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[image: ] Because this book is meant as a gift to that thing in original humans, which at one time made them a welcome sound in the symphony of all Nature, this book is dedicated to all those men and women, Keres-speaking, Spanish-speaking New Mexicans and Tzutujil Mayan farmers, who in my early days, against all outside pressures, were still dedicated to keeping alive the seeds of their own tribal shards of the original magic of human culture and beautiful ritual farming.





[image: ] In fond memory of all the plant forms and their people in Europe; the many Asias; Africa; the Middle East; North, Central, and South America; Micronesia; Melanesia; and Polynesia who have been forced into nonsustainable mechanical food production, genetically altered, culturally GMO’d, or who have disappeared altogether.

It is not enough to save heritage seeds.

The culture of those people to whom each seed belongs must be kept alive along with seeds and their cultivation.

Not in freezers or museums

but in their own soil and our daily lives.
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PREFACE

In the early seventies when I left the United States, I fled the overwhelming influx of the “modern” Americas crush on what was left of the indigenous and old Hispanic New Mexico of my youth.

Bouncing through Mexico in a seemingly aimless meander like a sowbug rolled up and washed where life’s river will wash, I landed like the subject of some forgotten mythology on the shores of Lake Atitlán, blinking and stunned by the depth and beauty of an ancient seed-ritual culture whose heart still beat to pump life into a magical world that was as tangible as my own capacity to see it.

For over a decade, I lived a life of welcome, Indigenous spiritual determination and soul-feeding usefulness to the “germ” of that magic face of the Divine as a full constituent of the hierarchy of Sacred Farmers of the Tzutujil Maya of South Atitlán.

But it wasn’t long until the vicious snarl of Guatemala’s multi-entity war of the 1980s—funded and promoted by the same mentality both left and right that I had earlier tried to futilely escape by leaving the States—rolled through Guatemala, flattening the indigenous mind and terrorizing all subtle mythic life. Like thousands of Guatemalans, I was harassed by the constant threat of assassination and disappearances, and after not a few close calls and shrapnel wounds, instead of fleeing yet again to another “pristine” place, I came back to New Mexico with my Tzutujil wife and two boys.

Though it took another decade of anonymous, tribeless poverty before I could land square enough to begin living again, it would take another ten years before I could breathe deep enough to know it was all right to live in a country whose people have no idea what the world really is beneath the veneer of global modernity.

Ironically, the telling of all the comedy, terror, struggle and layers of beauty of what we experienced was a story that everybody in the U.S. seemed to want to hear.

Back in the early 1990s, the great American poet Robert Bly and others, after coming across the telling of these tales of ours from a mind so radically “non-European,” insisted I teach, not only encouraging me to continue telling my story, but also emphatic that I should publish.

Robert explained to my incredulous and somewhat crestfallen soul that due to the homogenizing entertainment motive of the modern mind from the effects of television, the irreality of the virtual programs of the computer, and a bad public education, the modern public was no longer capable of any quick recognition of tactile reality that had anything to do with the earth or the natural wealth of human emotion.

While the people might be entertained by the grand “things” I spoke into view, they would never honor nor accept the legitimacy of who I was and what I taught, if my story were not framed in the format of published pop writing.

This was outrageous to me, for all the beauty I stood for and spoke came from cultures where the grandest of all comprehensions were never, ever, written and only transmitted in osmotic whispers inside the context of hands-on ritual. To write them was to freeze and kill the “germ” of the seed of the knowledge.

But luckily nobody but anthropologists were particularly interested in these “grand” things, or less still in my original thoughts as influenced by a close understanding and service to those grand things. In those days, the publishers didn’t want my vision or a manual on how to remake an old culture; they wanted a marketable, entertaining travelogue of the story of my “interesting” life in order to relax the reader with just small wisdoms whispered here and there.

But strategically, I also knew I would never gain a place on any bookstore shelf or make any headway into the hearts of modernity’s suffering crowds unless I held back and gave them instead the entertaining story they wanted. Still I refused to compromise or conform by expressing in a hushed tone my feelings about beauty or my politics.

I reckoned that book by book over time, if I was graced with any modicum of public acceptance to my writing, that I might one day speak more freely, not just more of the entertaining story of my life, but the vision of that life.

Because of my upbringing inside of languages not containing the objectifying verb “to be,” I had a severe allergy to writing “about” things. I felt that when one wrote, the writing itself should “be” what one wrote. The words were not components of a dead vehicle, but live matter. Language written had to be language that, in its speaking, became, in the manner the words were written, the very thing that would otherwise be written about. One did not write about a horse; one wrote a horse into view, and then as the horse charged off the page into the grassy pastures of the reader’s soul, one had to stand back, make room, or be trampled.

To me words are real—if they are not real, why bother writing them!

But where I failed from the onset to entertain this notion came in the form of my notoriously long acknowledgment sections.

Toward the end of finishing up my first book, Secrets of the Talking Jaguar, unsure of the protocol of tradition and still new to writing, I consulted various authors regarding what an acknowledgments page should contain. Everyone concurred that it should be a simple succinct mention of those people or entities without whose direct involvement the book would not have gone to press.

I’m certain this sound guidance was only intended to impute to the public an appearance of my deeper affiliation with the pale aloofness of “serious authors,” a kind of horn-rimmed, wrinkle-browed psychological suit and tie of authorial legitimacy, something that might allow me to slip more easily into the august cadre of East Coast writers, reviewers, and so on, upon whose support every successful book was rumored to rely, but whose intellectual dress code did not admit the likes of me and my writing, which they mocked as over-flamboyant, over-adjectival, renegade and romantic.

So instead of allowing my public image to be rescued from the muck of the misunderstanding of big-city vicious gossip and academic potshots I proceeded to do exactly what everyone hoped I wouldn’t.

Long rambling acknowledgments were considered the territory of naïve first-timers who embarrassingly took the fact of their book’s existence overly seriously.

But in all honesty and deference to my author friends’ advice, when I got thinking about to whom I owed the publishing of my first book, in honor of the very core of what that book and all my subsequent writing advocates, namely the issue of káslimáal, the Mayan word meaning “mutual indebtedness” of all life’s things to all other things before and after, I proceeded to fail in every way at succinctness.

