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      An immense feeling of strength infused me. It was no longer the illusion of 
power, which causes one to become weary of the battle and to want to give in. 
Astrain whispered to me again . . . He said that I should always confront the 
world with the same weapons that were used to challenge me. And that I could 
confront a dog only by transforming myself into a dog.

      Paulo Coelho 
The Pilgrimage  
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      Introduction

      I was asked to speak at the 1995 International Women’s 
Conference in Miami shortly after my third book was published. Five authors were 
invited, four of 
us men. My topic was the potential impact of indigenous women shamans on the 
future of the world. Four men out of five presenters at the International 
Women’s Conference—something seemed out of balance. I decided to turn my time at 
the lectern over to a woman.


      Although only twelve years old, my daughter Jessica was highly qualified. 
She first visited indigenous people when she was eight months old; my wife, 
Winifred, still talks about the time she and and I waited while a group of Mayan 
women, standing knee deep in a lake where they wash clothes, embroidered skirts 
tucked into their sashes, passed Jessica around, amazed that such a large baby 
was less than a year old. Later, Jessica trained with Quechua shamans in the 
Andes, was initiated during a fire ceremony in the Guatemalan highlands, and was 
a member of the first group of outsiders ever to visit a remote clan of 
headhunters deep in the Amazon.


      “There are three points I want to make tonight,” Jessica told her Miami 
audience. “First, I feel that my generation was saddled with a burden heavier 
than that of any other people in history, a legacy of polluting our world to the 
brink of destruction. Second, changing it will require far more than recycling 
and other environmental Band-Aids. And third, we women must play a major role. 
We are the nurturers. Above all else, this 
transition will be about shifting ourselves into earth-honoring and 
sustainable ways of living.”


      I, like the rest of the audience, was deeply moved. More than the others, 
however, I knew that the credit for Jessica’s expansive point of view, and her 
impassioned plea, belonged to the shapeshifters who had influenced her young 
life.


      Throughout history we humans have found shapeshifting to be one of the most 
effective means for transforming ourselves, both as individuals and 
communities. A Lakota Sioux warrior shapeshifted into a buffalo in order to 
become a better hunter and to honor the spirit of an animal that provided his 
family with food, clothing, bowstrings, and fuel. Entire tribes adjusted to 
glaciers, floods, and other environmental changes by radically altering their 
perceptions and lifestyles.


      Modern cultures have exchanged such practices for a belief in man’s ability 
to control the world around him. The hunt has been replaced by industrialized 
farms, slaughterhouses, and meat-packing factories. Rather than attempting to 
adjust to flooding rivers, we build levees. Both individuals and communities 
appear to live apart from what we too often refer to as the “rest of the world” 
or “nature,” as if we were separate from them.


      Yet now, poised at the edge of a new millennium, we face a multitude of 
crises. Painfully aware of our polluted air and water, our inadequacy to combat 
poverty, and our increasing tendency to resort to violence, suicide, drugs, and 
other destructive behavior, we wonder what is to come. . . . 


      But stop! This is not a time to lament the past or despair over the future. It is a time 
to open the door to all the wonderful possibilities inherent in the awarenesses 
and technologies developed over the past decades. This is a time for optimism. 


      
We are the first people in history to harness the miracles of physics, inhabit 
homes with heating and air conditioning, travel to the moon, and watch it all on 
television. We know what we have—and what we miss. We are the first to be able 
to make rational choices about the tradoffs involved in development—to say that, based on actual experience, the 
fruits of economic expansion are not always worth the price. Never before have 
any citizens of this planet been in a position to evaluate the benefits (and 
costs) of power plants that generate electricity (and greenhouse gases), 
highways that unite us (and destroy our once-sacred land), or chemicals that 
provide amazing diversity on supermarket shelves and department store racks (and 
poison our rivers and bodies). 


      Ours is a time of great hope because we have learned so much about ourselves 
and our relation to our home. Our “giant leap for mankind” may be symbolized by 
Neil Armstrong’s footprint on the moon, but it took thousands of years for us to 
get there, and, in the process, we proved that we are not the masters of the 
universe. Although that footprint is an indelible symbol, the real leap was deep 
inside our psyches. When we took it, we entered a realm that offers an 
extraordinary opportunity for us to change ourselves. 


      This book is about change—shapeshifting—in all its forms. 

      In part 1 you will learn about the different types of shapeshifting, 
techniques for accomplishing each, and theories regarding how those changes 
happen. You will discover that we all have the ability to shapeshift on a 
cellular level, to transform ourselves into jaguars or bushes or any other form 
with which we create an alliance. Also, each of us can shift into being more of 
the self we most respect and want to emphasize, bringing about fundamental 
changes in our attitudes, perceptions, prosperity, health, appearance, and 
personal relationships.


