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I want to dedicate this book to all the children recently born and yet to come to Earth who have been gifted with Medicine force.

Some of these young people will have the chance to grow in the few remaining traditional communities where they will get the chance to develop their talents and receive the proper tutoring. Most of them will be born in parts of the planet where their culture offers no niche for the thriving of their capacities. Most of them will probably struggle and be dragged down by the negative currents of life, their attention diverted away from the world of subtle realities. But a few will stay close to their callings and make wise choices in their lives. They will seek and retrieve the available fragments of the ancient knowledge within their reach and will be able to offer help to the world while fulfilling the Medicine Force as a vehicle of self-expression.

This book is for the unborn, the newborn, and the very young. The ones, better than us, that are coming next.





“The key to all of your behaviors is hidden in a box that you can’t open using normal tools. Your subconscious needs a different recipe than the one you’ve been using.”

—Gerard Armond Powell, founder of the Life Advancement Center
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AN INTRODUCTORY NOTE
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While a majority of shamans are men, a good number of women in Peru also practice shamanism under the name of witch, woman of knowledge, woman of power, sorceress, and others. Though in these chapters we refer to shamans using masculine pronouns, we do so to make the read flow more smoothly without having to repeat “he/she,” “his/her.” Please bear with us if our regular use of the masculine is vexing. And while we acknowledge the limitations of addressing the issue in the binary—male or female practitioners—we mean no disrespect to those who identify as nonbinary and who practice as such.




INTRODUCTION
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Natural Medicine, the ancient art of healing, has been able to survive through the ages because the practices have floated under the surface of the more formalized culture. Since the oppressing times of the colonial period and the blanketing times of the overrational and industrial-modern culture, the keepers of this knowledge have been forced to protect it in an underground world. Some of the traditional nations that have been able to live relatively undisturbed certainly preserve much of their ancestral wisdom. The rural population around the world that has carried and protected the healing knowledge has never been front actors in our modern history; these are the people that few paid attention to before. This knowledge has always been there, out of view, serving the traditional population needs, the way it always has.

In recent years, predominantly one part of the ancient healing arts has come up to the surface—the use of plant medicines—and it’s now in the spotlight of international attention. That is not a negative thing per se, because it can offer so much, and it is probably needed now more than ever before and on a larger scale. But this exposure brings a host of new challenges and dangers—not only for the public but for the knowledge itself.

Now that we are in the twenty-first century, we are once again witnessing a similar clash of cultures that occurred back in the colonial times. When a traditional spiritual knowledge is quickly absorbed without necessary time taken to understand its principles and delicacies, it is transformed into a product of consumption.

The odds that the modern world will need to take in and embrace this traditional knowledge is high, though it’s essential that the Western world makes an effort to adapt and explore a respectful mindset for embracing and understanding the benefits of the ancient healing arts.

My personal practice has never been on a large scale. After being a student and an apprentice, I spent many years working in rural areas of my home country, Peru. Most of my friends and clients in Peru live a life strongly connected to the land; their lives are not filled with material possessions, but their inner worlds are of great richness and structure. Later, life brought the opportunity to me to help people from other countries. I have always helped them in the same way I have helped my fellow Peruvians while also trying to assist them in understanding the proper mindset for receiving the Medicine Force. During those years I was told many times, especially by people who were quite experienced in plant medicine ceremonies and other practices, that I should one day write a book. In that book I should share my understandings about the healing force and the plant medicine protocols—how plant medicines work, how to understand and navigate the experiences, the codes of the invisible language, and the nuances of this healing art. I have heard several times, “I wish I had this knowledge before so that I could have avoided my difficult plant medicine experience,” or “If I had known this before, I could have understood better my previous plant ceremony experiences.” This book has come to fulfill those requests, and it’s my hope that it will be a positive contribution to the international community.

It is from a deep part of my heart with gratitude and service to the people in need of assistance as well as to the beautiful spirits of nature and the deceased masters of the past that I am now openly sharing some of my understandings and stories. The work with the sacred plants is a very important part of the Natural Medicine Craft, but this book is not only about that. I want to offer a larger picture of the Medicine Craft and to create appreciation for other important aspects that are endangered or still not well-known.

I have learned from my teachers to be prudent, only stepping out to serve when my skills are needed; then I step back and become just another member of the group. I prefer not to be called by any titles; my skills are not of a higher value than any good hunter, good storyteller, or anyone else. To stay discreet in the visible increases your power in the invisible.