Like a country-boy high-school quarterback who’d just won his first game, who, when asked on the news, “To whom do you owe it all?” begins by thanking the Creator, then Grandpa who got him his first ball, then Grandma, then Mom who birthed him, and Dad for pushing him into it, little sister Elsa for putting up with it, their dog Diggity who saved him from being run over, his girlfriend, his life on the farm, his best friend Bill, etc., I found it necessary to thank everyone and everything and the spiritual entities that had kept me alive and supported what I did, without whom, of course no book could have ever manifested from my heart.

A lot of people made fun of the size and content of that original acknowledgments section of Secrets of the Talking Jaguar. But so many others felt slighted they had been mentioned neither in the book nor in the acknowledgments and so the acknowledgments section of each subsequent book grew bigger still!

This went on and on until four books later, the acknowledgments were getting so long that during book signings and lectures I made predictions that if things kept going on in this way, and I continued to find more and more things to thank, that soon enough the acknowledgments would not only get longer than the actual book, but sooner or later the acknowledgments would end up being the book!

But who could’ve known that this crazy assertion would actually blossom into reality?

For this book, The Unlikely Peace at Cuchumaquic, if you really look at it, is nothing more than a 155,000-word love poem of gratitude to all those people, plants, places, cultures, situations, and origins of life’s indebtedness to the whole that have so generously given myself both life and inspiration enough to continue courting our spiritual friendship with the Holy in Nature.

The entire book is a small, inadequate, acknowledgments page in which honor for the origins of the contents of all I teach is told as a series of stories within stories, within a bigger story far beyond this book.

All that having been said, there are still some people whose presence didn’t find their way into the story and for whom it would be a disgrace for me to leave them unsung. Especially since without them, this book would never have come to print!

The first of these is my wife, little Hanna Keller, and Altai, our daughter. For thirty-five years every morning at three o’clock, ever since the Guatemalan earthquake of February 4, 1976, at 3:00 a.m., I have been startled awake from my dreams, terrified and shaking in a cold sweat. Over the years I fell into so many arms in search of hope and comfort, but it was not until little Hannita held me that I began to live again. And now finally there are solid nights of sleep and a little sunny daughter to plant corn with. She knows it all, Keeping the Seeds Alive. Without them I should never have written. Period.

And then there are those puzzling human wonders who, in this age of numbing sarcasm, still read my books. For my readers don’t read books to escape or to feel better, or for travelogues, or to become “initiated”; they read my books for the same reason I write them: because they are in love with what I’m in love with and by reading them we sit side by side, both of us looking out past the world’s insanity in hopes of somewhere growing ourselves into roses to feed the hummingbirds of the Holy in Nature.

And then there is the publisher, North Atlantic Books, Richard Grossinger in particular, who in the gnashing maw of the world of North American publishing has deemed that the vision of what I write and do is a seed worth keeping alive against all odds. And Hisae Matsuda, this book’s personal editor, who I have to say is the first truly intelligent editor I’ve been graced with, who not only has taken the time to read and understand, but is also dedicated to getting the world to do the same, a very rare phenomenon these days.

And then there is Mary Dolores Zovich, who has been fifty thousand tent poles holding up the canopy of all we do here at the ranch and in our school. She has not only kept all our animals and people alive with the most timeless dedication, but was the brave and able typist of the initial stages of this and two other upcoming books.

Because I do not write on any kind of machine, neither computers nor typewriters, my handwritten manuscripts have to be typed out on and into machines by others. But this is a veritable feat of divine magic, for my handwriting is an autocultural phenomenon at best, a singular stenography, whose signs change value as the speed of writing increases or the poetry thickens, looking for all the world like worm tracks after a rain.

There are only four known humans on Earth who can be said to be able to decipher my handwriting with any authority: my wife Hanna, Thomas Smith (Robert Bly’s secretary), Mary Zovich, and Susannah Hall.

Of these, Susannah Hall is not only one of the best and fastest typists in the world, she also understands and loves my work. To her go one hundred regulation British trainloads of homemade Wanda Butter (Wanda is our supernatural milk cow). And to her best mates Kayode Olafimihan and Hugh Livingstone for all they do, keeping Ms. Hall fed and sane during all those grueling marathons of typing for this book.

To Robert and Ruth Bly, always friends, always grateful.

To Marianne Lust, who, after keeping so many others alive, both worthy and ungrateful, is finally getting used to coming back alive herself. In eternal gratitude for all her help, both obvious and unsung.

To Debra Lubar for keeping Marianne alive and staying well to do it. My best student and smartest friend. All blessings to the whole family.

My full admiration to Inge Hindel, Chandani, and Manoj for their inspiring in-the-city farm of vegetables, medicinal plants, chickens, goats, and bees on the roof, which is not only beautiful but a living example of keeping the seeds of life and culture alive.

And a great wide blessing to all of the Remembrance and Initiation communities in Vermont and Britain, especially those amazing people who keep alive this flower of a ceremony of passage: modern people trying with all their heart to feed the Holy in Nature right under modernity’s banal gaze.

To good Reed Larson for all his untiring book searches and research.

To all the students of Bolad’s Kitchen who have stuck it out, the Kishigten, New Sprouts, and Shoots and Tendrils in particular, for you have given me a hand to kiss, a heart to break, seeds to crack, and the greatest gift of all by becoming the living vision of the improbable possibility of real culture sprouting back into view out of the lives and bodies of those whose culture has killed and forgotten it. Another seed to you.

And to all these and any others I may have overlooked, please receive a little bit of the magical aroma of the Original Flowering Mountain Jade Water Earth—and jump up and live again.


Kix yik ta ja
Kix kás taja
Rise up and sprout
Live, Flower, Flame up again



All Blessings



Martín Prechtel,
Curly Bird Ranch, Acequia del Gavilan,
Ojo Caliente, New Mexico
January 2012


A NOTE ON WRITING WITH NATIVE WORDS

Any attempt to represent in any established written orthography the music of the sounds of an orally learned, nonwritten traditional language, especially by a writer who speaks both the fettered and the free, is as hilarious and frustrating as trying to rope a big wild pig with a shoestring and a toilet seat, and just about as useful.