      Part 2 describes remarkable incidents that happened to groups of people 
traveling with me through the Amazon rainforest, experiences that included each 
of the different types of shapeshifting discussed in part 1. You will meet 
respected medical doctors and scientists from the United States who underwent 
radical changes of body and mind. And you will learn about a profound 
institutional shapeshift that created a new organization, the type of 
transformation Jessica called for in her Miami speech. 


      Throughout parts 1 and 2 you will be introduced to techniques that will 
enable you to be the shapeshifter; simply follow the directions and examples 
provided by Viejo Itza and the other shapeshifters. 


      What follows is a series of stories—all of them true. For me, storytelling is 
the easiest way to write. And storytelling is part of the shapeshifter’s 
tradition. 
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      The Mayan View

      The great stone pyramid rose out of the jungle like a volcano into the 
morning sky. A monument to endurance, it had defied gods who sent hurricanes 
across the Gulf of Mexico to destroy it and grave robbers who had hacked away at 
it for countless centuries, picking it clean of all its jade and gold, leaving 
only the rocks, the plants that took root along its precipitous walls, and the 
carved figure at its summit. 


      It seemed part of the landscape, a cousin of the forest; but the pyramid had 
been conceived by people, every stone set in place by human hands. It was the 
creation of a civilization of magicians who had transformed the Yucatan from a 
tangled jungle into a land of agricultural bounty, splendid cities, and 
architectural masterpieces. 


      The Maya drained the swamps. They constructed massive islandlike platforms in 
the marshes that allowed human culture to flourish where crocodiles once had 
reigned. They devised a calendar more accurate than the one we use today, 
created their own written language, built temples as graceful as any found on 
the Acropolis, and pyramids that, in beauty and majesty, surpass the best of 
Egypt.


      Then these magicians performed their most mysterious act, one that has 
baffled archeologists and philosophers, anthropologists, and poets ever since. 


      It was an incredible feat of transformation. Like a hoary wizard who 
flicks his wand and returns to the nest of his mother’s womb, this entire 
culture, this civilization of people who had toiled for centuries to rise up out 
of the swamps, transported itself back to the time of its ancestors. The Maya 
abandoned their cities and deserted their monumental pyramids, leaving their 
brilliantly illustrated books, sophisticated calendars, and architectural 
secrets to the mercy of the jungle. They returned to the forests.


      “How long have human beings walked this earth?” Viejo Itza asked me. Standing 
in the sunny space that formed a bridge between the dark wall of trees behind us 
and the shadow of the pyramid in front, the two of us peered up into the morning 
light at the summit of the great stone monument that had endured the test of 
gods and men and time.


      Viejo in Spanish means “old”; Itza is a Mayan name. It was what they called my 
companion twenty years ago, when he first came into my life. Now I realized that 
he could not have been so old then, that the name had been a title of respect 
for a healer-philosopher, a teacher, a shaman. Perhaps, also, it reflected Mayan 
humor, viejo being a reference to his limp, and to the fact that he relied on a gnarled 
stick to help him walk. 


      His appearance had not changed much through the years. His hair showed signs 
of gray now, but he still wore it tied back in a little ponytail. Except for 
smile lines around his chocolate eyes, his face was free of wrinkles. His eyes 
sparkled with the passion for life I remembered so well, a passion for love, 
storytelling, animals, the forests, and people. He wore the same sandals, or at 
least the same style; like his loose-fitting pants and tunic, they were made 
from the off-white fiber of a local plant. Slung across his shoulder was a woven 
bag that I could have sworn had been carried by him these two decades. 


      I had to think about his question. I knew I had read the answer, but I am 
cursed with forgetfulness when it comes to numbers. He poked the tip of his 
gnarled walking stick into a leaf that had settled in our path. “A million 
years?” I guessed. 


      “Good enough.” He smiled my way and straightened until his arms and the stick 
pointed up and forward. From where I stood, they framed the pyramid. He stepped 
into its shadow. I followed, thankful for the coolness of the shade. “Numbers 
don’t really matter,” he continued. “We’ve survived many catastrophes. According 
to the legends, we people are in our 
fifth creation—destroyed four times before.” He paused. The air was still, as 
though nature herself had stopped to listen. “Each time it has been the 
shapeshifter—what you might call ‘sorcerer’ or ‘prophet’—who led us out of the 
abyss.”


      Viejo Itza walked up to the bottom step and started to climb. I remembered 
the story about his limp.