One of the big challenges that we all face is what can be called superstition. Superstition is the great enemy of any form of true knowledge, whether scientific or traditional. Superstition bends the perception of reality, and it creates artificial truths driven by the needs of our personal fears and ambitions. Sadly, superstition has corrupted part of the traditional knowledge, and it constitutes one of the wrong doings that the false practitioners use to take power over gullible people’s minds in the name of healing. It’s very difficult sometimes for the outside observer to discriminate what comes from a real observation, a real experiential process, in contrast to what is just an artificial construct imposed over the mind. In this book I am writing things that come from direct experience, and I am explaining and denouncing some of the superstitious practices that are out there.

The ancient healing arts are deep and expansive—you never stop learning, and what you learn in a lifetime will always be a small fraction of what is available to learn. There are many things that I have understood through the years, and there are many things that I am still yet to understand. As a man who has learned from both worlds—the modern, rational, scientific one and the traditional one of multiple realties—I have decided a long time ago to base the construction of my knowledge on direct observation. I don’t buy everything that I hear per se, so this book is basically a sharing of my experiences and observations.

Reality is perceived through the filters of our internal languages, the languages that we learn from our parents and our culture, and the internal languages created in our mind from our good and bad experiences. Those languages, the filters that we see reality through, differ from the language of Nature and the spirits. The closest thing to the spirits’ language that we have in the human culture is poetry. Metaphors, analogies, and symbols talk to our deepest consciousness. They flow in a more malleable and fluid way than the angled constructions of our conceptualities so they can pass through the different grids of our mind and also cross over to the realities of nonhuman beings. True symbols embrace several things at the same time. They are like the knots of a net that connect the strings of different realities. A symbol is a key to access different spaces, a pathway to other worlds, so don’t expect a logical succession of concepts while dialoging with the other worlds.

In Natural Medicine, the messages you receive seek to connect with that core layer of one’s consciousness that is able to understand that language. That deep part of our consciousness is often dormant or untapped, but it is actually so powerful that when correctly stimulated, it can take over confusion and start the process of dissolving internal conflict, of changing self-destructive behaviors, and navigating the labyrinth of painful memories that haunt us. Beyond that, it can bring the understanding of how to embrace a way of life that will help the world in a constructive and collective manner.




PART I
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STARTING
the SHAMANIC
JOURNEY
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CHAPTER 1
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THE PATH TO THE PATH

First, a note. In this chapter, please allow me to present a section on my personal history before going into deeper descriptions of the medicine person’s Art. In this way I can introduce both myself and the fundamental shamanic concepts that will be explained throughout the book. By gaining familiarity with my path to becoming a curandero, it is my hope that you will better understand the ways in which plant medicine and traditional healing contribute to deep and lasting healing.

Trapdoors and False Promises

I had never for a moment thought of myself as a bodyguard.

I was twenty-one years old, it was the late 1980s, and Peru was reeling from the murderous assaults of the Shining Path Maoist insurgency. Several years later the former philosophy professor and leader of the Shining Path, Abimael Guzmán, would be caught and jailed for life. But at the present time, he and his followers were killing both enemies and innocent victims by the thousands with assassinations and bombings. They were even stoning people to death in village squares. Violence and danger were present at every level of Peruvian society.

All this brutality made the capital city of Lima an extremely precarious place to live. So, when my friends Martina and Chaska asked if I would accompany them as an escort—read: guard—to a dangerous district on the outskirts of the city, I was taken aback. During the 1980s parts of this area were risky during the day and downright perilous at night. At the time I had been spending nine hours a day training in martial arts—more on this below—but had rarely thought of using my combat skills as a personal protector.

I was even more surprised when Martina told me they planned to visit a local bruja, or sorceress, who lived in this depressed area. This elderly woman was reputed to be a powerful miracle worker who could help people solve whatever problems they brought to her altar, be it making money on the stock market, winning someone’s affections, or curing cancer. Martina and Chaska knew I was training in the martial arts, and that I had been in more than one fight on Lima’s streets during this unstable time. They needed protection and were afraid to visit this part of the city alone. Would I come?

When the Spirits Are Free to Roam

It was the middle of the night, and the darkness made the house look particularly run-down and sinister. The bruja, Martina had been told on the phone by one of her assistants, only saw customers after midnight when “the spirits are free to roam.” Both Martina and Chaska had been asked to send a written statement ahead of time giving their names and a description of their problems. Martina was deeply depressed for unknown reasons and thought she had been cursed. Chaska had lost a good deal of her life’s savings in a financial scam and wanted magical help getting it back. Other people would be at the consultation, they were told. The cost was extraordinarily high, forcing poor clients to come up with funds they might otherwise use to put food on their table. I kept this thought to myself as we parked the car in front of the bruja’s house and knocked at the front door. It was opened by a well-dressed young man with slicked-back hair and an ingratiating smile. I explained to him that I was here as an escort for my friends and would not be participating in the night’s ceremony. He nodded without breaking his smile and ushered us into a long hallway where some ten or twelve people were standing almost at attention looking both frightened and eager.

