modern practices in healing that, I hope, will infect you with the desire to learn more for yourself.
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  Challenges and Hopes in Writing this Book


  When researching the traditions of the Amazon, I am always faced with the question of whether what I’m being told is effective spiritual healing magic or merely superstition. How does one tell the difference? As an example, take the kuntin achitai (game grabber) used by the hunters of Huascayacu in the northern Peruvian Amazon. When a hunter finds a rock that he feels is magical, he brings it to the village shaman, who ritually magnetizes it to attract game for this hunter. Is this rock just a placebo of sorts, allowing them to be effective hunters because they believe in its power, or is it true magic in action? If in most cases the game grabber works, then why not believe that there is a ritualistic technique that can turn a stone into a tool that attracts game to a hunter? Or perhaps it only gives the hunter the self-confidence to outdo himself. Either way, the kuntin achitai holds power that helps create the desired outcome.


  I am sure that our western lifestyles and those of the ancient Amazonians have little overlap or commonality, except for the fact that we are all people and must interact to varying degrees with nature, other people, and the spirit world. The Amazon people lived and ate organically because they had to. But we have to be very aware and purposeful to achieve these same goals, and go about it very differently. They consumed wild herbs and vegetables because they could, and even more so, because cultivation was not often an option. Again, we in our modern world must make major efforts to achieve similar results. Spirituality and the essences of plants, rocks, and mountains were part of their lives because they were closer to them and were not distracted by television, video games, jet travel, fast food, or shopping. We have to overcome our distractions and refocus. We have decisions and options that our Amazonian cousins never dreamed of, and they in turn had choices that may be difficult for us to relate to. Yet if I succeed in interpreting and sharing some of their knowledge, healing traditions, and views on life, then every reader might have an expanded bank of options to draw from for staying healthy, healing, and aging wisely.


  It is difficult for us, as modern westerners, to appreciate what the world looks like to people who have had none of our experiences. Today in the Amazon, there are people who have never driven a car, seen a television, heard a radio, or read a book. They grew up surrounded by the jungle and their village; this is the entirety of their life. They know a slice of reality we can hardly imagine. But this does not mean they’ve been left alone. The Catholic Church has wanted to turn them to Christianity for five centuries, and the evangelist Protestant missionaries for most of the recent century. International corporations want their lumber, oil, and mineral riches, and would like nothing more than to see them become consumers in the best of western styles. I personally believe that the jungle has strong opposing desires and wants the native people who reside within its mystical boundaries to remain uncorrupted and to maintain their traditional ways, in which they communicate with nature’s spirits and perform astral travels to other dimensions as a form of spiritual and ritual practice.


  Whenever I write about other places, other peoples, other cultures, other traditions, or other ways, I always feel torn. I want to translate it in as pure and unadulterated a manner as possible. This, of course, is impossible for anybody, but I will stretch the language to the best of my abilities, in order to allow you to move and dance with the alternative realities that have always existed in the Amazon. To truly understand the Amazon and the people living within it, you must put your mind in a place where you can feel the jungle’s throbbing heat, see the vast abundance of life, smell its sweet and pungent foliage, and taste the sweet water in its streams and ponds. If I can assist your mind, heart, and spirit in approaching the essence of the Amazon, then I feel I have accomplished a great feat.


  Today, the advent of airplanes, helicopters, fan boats, fanatical evangelists, radio, and satellite television obscures the fact that traditions of 500 years’ duration and more still exist, though they are vanishing with extreme and saddening speed. Yet they do exist and I feel westerners have greatly neglected their responsibility to the people who live in the Amazon. For the past and for the future, for Mother Nature and for ourselves, we must do all we can to uncover as many of the ancient ways as possible and preserve them accordingly. Even more, we must attempt to incorporate the essence of this information into our own lives, for unless we bring it close to our hearts, the knowledge will become dry and meaningless information found on printed pages and in computer databases. If we can bring it fully into our lives, we can keep some of the most powerful magic of our ancient ancestors alive.


  When asked how my book was coming along, I stated how depressing it is to think about what has been lost and is being lost every day in the Amazon. Since the Spanish came to the Americas, the indigenous people‘s ways and knowledge have been destroyed on a regular basis. Then I was asked, “You usually write with such hope and optimism. How are you able to write like that?” I quickly responded, “This time the Inca win.” In my book the indigenous people take a stand, demand dignity, and show the rest of the world what is important in life. Some of the most important lessons they have to teach involve living from the heart and in harmony with nature. It is celebrating existence and living in joy and optimal health.


  The Amazon jungle and the native peoples who reside there know secrets that we westerners often find difficult to perceive and more difficult to believe. Yet if we can stretch our limited views and beliefs, there is much to gain and little to lose.
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  Drugs and Traditional Healing


  Some comments about drugs and their use in shamanistic ritual: I freely admit to having shared ayahuasca, yage’, san pedro cactus, coca leaves, and snuff with shamans. I see neither drugs nor hallucinogens as things that most people should experiment with. I am certainly not attempting to glorify them. However, these and other substances have been used by holy people throughout history to touch the divine and explore invisible realms, or at least to establish points of reference as a way to access these places. If used under the expert supervision of shamans, for the purpose of growing spiritually or learning how to heal, they can be valid tools. Yet even then they can cause insanity, accidents, or death. I have made Amazonian, Incan, and Latin American shamanism my primary path for spirituality and healing. If the tools that the shamans and their traditional forefathers used in these areas were herbal, mind-altering substances, then I felt compelled to explore them with my teachers. I feel that these experiences greatly enhanced and expanded my personal knowledge and power, as well as expanded my awareness of many aspects of existence.
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  Making the Journey Possible


  This book was inspired in part by fate and in part by my dreams and visions. In the beginning it was to be focused on Tiwanaku and the ancient culture that reigned over most of South America before the age of the Inca. It felt to me that the Gods of Tiwanaku were part of the Incan pantheon, and they wanted their story told. It was then that I began dreaming of the Amazon. I would wake
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