      In his youth he was hired to work with a crew of excavators at an 
archeological dig. One evening he accepted the challenge of a coworker to race 
to the top of a pyramid. During the mad dash he slipped and fell; when they 
found him they believed him dead. A Mayan healer returned his life. After that 
Viejo Itza was a different being. He learned to read, apprenticed to the healer, 
and—they say—began to converse with spirits. They referred to him as Sabio, 
“wise one,” and put Viejo before his name.


      I struggled behind him, clambering over the unpredictable rocks. Some of them 
were jagged and sharp as knives while others crumbled and fell away as soon as I 
touched them. I had the thought that the pyramid was conspiring to keep me off 
it. At first I dismissed this idea as ridiculous, mere paranoia. But when I 
recalled past times that I had scaled it with ease, I had to wonder. Something 
was different. I tried to console myself that sometimes our destiny is to endure 
hardship so we may reach new plateaus. Hadn’t Viejo Itza’s fall transformed his 
life? I shuddered at this and forced myself to slow down, to pick my way more 
cautiously up those terraced walls.


      I gave up trying to keep up with this man who was like a human fly. Despite 
his age and injured leg, he moved effortlessly. One time I stopped to study him. 
He appeared to slither, his entire body united with the rock, a serpent who, 
more than being at home on that ancient pyramid, was part of it. The danger, the 
fact that there were no railings or ropes, did not deter him. I watched him with 
the eye of an apprentice, determined to emulate his technique. From time to 
time he paused and, in the manner of a serpent, surveyed all that was around 
him. At first I did the same, but soon found that seeing the nearly 
perpendicular wall to which I clung and the ground far below caused vertigo. I 
would feel a rush of fear, imagining myself hurtling down and smashing into the 
hard-packed earth below. I glanced overhead, but that was even worse. The cauliflower 
clouds that from the ground had cushioned the morning light now seemed possessed 
by frenetic spirits determined to confuse and torment me. They spun 
diabolically, as though sucked by some unseen power into a vortex. They were 
determined to pull me in with them. 
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      The author and his daughter, Jessica (at age three), starting up a Mayan 
pyramid in the Yucatan. PHOTOGRAPH COURTESY OF WINIFRED PERKINS. 

      From above Viejo Itza shouted down words I could not understand. 

      I flattened myself against the cold wall and slowly raised my head, then 
lifted a hand to my ear to let him know I had missed the meaning of his message. 
He made his way back and soon he was at my side. 


      “Sit here,” he said patting the ledge beside me. “Not much further. Let’s 
take a rest.” 


      I sat down, careful to keep my eyes on him, the rock, and anything else that 
would not remind me of where I was. “Your technique,” I muttered, “is 
remarkable.” 


      He chuckled at this. “Technique is nothing,” he said slowly. “Spirit’s the 
secret. Remember I mentioned a while ago about how the sorcerer was the one to 
save our people whenever we were threatened by extinction?” 


      “The shapeshifter. I remember.” 

      “This pyramid is a perfect symbol.” He looked around, inviting me by example 
to do the same. I did, but focused only on the things close at hand. “My 
ancestors created a civilization that was destroying itself. Magnificent 
pyramids. Splendid works of art. Medicines that prolonged life like never 
before. This poor land was overburdened and the population was about to consume 
itself into extinction. Not to mention what all that wealth had done to the 
spirit of the people. They had everything material, yet they had lost touch with 
the earth herself. Spirit. The wise ones saw this happening. They taught the 
people to change into lives that would be more satisfying and enduring.” 


      He stood and with his cane drew a circle around me, the tip of the wood 
scratching against the stones. “As we continue up, feel your spirit mingle with 
the pyramid’s.” 


      Then he was gone. I remained alone for a moment, the words settling in. As I 
stood there his voice drifted down to me, something about a hawk. I looked into 
the heavens. It was a sea of blue; the clouds had vanished from sight. I 
searched for a bird but there was no movement anywhere. 


      “Be a hawk,” came the words. I stiffened my resolve, forcing my eyes to 
remain on that great expanse of sky for what seemed an eternity. I lifted one 
foot and set it down on the pyramid—the rock felt solid. I repeated this with 
the other. I raised my arms to the heavens; I looked down at the ledge directly 
in front of me. “One step at a time,” I told myself. I thought about the hawk; I 
imagined the sensation of flying above the world peering down at the pyramid, 
the two men inching their way up. I felt the sun on my head, and knew I was 
close to my goal. 