For monolingual people with a written language, who have lost any memories of their tribal pasts and of languages learned purely by tribal upbringing with no writing involved, it might seem unimportant to be able to feel the deliciousness of other realities as spoken in a different conformation of tongue, tooth, facial expression, and breath. It might seem elementary that this letter or that character could be used to approximate some similar sound already represented in the writing system they take for granted that was taught to them as children as, say for instance, American English.

But as much as the meaning of a word is important, the musicality of the thought of the word is just as important if we want to live a life that keeps the seeds alive and makes beauty.

Language should be more than a function; it should be an art form whose beauty can feed the Holy in Nature.

After all, our scribbles aren’t even worm tracks in wet mutable sand; they mean nothing as they are functionally scribbled today, if nobody agrees that this letter represents this part of that sound, and this can only happen if one has first heard that sound with our ears. There is nothing in the scribbles that has a sound. Therefore trying to “write down” the sound of another people’s speech is folly unless the people have heard and remembered the sounds—in which case, why not simply learn the language orally and speak into life the joys, griefs, and marvels all languages carry off the tongue to an ear that knows your tongue?

So, I’ve resigned myself, on behalf of the few Tzutujil, Nahuat, and Pueblo Indian words in this book to represent them as primitively as possible by approximating as many of the spoken sounds of these native tongues with certain sounds in English and more so with the written Spanish of the Americas who both use “Roman” characters.

Therefore,


• all vowels are basically spoken as in Spanish;

• all dipthongs as well;

• long vowels are doubled;

• the consonants b, c, ch, d, g, j, m, n, p, q, r, s, t, and z are spoken as in Spanish;

• other consonants ts, tz, ds, tsch are explosive and logically pronounced similarly to English;

• if any consonant has a ‘ over it, this signifies a sound not present in any European tongue. A ‘ at the end of a word that terminates in a vowel represents a kind of consonant that is an abrupt cutoff of the vowel called a “glottal stop”; it is like a word ending in p or t or d that does not voice the consonant but says it with no sound. For instance, ba’ (English baht): say bah and mouth the t. L’ equals an l with a th and a d all lined up together in one sound. Q’ is a deep throaty tonsil pop, c’ is a k popped in the roof of the mouth.



Well, these are just a few of the examples.

Most important though: I have retained the old-time-honored Spanish colonial use of x for what in English is represented by sh partly because of its widespread acceptance and more for the principles invoked by remembering its historical “origins.” After all, the remembrance of origins is what this book is about.

Before there was a Spain, in the area that would be synthetically and forcefully annexed to “make” Spain, some of the languages spoken therein, namely Aramaic, Syriac, Arabic and Greek, had old writing traditions, whereas Esmalen, Iberian Celtic, Numidian, and Visagothic German, to name only a few, were orally transmitted.

After the Romans forced written Latin down everybody’s throats and during the Catholic centuries that followed, when all the local land languages were combined and hammered into Latinic forms to create various types of what is now called Spanish, the official Imperial Spanish, for some quirk of fate, ended up having no sh sound, unlike Ladino (Spanish Yiddish), Arabic, Persian, Catalan, and Gallego (Gaelic Spanish), not to mention all the people the “Spanish” ended up overrunning and colonizing.

Because the fundamentalist Catholic nature of the New Spanish enforced national identity (which represented, as always, none of its constituency) all the people who weren’t Christians and Catholics were branded as heathens, having in common the nasty old sh sound.

During the Conquest, and the Spanish Empire that followed, for all its faults and terrors, Spanish bureaucrats were prodigious chroniclers and took a heck of a lot more interest in the people and places they invaded than any of their northern European competitors.

Therefore, in a fascinating instance of droll medieval bad ritual magic, to represent this “pagan” sh sound in their chronicles, reports, and edicts, they took an old “baptized civilized Catholic” C facing as it should to the good side: the right, which in a lot of old orthographies represents a ch sound, then they added a “backwards pagan reversed” С and merged them into a ƆC and thus the letter sh was born! From Greek they always had an aquis, an x that had the sound more of a German ch or a modern x.

Over time this new ƆC letter became a catchall letter to represent this sound in Basque, the tz’s and tshch of the Georgians, and any delicious alien phoneme that was too suggestive to join the Imperial Alphabet!

Mexico comes from the word the colonial Spanish wrote as Mexica (mesheeka) for the tribal name the Aztec people called themselves. Therefore Mexico was pronounced Me’sheéko for several centuries, as it had before the European interruption. But at some point people again tried to “civilize” the orthography and the country and put a Spanish j for the original x and it became Mejico (pronounced mehééko), until more nationalist revolutionaries replaced the x and it was written as Mexico again but still pronounced as it had with the Spanish j! Crazy world.

So let’s leave these back-to-back C’s, so we can all stay conscious of our own hatred of the “barbarians” we all descend from on both sides of the bias.

After all, we should remember that the English word “pagan” comes from old pre-Christian Imperial Roman Latin paganus, which means “not cultivated” as in land and people!, i.e., wild!, i.e., unannexed, untaxable, etc., etc.!
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Part I
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The Unlikely Peace
at Cuchumaquic




Chapter 1
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Always a Place at the Table

As young children on the reservation I remember the deep need to run. For all the young Indian people, both girls and boys, running was as great a characteristic of the Indigenous life of Pueblo, Navajo, and Apache people still living in their original beloved homelands of the arid highlands of New Mexico as was their sense of comic joy or the generous ceremonial house-to-house feasting throughout their villages, for which they are still famous.

Like all of the English-speaking public schools in the United States that Native and Spanish-speaking children of our area were forced to attend, there were always kids in the sixth grade old enough to drop out of high school for it was they who were the first generation of minors in their family lines to be enforced by federal law to begin school attendance, no matter what their age. Characterized as arrogant, troublesome, and incapable of learning, they were actually not slow, and certainly no more incorrigible than the rest of us. School for them was an imposed irrelevancy to the reality of their already adultish life they led inside “their” own natural Native territory. They of course felt no compelling responsibility to attend an invader’s academy that had so little to teach them in reference to what they already knew and would need to live regarding village planting, hunting, courting, and their constant obligatory communal ceremonial participation upon which old-time Pueblo life has always relied and which was still a going concern in my youth. The casual special appearances and unauthorized disappearances to and from the classroom of these beautiful, rowdy older teenagers ran pretty much according to how they rated the entertainment value of the few chosen teachers whose method of instruction appealed to them. School authorities learned early on that these students could never be threatened with expulsion for they would have loved nothing better. But there was one aspect of the school that no student ever missed, unless impeded by mandatory village ceremonial obligation, and that was a footrace of any distance scheduled by the coaches.