The young man disappeared for a moment, then returned holding a pot full of empty envelopes. On cue everyone removed a wad of cash, stuffed it into one of the envelopes, wrote their name on it, and handed it to the man. Some members of the crowd did this in such a routine way that I guessed they were frequent visitors.

After the paying ritual was complete, we waited in silence for several minutes until a door at the end of the hall opened and an old mestiza woman appeared. She beckoned us into a room and motioned us over to a large circular table. We all sat down.

She was a large woman, more hulking than heavy, with many colorful beads draped around her neck, heavy silver earrings weighing down her lobes, and large metal rings on every finger. She was most likely in her late sixties, a combination, I thought, of Spanish, African, and Peruvian native. Her face was heavily made up, deeply lined, and unexpressive, with large black eyes that moved constantly but seemed to look at no one in particular. She smelled strongly of several commercial flower perfumes including Agua de Florida. A dagger, a set of rattles, what appeared to be a human thighbone, and several other objects of sorcery were placed in front of her on the table.

After we all took our seats, popular street music began playing on a stereo and the bruja started reading names from a list, telling people to raise their hands when called.

As she read, an older man sitting on a bench in the back of the room stood up and began circling the table taking sips from a bottle of liquid and blowing out mouthfuls of spray on each client. The spray had the same cheap, heavily scented smell as the bruja’s perfume. This fact immediately put me on alert. Though I was unfamiliar with shamanic practices at the time, I knew from common Peruvian knowledge that if you use a flower fragrance in a sacred setting, you always make it yourself. You never buy junk perfumes from the marketplace. I looked around the table to see how other people were reacting. Many appeared nervous or awed, but no one seemed even slightly skeptical. I was touched by their faith and, I was coming to think more and more, their gullibility.

The roll call finished, our host looked around the table several times with a stern glance and asked that none of us cross our arms or legs. This, she told us, would block the flow of healing energy. She then said prayers, summoning a litany of saints and spirits. The audience was quiet and respectful, clearly cowed by the woman’s reputed power.

Suddenly the lights went out and the room became black.

Several silent minutes went by, then the bruja began shaking her rattles, faster and faster, knocking violently on the table with her rings. As she rattled, she sang, whistled, and made odd choking noises. She also mumbled a strange mixture of prayers and invocations. In the dark I could see the outlines of her body shuddering convulsively and swaying from side to side. Watching this strange dance, I heard a sudden crashing noise on the other side of the room. Something heavy had fallen to the floor. “Blop, blam, Blom!” like that.

A moment later the sorceress called out a woman’s name.

“Maria! Maria! Let’s see about Maria! What can I do to help your father’s emphysema?”

She recited several “magic” verses, and I heard another loud dropping sound. Each time something fell, she called out a different name and announced what kind of healing she was performing. “I’m driving the spirits of the disease out of Maria’s father now,” she would say; or to another client, “You’ve had a spell cast on you, Arsenio. That’s why you had the fire in your office. I’m taking it out, all the burning energy and curses.”

From time to time she would pause, strain in one direction or another, and bellow out mysterious phrases like “Something dense, hello! I will go for it! No western wind!” Then another bom! on the floor.

In between each noise the bruja continued to rattle ferociously; good camouflage, I thought, for disguising the noises her helpers were making, such as the banging of doors and things dropping to the floor. She was also giving each of her clients vague advice that could apply to anyone. I see you are having troubles at home, she would say, or there is some type of blockage interfering with your ability to make money. Or you have an enemy who is poisoning your relationships at work, one-size-fits-all generalizations of the kind that have been mouthed by pretend psychics for centuries.

This performance went on for a half hour or so, until the bruja announced she needed to rest.

The lights went on and the young man who had greeted us at the door appeared with a dustbin. Moving quickly, he began picking up a number of small flasks and black packages littering the floor, clearly the objects that had made the banging noises. The packages were banded with rope and fabric, and the flasks were covered with slimy wet dirt, as if they had just been dug out of the earth. Each flask contained a thick, dark liquid, the implication being that the flasks and packets had been buried somewhere in secret plots by unknown sorcerers, then magically materialized by our bruja, each package holding the evil energy that had poisoned the life of a particular person sitting at the table.

While the lights were on, I took the opportunity to glance around the room.