      When at last I reached the top, I was drenched in sweat. I pulled myself 
over the lip and lay sprawling on a narrow ledge, the pinnacle. The sun was not 
high, yet its heat was intense. I shaded my eyes and allowed them to do what I 
had been resisting—look down. Far below, the vast green jungle swept away like 
the wings of a parrot. It began to spin. I was overcome with dizziness until I 
forced my eyes back up to where Viejo Itza sat perched on the stone figure of a 
jaguar. 


      “It appears as it did in the time of the ancestors.” He smiled at me. He had 
not even broken a sweat. 


      I dragged myself to his feet and propped my back against the carved statue, 
squeezing my body into a ribbon of shade. I felt his hands touch my shoulders. 
They moved down my back. Massaging my muscles, the fingers were strong as a 
young warrior’s. 


      “But,” he continued, “the world is not the same as then.” He pointed at a spot 
on the horizon, beneath the sun. “The city. Thousands of people. Cars and 
factories. Poisoned air.” His finger moved along the thin green line that could 
have been the edge of the world. “And there, the toxic river. We have entered a 
time of cataclysm. Like those other four times, our species is again threatened 
with extinction.”


      I thought about another jungle, another man, a moment many years before that 
had changed my life. 


      “If we wish to survive,” Viejo Itza continued, “we must listen to those who 
can lead us from the abyss.” 


      “The shapeshifters.” It had been his word, that man I met “out of place” in 
the jungle, all those years ago. The word had shocked me the first time I heard 
it, coming as it had from a corporate executive and man of the world. 
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      A Corporate Executive in the Amazon

      I first met Knut Thorsen in the Amazon jungle in 1968. It seemed an amazing 
coincidence that we happened to be in the same place at that time: Sucua, an 
Ecuadorian town located deep in the rainforest that, despite the verdant 
landscapes around it, was characterized by a single dull color—the insipid brown 
of mud. 


      Sucua boasted two streets. Both led to the Catholic church. Not much more 
than mud-filled horse troughs, they were bordered by windowless shacks that 
served as homes and 
tiendas, tiny shops that sold soap, candy, and bottled drinks. Built of hand-hewn 
vertical boards, they were un-painted, decorated only by splotches of fungus and 
the ubiquitous brown mud. The people who shuffled along the edges of the streets 
were mestizos, impoverished descendants of Indian and Spanish ancestors who had migrated from 
the Andes in search of a future modeled after legends of the North American 
frontier. Instead, they found more poverty; they discovered that after cutting 
the trees the topsoil eroded away and all they could harvest was a single 
crop—mud. They survived as best they could by working for the mission or by 
prostituting themselves to foreigners, who came to exploit oil, mahogany, and 
gold. If they could save enough money, they opened a tienda. 


      Occasionally the visitor glimpsed a man or woman who was native to the 
jungle, a member of the Shuar tribe, notorius for their ferocity in battle and 
their shrunken-head trophies. They were easily distinguished from the mestizos. 
It was not just their muscular bodies, their rounded faces that could have been 
Asiatic, the tribal tattoos etched across their noses, black hair trimmed 
straight across their foreheads, feathered necklaces and armbands, or the proud 
way they walked—softly, like forest cats. It was not just their custom of 
wearing only enough clothes to satisfy the missionaries. The single 
characteristic that made the Shuar stand out from all the other people in Sucua 
was their cleanliness. They did not wear mudsplashed rubber boots and filthy 
trousers. Their bare feet and legs, as well as the men’s loincloths and the 
women’s skirts, were immaculate.


      Sucua was not an easy place to reach in those days. You had to book passage 
on an airplane that took off from Cuenca. This Spanish colonial city was nestled 
in a valley eight thousand feet up in the Andes; it had been built over an 
ancient fortress where the last Incan king, Atahualpa, was born. Sucua and 
Cuenca were separated by a high mountain range. The plane, a DC3 that had fought 
in World War II, could not be trusted to fly over the peaks. Instead it followed 
a river that wound tortuously through a gorge in the mountains. The pilots were 
known as “stopwatch jockeys” because, lacking radar, they relied on a stopwatch 
cemented to the dashboard. Twenty seconds after take-off they were supposed to 
bank ten degrees to the right, fifty-two seconds later, seven degrees to the 
left. One of them told me, “Even when you think it’s a perfect day, you always 
use the watch. The weather here changes like a Shuar’s moods!”


      On the day when I met Knut Thorsen I was just a visitor to Sucua, a Peace 
Corps volunteer on a short vacation from the place where I was stationed deeper 
in the jungle. I had come to enjoy Saturday night in what seemed, by comparison 
to my post, a metropolis.