To be truthful, they couldn’t have given a flea’s fart for the racing. They didn’t come to race; what they loved was running, running across their own rolling wild homeland, just for the deliciousness of running enormous distances through the sacred itself. Like the feral multicolored horses, wild antelopes, jackrabbits, and swallows that coursed along with them, they too were made of elegant motion and just had to do it. In the same way breezes can’t help but sweep the earth, they had to run. It was a delicious ancient inborn itch that paced in the hearts of their Indigenous Souls that would only be calmed by running, and running well and beautifully.

The school sports coaches like most of the world anymore were representatives of that neurotic, competitive-need-to-dominate culture trait that characterizes most large civilizations, and they always felt like they’d failed in life unless they could conquer someone else. They needed to win, needed to cause someone else to lose. That’s all they understood. But in our school they lived in a constant tangle of nervous frustration. The source of their consternation was rooted to the unshakeable fact that even though most of these Indian boys over thirteen had running times superior to those of adult Olympians worldwide, they could not be made to compete. They just wanted to run, and run at home over the wild unpopulated land.

Like a lot of teachers in other departments, these tall non-Indian jocks became so infuriated about how they could never get the Pueblos or Navajos to compete in any tournaments that before the inevitable tendering of their resignations, they usually transformed into bitter listless maniac whiners who labeled the Indians as “unconfident, overly shy, or ashamed,” or as most of us heard over and over again: “Indians are an unmotivated race lacking the go-getter gene,” i.e., competitive “ambition.” The coaches couldn’t believe the reality that all the young people, like their ancestors forever, just loved running, not racing. This didn’t mean they didn’t run hard and fast, because they did. However, they didn’t do so to beat a peer, but because hard and fast was part of the deliciousness. Though their short-distance times were very good, where the natural peoples of this state of New Mexico excelled was in long-distance running. The young men would run 10,000 meters, or ten miles, or four miles, whatever distance was designated as a “race,” sometimes even stopping off somewhere to chat or check something out, always in a group, joking as they ran … and still come in well under international times, that is, if the coaches could have convinced them to cross an assigned finish line, instead of just running off to smoke and gossip before they wandered in.

The other problem for civilization’s sports teachers and their need to win was the fact that though all the Indian boys ran good and hard they never ran alone, only as a group. If they happened upon a relative or friend along the way, they always urged them to run along with them, no matter how much slower a pace they might have to assume to let their older friend keep up—for such was the grand etiquette of Pueblo Indian togetherness. This meant if one of their group straggled, they would wait or run in circles not to lose momentum until the slower fellow caught up. This was definitely not conducive to an Olympic record, but a normal score for the generosity of the Indigenous Soul.

Even a couple of generations later when so much of the cultural intactness of those times had been successfully undermined and people were thoroughly indoctrinated with the syndrome of modernity’s contradictory insistence on an unquestionable superiority while suffering eternally from that hardwired shame of “never being good enough” that fuels civilization’s bullet train away from its own indigenous intactness, and after being successfully shamed into becoming as anxious as any Anglo about achievement, certain generations of young Indian men and women who’d been finally coerced into the nervous pride of home-and-away track meets, warm-ups, sweat suits, shorts, numbers, running shoes, trophies, victory dinners at Burger King and, God help us all, recognizing a finish line, would often even then stand jogging just before the finish line after running several miles ahead of everyone if one of their relatives was a participant in the same race and needed more time until he caught up in order to cross the line together. Even after so much assimilation, it still felt awful to do otherwise!

But the best long-distance running I ever saw at that school happened when the heroes of my youth—a group of boys, famous runners all of them, about sixteen years old, several already married, but all of them still in the sixth grade—agreed to run in their first competitive long-distance races. One of our more sneaky and desperately determined coaches secretly marked the finish line with chalk about two hundred yards beyond where it would actually lie by official track standards in order to get the kids running hard across the invisible real line without lagging for the slower ones. But he was outwitted yet again. This had been a 10,000-meter race on the reservation against teams from many other places. When the five boys came leisurely striding in at least a mile and a half ahead of all the visiting runners and while casually sharing their third disqualifying Camel cigarette as they sailed along, they not only technically won a world record that would still hold today if it had been accepted on the basis of time alone, but then after unknowingly having crossed the secret finish line together, in order to avoid what they thought was the marked finish line, these copper-bodied human birds took a collective left and just kept running and coursing the remaining five-and-a-half miles back to their home village through the beautiful high-piled boulder desert hills and sandy arroyos in blossom with the wild parsley and four-petaled yellow mustards of spring to disappear utterly from the white man’s world, their school, and its program of achievements, running straight into the initiation kivas where they began their antique lives cloistered again as Pueblo Indians for the rest of their adult lives. Three of them are there to this very day.

Living and running were holy things you were supposed to get good at, not things to use to conquer, win, and get attention for. Running was not meant for taking but for giving gifts to the Holy in Nature. Running was an offering, a feeding of life.

This sometimes humorous but always devastating cultural collision between the need to conquer against the need to feed and give gifts was never more acutely visible to me than it was during ceremonial Pueblo Indian footraces.

These are ritual cross-country races between people born for the powerful gods and goddesses of summer deities and people born for the winter deities. They were run by young men, men newly initiated who of course ran in groups as the champions of the distinct gods they served.

A lot of people always gathered to watch and pray for the well-being of the runners and themselves. In some less traditional, not-so-strict places, non-Indians, non-tribal friends, were invited and fully welcomed to watch. Though this welcome was never extended to any outsiders in my area, there was no ban on our visiting other, more open, villages.

One time while visiting with some friends who had a relative married into a less guarded Pueblo village up the river, a little outside the pueblo we gathered with all their female relatives, sisters and sweethearts, with supporters of each side to encourage them on.

After the fifteen of the Moon side of summer got a strong takeoff running against the forty or so of the winter Sun, the visiting tourists shouted and continued cheering in that adamant well-practiced way as they would at all their competitive events as the painted boys disappeared into the wild. But this was Indian running and therefore cross-country, with long distances; therefore most of it was out of sight. So as soon as the young runners hit the rings of grama and clumps of buffalo grass, the chollas, the sabinas, and boulders of the uncultivated area and were out of earshot and into the dust-whipping spring wind, the villagers in the supporting crowd walked briskly back to their houses to get on with the traditional feast, leaving the still-cheering tourists alone and baffled as to what had happened.

Some of the good-hearted “white people” made their way with the rest of us to houses where feasts had been prepared, invited there by the parents and godparents of the runners. When the old people were asked by the outsiders what happened to the runners, they were courteously informed that they were probably running—and would the visitors please sit down and eat with them? Such feasting was not only an honor for visitors and one that was expected in the house of the family of the runners, an honor that comes with an obligation to accept whether or not one is hungry; it was a way for the non-running population of the village to magically give strength to the runners. This custom still lives on in every Pueblo to this day.

When further interrogated as to where the finish line was, the people usually said, “Wherever they stop running, I guess.” Maybe eventually a more compassionate and patient younger person would tell the visitors the truth. “There is no finish line, they’re just running.”

“How do they know who wins? How do they know when to stop running? Why do they run at all?”

If someone actually broke the rules of tribal secrecy and told them that the Sun and the Moon and other beings that move in time and give us life are kept strong by the boys who run, and because the Sun annually runs his own race and helps the animals to thrive by doing so, and that the Sun tires, and when he tires, the world and all animal beings begin to flag, and die, and without the animals we would die, and the running of the boys helps the Sun to keep moving and strong and the visible world strong, and that the Moon runs even harder but in a different pulse and by doing so keeps all the waters flowing, the plants growing and maturing, without which we and everything else, especially the animals, die, and because for both the Sun and the Moon in the sky there are no finish lines; they must keep moving or the world dies; for if there were a finish line the universe would cease, so the beauty and strength of the boys’ running helped lift again these gods back into their eternal continuum so the world wouldn’t die, and though in some ways the boys did compete to outdo the other side in beauty, strength, and dedication, there was still no finish line, just an excellent running as long as it took until the gods had revived enough to do it themselves, so the world revived by the boys’ running would be the winner. Then the friendly explainer would be met by a menagerie of Anglo reactions ranging anywhere from indifference to contempt to a stirring admiration by those who could feel the terrible heartbreak of the enormous distance their ancestors must have drifted from their own versions of a natural life long ago. Civilization’s spiritual fear of being left behind insists that its constituents unquestioningly race to survive, running only to ambitiously outstrip their neighbors instead of competing together to sustain Nature, by feeding the beauty of human racing to the Holy.

The running of these young people was a grand thing and they, just like all the weather and every natural phenomenon, animal, plant, river, ocean, air, earth, every natural thing who each run their own races to keep all their own diverse particles of the magnificence of a world made whole and alive by doing so, the running boys would come in to the feast of life when it was time for them to come. And so it was, for when the race had subsided, each boy returned to his home and together we all ate the food that we all knew his running had kept alive.

Everything in Nature ran according to its own nature; the running of grass was in its growing, the running of rivers their flowing, granite bubbled up, cooled, compressed and crumbled, birds lived, flew, sang and died, everything did what it needed to do, each simultaneously running its own race, each by living according to its own nature together, never leaving any other part of the universe behind. The world’s Holy things raced constantly together, not to win anything over the next, but to keep the entire surging diverse motion of the living world from grinding to a halt, which is why there is no end to that race; no finish line. That would be oblivion to all.

For the Indigenous Souls of all people who can still remember how to be real cultures, life is a race to be elegantly run, not a race to be competitively won. It cannot be won; it is the gift of the world’s diverse beautiful motion that must be maintained. Because human life has been given the gift of our elegant motion, whether we limp, roll, crawl, stroll, or fly, it is an obligation to engender that elegance of motion in our daily lives in service of maintaining life by moving and living as beautifully as we can. All else has, to me, the familiar taste of that domineering warlike harshness that daily tries to cover its tracks in order to camouflage the deep ruts of some old, sick, grinding, ungainly need to flee away from the elegance of our original Indigenous human souls. Our attempt to avariciously conquer or win a place where there are no problems, whether it be Heaven or a “New Democracy,” never mind if it is spiritually ugly and immorally “won” and taken from someone who is already there, has made a citifying world of people who, unconscious of it, have become our own ogreish problem to ourselves, our future, and the world. This is a problem that we cannot continue to attempt to competitively outrun by more and more effectively designed technological approaches to speed away from the past, for the specter of our own earth-wasting reality runs grinning competitively right alongside us. By developing even more effective and entertaining methods of escape that only burn up the earth, the air, animals, plants, and the deeper substance of what it should mean to be a human, by competing to get ahead, we have created a brakeless competition that has outrun our innate beauty and marked out a very definite and imminent “finish” line.

Living in and on a sphere, we cannot really outrun ourselves anyway. Therefore, I say, the entire devastating and hideous state of the world and its constant wounding and wrecking of the wild, beautiful, natural, viable and small, only to keep alive an untenable cultural proceedance is truly a spiritual sickness, one that will not be cured by the efficient use of the same thinking that maintains the sickness. Nor can this overly expensive, highly funded illness be symptomatically kept at bay any longer by yet more political, environmental, or social programs.

We must as individuals and communities take the time necessary to learn how to indigenously remember what a sane, original existence for a viable people might look like.

Though there are marvelous things and amazing people doing them, both seen and unseen, these do not resemble in any way the general trend of what is going on now.

To begin remembering our Indigenous belonging on the Earth back to life we must metabolize as individuals the grief of recognition of our lost directions, digest it into a valuable spiritual compost that allows us to learn to stay put without outrunning our strange past, and get small, unarmed, brave, and beautiful.

By trying to feed the Holy in Nature the fruit of beauty from the tree of memory of our Indigenous Souls, grown in the composted failures of our past need to conquer, watered by the tears of cultural grief, we might become ancestors worth descending from and possibly grow a place of hope for a time beyond our own.