      Several of Sucua’s tiendassold beer. You could carry them down to the mission 
school where the priest fired up an old diesel generator once a week and showed 
Hollywood movies. It did not matter that the actors’ voices were drowned out by 
the roar of the generator or that the black-and-white films had been spliced in 
a thousand places since those days before my birth when Allied troops had been 
entertained by them as they waited along the shores of England to invade 
Normandy. What mattered was that those images on the ragged, makeshift screen took you away 
from the mud. You could forget where you were. 


      Afterward, the priest stood before the dark screen and admonished us all to 
attend Mass the next morning. 


      Fortunately I passed up his invitation. Early Sunday morning I headed for the 
airstrip. There I found a most peculiar sight: a gringo in a gray pinstriped 
suit standing stiff as a fountain pen just inside the shade of the lean-to, 
staring out at the muddy place where the plane was supposed to land. As I 
approached it occurred to me that this was a first for Sucua, an apparition of 
things to come. Then I wondered why he had not attended the movie.


      I stood back and observed him. Mud covered his black shoes and there were 
blotches of it caked to his trousers. His hair was cropped short and he was 
clean-shaven. This, combined with the way he stood, caused me to assume that he 
was a military man. His arms were folded tightly across his chest; he stared 
straight into the rainforest on the other side of the airstrip. Or perhaps it 
was the mestizos he was watching—three of them led steers across the mud and 
tethered them to stakes beside the ruts made by landing planes. Beyond them, 
lounging at the edge of the jungle, was a Shuar family: a man and woman and 
three tiny children, the youngest nestled against the woman’s breast.


      He did not move as I approached. “Good morning,” I said in English. 

      He spun around as though he had been shot. Then, seeing me, his face lit up 
in a smile. “Good morning indeed!” He thrust his hand at me. His eyes were a 
striking blue. “You speak English. How wonderful! My name is Knut Thorsen.” By 
his slight accent, I thought him Scandinavian. 


      I introduced myself. He did nothing to conceal the relief he felt at meeting 
me. “My God, I was lost,” he admitted. “I thought I could get along with the 
smitten of Spanish I know. But it doesn’t seem to work so well.” He glanced 
around. “Out here.” He paused, looking me squarely in the eye. “A Peace Corps 
volunteer. How remarkable! What great, good fortune for me that you came along. 
Have you lived here long?” 


      I explained that I had been stationed in Ecuador for four months. And added, 
“But not here. I live further in.” 


      “Further into the jungle?” He shook his head in disbelief. “With the Shuar?” 


      “Yes. There are Shuar.” 

      “Is it true? Are they really headhunters?” 

      I assured him that the Shuar still shrunk the heads of enemies on occassion, 
but that customs were changing rapidly. Unable to contain my own curiosity, I 
blurted out, “What brings a man in a pinstriped suit to Sucua?” 


      He looked sheepishly at his jacket and trousers. For the first time I noticed 
that he wore no tie; his pale blue shirt was open at the collar. Beside his feet 
was a black leather sachel-style suitcase, elegant and simple. “Oh, this suit! I 
feel the fool.” He brushed his hands over it. “But, in honesty, it’s all I have 
with me. There’s no room in my bag for the coat, so I must wear it.” As he said 
this, he slowly removed it. “In this heat, I think I’m better off carrying it. 
Although my wife warns against this; says I’ll leave it someplace.” He paused as 
he carefully folded it over his arm. “Why am I here? Well, I work for a 
consulting firm that does feasibility studies for the World Bank. I’ve been 
looking at a potential hydroelectric site on the Paute River.” 


      “The Paute?” 

      “Yes. It’s not too close to here I know, but the same drainage basin. So—a 
justifiable trip for my expense account. Besides,” he smiled, “I wanted to visit 
an Amazon town, a frontier outpost. I wanted to see Shuar. ” He nodded in the 
direction of the family at the edge of the jungle. 


      The heat was beginning to get to me, along with the fact that I had drunk a 
lot of beer the night before and had not yet had a cup of coffee. I motioned 
toward a couple of dilapidated tables in the shade at the rear of the lean-to. 
“The man will bring us coffee back there. I could use a cup.” 


      He glanced toward the airstrip, a worried expression crossing his face. 
“Isn’t the plane due to arrive any moment now?” 


      I told him about the stopwatch and the undependable weather. “Once I had to 
wait a week.” 


      His face was that of a man condemned. “In Cuenca they said it was a daily 
flight.” 


      “Weather permitting.” 

      His eyes returned to the sky. “Of course. Better late than not at all.” With 
that he turned and led us back to one of the tables. 


      For the
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