Any of us born into the competitive warlike commercial conditions of modern life probably have our heads invaded by the distant gruntings of the scared urgings of civilization’s hard-faced-coach screaming, “You’re nothing, you’re nothing, you’ve got to win to be something, outrun your nothingness, run, win, be someone, outrun the next guy, outstrip the hungry debts of our cultural past!” But deeper and wider inside the vast wilderness of the territory of our forgotten Indigenous Souls, a place not understood and regarded as nothing by the “Coach,” there courses along in its own special way a valuable beautiful runner whose rhythmic puffing and gorgeous able motion keeps the Sun and Moon rolling, our hearts beating, the lizards grinning, the whales dredging the soggy sand of krilly oceans, the world jumping, living, dreaming, flying, whose dusty drumming friendship of feet on natural earth does not run to get ahead or away but to come home again to feast with the rest of our hearts and souls. And strangely enough, even the Coach must eventually straggle in for even he must eat, and of course, when it comes to the thinking of the Indigenous Soul and the generosity of seeds, there is always an empty chair waiting for even him at the feast table.


Chapter 2

[image: ]

Star Arches, the Lurching Earth, and the Seed-eyed God

While it may sound strange to some, the greatest blessing in life is that none of us are born at the beginning of time, not God, not Moses, nor any of them types, not atoms, not light, nor heat, not matter nor antimatter, not seeds, not stories, nobody, nothing, nowhere. Nothing real is born at the beginning of Time.

Nobody dies at the end of time either because, of course, time, being itself, can no more begin than time knows how to end. Everyone and everything comes alive when and where they appear in an already up-and-running continuum of time and disappears later back into the same continuum that of course continues. The only difference being that, hopefully, the fullness of our individual lives while here, makes us into something that feeds and fuels the next thing that is born into this never-ending river. There is no finish line, or heaven-like last act, no glorious arrival. There is only the glorious continuation of things living and dying, appearing and disappearing in staggered layers to keep each other alive in the continuation. However, the rental rate for this gift of being allowed to flourish and reside in this continuum with the rest of the world is that we do everything possible to be indigenously beautiful, promising that we make ourselves spiritually full and delicious so as to feed the next ones to appear in the ongoing river on the occasion of our passing.

What does any of this have to do with seeds? Well … this is the very nature of seeds and what it means to keep the seeds alive.

But still this story is not a story “about” seeds, because stories about things are like journalistic footraces with comfortable synthesized beginnings and arbitrarily designated finish lines that quickly compete in a commercial world under appropriately named deadlines, endings that give the illusion that we can mentally ethically exit any story any time we choose instead of trying to elegantly reside within the matrix of a truly alive story, like a beating heart does a body, dedicating its rhythm to the beauty of keeping its holder alive. I want this story not to be about seeds, I want it to be a seed, a kind of story that has its own unique running, a story that does like seeds do, starting always in the middle of their own wave pattern of infinite rise and fall, seeds who, like the grandest stories, refuse to stop moving toward life and always hope to come home instead of being genetically and spiritually modified to frenetically race away from life, not vainly pushing to outrun our continuing failures with the Holy ground that feeds us, only to wreck the future we don’t think is there for someone we don’t know.

But still because a story, like the sun who rolls completely around the globe, is only seen for the first time in the dawn by us somewhere during the ongoing blessing of that never-wavering rotation, a told story must come into view somewhere in its running. This one, however, does not come to us running but squeaking and trudging slowly, climbing up a steep black cindered trail in the moist dawn light of that overly wet spring of 1976, puffing through the mixed fragrances of rotting lake reeds, dank fog, dark logs, and the incalculable melancholy nostalgic aroma of the coffee and corn boiled and patted for the hungry bellies of the people of Santiago Atitlán and cooking-fire smoke fueled by over a hundred different species of trees and shrubs that hung in the hillside cornfields and new growth of pines, oaks, and wild avocadoes that ran up and over the ridge that I too strove to cross and drop deep inside the depths of the next ravine.

In the volcanic highlands of Guatemala a couple of easterly miles behind the large Tzutujil village of Santiago Atitlán, where I’d been living for several years, rose a mysterious volcano straight up off the reeded shores of Lago Atitlán. Called Oxi Q’ajolá, or the Three Youths, by the Mayans resident at its base, it was up and into this mountain’s steep cindery overgrown avenues I strained. Panting, marching, and shouldering my load for an hour and a half, I came upon the unspectacular but very sacred promontory, on whose high spot a ledge presided over a five-hundred-foot drop. It was there, hidden in that ravine, down whose precarious dark sides I would soon descend, shuffling and leaping, that my destination lay: the controversial shrine of Choq’oux Aq’oum, or Medicine Mushroom.

His eyes tiny and bright like a gigantic bristle-headed iridescent dark beetle squinting through the thick drooping vines and large curly slabs of sloughed tree bark that camouflaged the mossy shrine in hopes of keeping it as unseen as the shamans and devout villagers who revered the grand beings that resided here would have it, Chiviliu sat surveying the village below through the clearing mist, and without moving his head glanced up now and again toward the canyon walls opposite for any sign of my agreed upon arrival.

If you weren’t looking for the place and hadn’t already been shown its location, you would never find it even if you were less than a foot away on the trail that passed it on the way to the volcano top. Chiv was himself invisible here until he wanted to be seen. Everybody knew the shrine was here somewhere, but nobody knew Chiv was here, and even if they had, nobody but shamans would dare enter unless accompanied by the initiated, except of course those enemies of the shrine, Christian converts who’d been ravaging the place for over a century to eradicate what they called “the cult of Holy Boy.” This was Holy Boy’s original home and it was here I’d come to give Chiviliu a look at my most recent Qijibaal, the newest member of my Divination Bundle.

Chiv and I at times practically lived here, making ceremonies for his clients, healing rituals determined through calendric divination. But this particular morning we were obligated again through divination to make a “feast” of delicious songs, sung words, delicious smoke, all delicious offerings for a new “member” of the secret contents of the Divination Bundle I’d earned and been given during my initiatory learning time as an Ajcun.

Though wrapped in several layers of the prescribed handwoven white cotton cloth shot through with the purple calendric marker stripes called “sun roads” running from end to end, and much larger and more unique than most of my other traditional inherited Qijibaal, the Deity himself was only fist-sized. It must have been the weight of his spiritual worth that felt like a hundred-pound jade cannonball, cramping my neck and shoulders from the tension on the strap of my string bag where he rode.

Riding the invisible, but very present, crisscross warp and woof of the village fabric of gossip that nightly respun the thread of whispered daytime rumors into tightly woven cloth of accepted fact, everyone in the village “knew” the new visitation to my bundle was miraculous for it had eyes made of petrified seeds from way before human beings had been invented. Thrust directly and forcibly into my bleeding hands months before by the Holy Parent Earth Herself during the 3:00 a.m., February 4, 1976, Guatemalan earthquake on the outskirts of the Cakchiquel town of Chimaltenango, for the first and last time in village history the gossip was uncharacteristically unembellished, reflecting reality one hundred percent. It wasn’t a large event in anyone’s mind other than myself, and I certainly wasn’t any kind of a hero, but the most startling aspect of the people’s whole scale village-wide collective acceptance of this whispered knowledge of my little seed-eyed God was the fact I’d kept the fact a complete secret. Later when I would come to know the people and myself better, I would come to love and live by the reality of how much consciousness humans are really capable of when their cultured souls are still intact.

I had only just returned back to ch’jay, to Santiago Atitlán. Like a lot of others, people of every sort from Central America and all over the world, most of them good, some astoundingly excellent, others not, I would be consumed for some months giving what little assistance my young muscles had to offer to various hands-on relief efforts during the months following the indescribable devastation of that particular Guatemalan earthquake.

The winter past, in what would have been the culminating move in a personal mission to get a friend of mine released from prison after months of telegrams trying to arrange a meeting with the well-fed, fairly congenial, but nonetheless notoriously ruthless police commander who supervised the specter of the crenulated, blue-gray walled-in fortress of the Chimaltenango prison, I’d been finally granted a rare, formal audience set for the morning of February 4, 1976. In pursuit of that cause, the previous afternoon of the third, I headed into the mist of seventy miles of pavement that bored its narrow ribbon of civilization through the forested volcanic ravines and precipices of the middle highland that lay between Chimaltenango and Atitlán. Hairpinning in the little bluebird bus through Pasaqab, Los Robles, Godinez, and all the other little Cakchiquel hamlets in between, I held my breath in the unlikely hope of winning through reason, or the payment of his “fine,” or through bribery or all of the above, the release of one Sacrapala being held there, an old Cakchiquel friend of mine from San Martín Jilotepeque. I was swinging around half asleep like a single loose orange in an otherwise already emptied crate unknowingly seeing for the last time the smoke and foggy wonder of the brightly painted Mayanized postcolonial lime-walled Cakchiquel plazas and towns of Tecpán, Patzicia, and Patzun, that led to Chimaltenango. Built by sixteenth-century Spaniards on the site of a pre-European Highland Cakchiquel Maya trading town still known to all highland Mayans thereabouts by its ancient name of Pa Bocob, or “place of shields,” the town remained the political haunt of the Highland Guatemalan Cakchiquel hierarchy. Years past, the day before I would leave the U.S., I remember retrieving a catalog of the beautiful earth-color paintings of Cakchiquel butcher Andrés Curuchich from a museum trash can. The highland towns and the people of Tecpán, Patzun, Chimaltenango, and his village of Comalapa flowered off those limestone-painted salt sacks in a way photos could never do, and were the added charge of determination that drove me ever south away from New Mexico to central Guatemala. That had been my first glimpse of those amazing ornately carved quiet colonial plazas. The afternoon of February 3, 1976, would be the last anyone would see of them.

But poor Sacrapala … by the time I was to have sued for his release, his detention had already stretched past four-and-a-half months with no bail or trial date. Deprived of Sacrapala’s income from his inherited avocation of driving the little spotted cattle of other rich Jilotepeque Indians overland on foot to Atitlán to the sharpened-down thin blades of Tzutujil butchers some eighty miles away, his wife and three children, whose economic situation had already been hand to mouth, were driven into an even more desperate poverty.

One of his cattle-driving partners, arriving with a little herd just up from my end of Santiago in the last days of January 1976, delivered a spoken message from Sacrapala’s wife explaining how her husband had been arrested while completing his once-a-month obligation to the Cofradia. As part of fulfillment to his new appointment serving the entire spiritual hierarchy of his community for the annual feast of San Martín on November 11, Sacrapala had been assigned with several others to help tend the distillation in a schedule of shifts of the corn and fruit mash being brewed into tzam, the wickedly strong traditional and indispensable drink of Cakchiquel ceremonies. Uninvolved directly but nevertheless caught as an innocent in some political retaliation in a private war waged between various governmentally connected strongmen, Sacrapala had ridiculously been arrested by the Guardia de la Hacienda for moonshining hard liquor for resale, a charge whose conviction brought seven years of prison with forced labor, during which time the state did not feed the prisoner. The family’s need to travel to feed him would have put an impossible strain on his relatives, even if he could get a trial.

I came in after dark in one of those busses chauffeured by the orphan Kanche, the scariest but fastest bus driver in the entire country, a kind of Highland bus-driving hero, a well-loved notorious kid not seventeen who always dangerously and thrillingly passed every vehicle at breakneck speeds on any side of the already too narrow and insufficiently paved asphalt, often playing head-on chicken within millimeters of oncoming sugarcane-loaded semis to arrive at all his stops first every time ahead of all competing transport; he was weekly fired to be rehired in the same instant by the next admiring mom-and-pop Bluebird Busline whose business would boom instantly on his reputation alone. The bus still moving, he let me off right at the door of a tiny one-room whitewashed adobe house right off the main ribbon of asphalt that disappeared along with Kanche into the dusty highlands a mile east of the Chimaltenango plaza. Bordered on one side by a long, clay tile–roofed adobe home of a group of Mayan Mennonites who kept their cattle behind the adjoining old whitewashed walls, the neighbor to the rear of this little adobe house was its owner: a strict, old, unkillable German woman with lace curtains, who lived in an incongruous, giant wooden gingerbread house, with servants, waiters, and original Albrect Dürer woodcuts wrapped in old quilts in her dormered attic. She had been letting me stay here for years whenever I came through, originally thinking because of my Germanic last name that I was some kind of countryman of hers, but being German, her honor forced her to continue tendering me her hospitality when I turned out to be a very different creature than she’d imagined.

Exhausted, and because it was late, without saying hello or checking in, I cleared off the mice and crickets from the small reed-stuffed bed, lit the diesel lantern, and settled back to shuffle through my impressive compilation of assorted official-looking documents with which I had hoped to charm the official in charge into releasing poor Sacrapala. Into the matrix of this randomly gathered, highly embellished, semi-legal stack of heavily stamped, signed, and seal-embossed documents of the normal, very long-winded, superfluously detailed requisite bureaucratic presentation padded with the signatures of famous officials from a hundred irrelevant agencies, I was careful to tuck, hidden but findable, several handsome new Guatemalan fifty quetzal bills engraved with their multicolored portraits of former generals, presidents, flying quetzales, cieba trees, old Mayan temple ruins, and the imagined faces of famous Indian leaders of the past.

I would have felt alone save for the hundreds of baying street dogs. Their wild collective wailing moan should have been earsplitting but was eerily barely audible for having been strangely muffled beneath the atmospheric density of that blanket the Holy Earth always has oozing in Her pre-earthquake stillness; an anxious, devouring kind of restless vacuum that simultaneously instigated and swallowed the endless waves of screaming roosters and the sea of hysterical grating cries of a half a million hens in the darkness every direction for miles.

Tired from my journey and the sleepless life of service I led back at the lake village and failing to notice what was coming, or somehow noticing but so completely lost in the anesthetizing micro focus of my coming heroic moment with all these papers still fanned out heavy on my chest, my mind started to sink from it all like a mercury-stuffed fish dropping into that surging current of thick slumber running heavy with schools of cold dream eels with whom I must have longed to drift into some new perspective or at least into a new day.

Whatever civilization has told us dreams really are, the indigenous heart reveres dreams even more but considers most dream recollection as bad amateurish translations made by our everyday minds of a much deeper speech of the many-dimensional motion of any one of a myriad Divine beings. Dreams have a skin that camouflages with simple, more rememberable forms a much bigger dream beneath. In order to appear more familiar to the waking mind, dreams hide behind things we might see every day but so conspicuously reorganized as to cause us to lift our heads and notice. But the shine of this grand Holy thing of a dream when scratched and dented by the sharp prows of the meandering ships of our hard sleeping heads as they crash into deeper water of those bigger dreams that cruise the oceanic subinfinity of life’s primal soup, reveals through these openings through these minor woundings, that primordial subskin brilliance of another world’s organic prism, whose uncontrollable light leaks out into us with some small particle beam of life’s too-big-to-humanly-comprehend immensity. By daylight this greatness usually wriggles free and is lost to the waking mind. For if the waking mind of a regular human could know this bigness it would either go mad, or have to begin living a spiritual life in order to be able to love the vision without being destroyed by the force of what it loved. But sometimes this great “leak” leaves in the constantly shifting sand of the beaches of our life-beleaguered incapacity to remember, a mysterious track, or a lingering smell, an olfactory trail, a spiritual pheromonal current like the bubbles and rocking wake that a whale’s breaching leaves, though having missed the leap or some other sign of their tremendous nature, for its having been here and steamed on ahead, we can still be rocked into life by the tow.

In just such a way, it was that night as I was wafted into some deep trench of bottomless dreams, where a dream, like a seed, caught hold and sprouted and grew out of the rotted humus of who and where I’d ever been. And there it rose: an arch of marble covered with intricate old eleventh-century Iberian Arabesque carving, hanging alone in an otherwise utterly pitch-black sky with no earth or horizon beneath it, the glowing arch spanning at least a third of the heavens. For years I approached it, never stopping until I was close enough to see it was actually some kind of stellar alabaster, which instead of compressed diatoms was made of geologically metamorphized stars that all jittered and sang, forming a gigantic horseshoe-like gateway through which one could seemingly pass to the other side of an even more infinite sky.

But the moment I attempted to go through and under this continent-sized portal, two powerful guards rose on its buttresses and prevented me. Pale, birdlike humans, or human-like birds, gigantic, winged, fierce, and feathered to their feet, they rose from where they had been hiding on the face opposite my side of the arch, coming to roost on either side of the arches, grappling the starry marble with the universe-shaking thuds of their enormous feathered hocks. The size of meteors, crackling sparks showered off the scales of their mile-long talons just from the friction of their motion.

Angry and frenetically shuffling from the farthest point of the sky’s arch to the opposite, the stony hackles of their outstretched crocodilian armored backs bristling, they refused to let me pass, screaming, and threatened me with every obscenity, curse, and insult ever spoken in any human or animal tongue, which for some reason I thoroughly understood.

Unhearing, uncaring, unwarnable like a fool, I continued my approach, thinking I could reason with them. But this only sent them into a more concerted campaign to stop me with a more emphatic whipping of the air with their enormous wings stretching out and then extending as if intending to fly from their perch. Then careening forward without loosening their grips, they shot their tongues out at me with rippling words and blinding light, repelling and rejecting every one of my dull-minded efforts to outwit them, accepting only an about-face of the direction back to where I had come.

“It’s not for you to come through here, you imbecilic piece of crap,” they hissed, raising their scaly hackles and emitting a lot of bad smells. I was refused entrance into my curiosity of that unknown place. Like a gate with no fence, it was a gateway from here to somewhere besides here. But there was no going around either, for their powdery white faces, long, long white hair and human noses scolded with a forcefulness equivalent to some titanic vulture mother protecting her chicks.

Then all of a sudden they didn’t want me even loitering around this gate, and determined to do whatever it would take to lift me away from there, the desperation of their verbal pummeling incremented. It came at me like a storm of voices in worldwide languages whose earsplitting shrillness and deep bone-dissolving subsonic roar pumped from their bellowing lungs a relentless gale of such hurricane force that when it caught me, I was pitched light-years away from the arch, like a tree frog blown from his perch by the blast of a cold piston of water from ten thousand fire hoses. I was literally hauled into a waking state, out of the dream flying free and clear of the earth through the dusty air along with my trembling bed which slid and crashed along with me squarely into the northern adobe wall of the little house, knocking me spinning another four feet vertically back into the air to land flat on my back on the convulsing floor, from where, only barely awake, I stared stunned at the cracking walls, at which point the still-quivering, roving, possessed bed made its return journey in less than a second as if pulled on rails sailing into the southern wall over my flattened form not quite clearing the tip of my nose.

The world rippled and bucked from deep beneath, shaking and tossing her head until anything
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