The first thing I saw was a trapdoor in the ceiling located just above where the flasks had fallen. In the dark it would have been an easy matter for someone on the roof to open this door and drop the flasks while the sorceress was making her ruckus below. At the time you could buy these flasks for pennies at the local flea markets.

During the break I told my friends that I wasn’t sure this ceremony was the real thing, and that maybe they should look at it with a more critical eye. I pointed out the trapdoor on the ceiling and said how easy it would be to feign the so-called materializations. Though my training as a shaman was still far in the future, I knew in my gut that what this woman was doing was clearly not part of the archaic Pre-Columbian approach to the spirit world. It had a made-up feeling about it, like a play that had been rehearsed a hundred times and was being performed once again tonight. When I said all this to my friends, they remained silent. Moments later the lights went out and another round of chanting, rattling, and falling flasks and packets began.

Later, when the ceremony was over and we were driving home in the early morning, I asked my friends if they believed what the bruja had told them was true. They considered my question for a minute, then agreed that yes, they basically thought it was real.

“Why?” I wanted to know.

“Well, what about all those flasks coming out of nowhere?”

“What about the trapdoor above them on the ceiling?” I asked.

“Yes, maybe. But you know, it could have been real.”

“The sorceress seemed authentic,” Chaska said. “I feel a little different after the things she told me.” Martina added that she had a strong feeling that something was going to change in her life for the better.

For myself this experience shocked me into understanding just how suggestible and blinded by wishful thinking people can be when they are desperate to relieve their pain.

What I witnessed that night was not only cruel trickery but a blatant show of contempt for people who had come to this woman’s home in good faith with anguish in their hearts and so much hope. Her behavior also seemed disrespectful to the ancient art of shamanism itself, of which the woman’s performance was clearly a clumsy counterfeit. This understanding guided me later on when I was training to become a curandero, or shaman, helping me realize that in order to recognize a true spiritual path, one must first learn to recognize the false ones.

In the following weeks, I told this story to a few friends and then more or less forgot about the incident. I never would have imagined that ten years later life would offer me the chance to learn from true shamanic masters how to do the things that this fake shaman pretended to do—to heal, to work with the spirit world, and to genuinely help other people.

Spiritual Minimalism

For many years I have practiced traditional natural medicine both in Peru and in foreign countries around the world. While my birth name is Jorge Flores Araoz, when speaking of my healing activities I prefer to be called Hachumak, a shamanic name I was given high on a mountain in the north of Peru during one of my training sessions.

Currently I do much of my work in a jungle compound located on the banks of the Amazon River in Peru. From time to time, I also travel to different regions of the country to perform natural healings or to escort clients on road trips along non-beaten pathways through the prairie and mountains. In my compound I cultivate many medicinal species of plants, making every attempt to protect the supernaturally lush rain forest that surrounds my center from commercial exploitation.

Though not a native of the Amazon, over time I have become a member of my local jungle community. The village near me is made up of people with Amazonian ancestry and some with Spanish mixed blood. These people have no electricity, computers, or Wi-Fi, and very few cell phones. Most live in quiet harmony with the rain forest surrounding them and believe deeply in the spirits and intelligence of the elements. Two local families work with me on my property, taking care of the grounds while I’m traveling. I have strict rules against hunting and cutting trees on the land.

Through the years I have practiced traditional shamanic healing in a way that has evolved over time, and which I sometimes refer to as “Spiritual Minimalism.”

I call it “spiritual” because the essence of shamanism is based on communication with spirit beings from the subtle world. And “minimal” because working with troubled clients has made me aware that the simplest way to heal is the best way, the way without beads and robes, bones and wands, all of which are a cultural coloring that vary from tradition to tradition, but which in my opinion overcrowd a ceremonial space that should be kept clear and clean. This minimalist approach is even more important today than ever because of the large number of international seekers who are pouring into Peru to take part in sacred ceremonies and who can be easily fooled by costumed practitioners and hyped-up rituals. Spiritual Minimalism also has an instructive side. By keeping a ceremony austere, spirit healing has fewer distractions and can be absorbed more directly by both clients and skeptics, demonstrating the incontestable reality of the shamanic way and the power of this ancient form of medicine.
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A shamanic ceremony can be remarkably vast and varied. During a night cradled in the arms of the sacred plants clients almost always undergo higher levels of consciousness. During their odyssey they may experience a sense of freedom from egotistic likes and dislikes, an enhanced creativity, a new appreciation for life. They may acquire a better understanding of their partner or parents. They may gain the ability to forgive themselves and others and in the process acquire increased self-understanding, higher levels of energy, and a sharper pitch of intuition that lasts for years after the session is over. They may derive feelings of oneness with nature, communication with friends and relatives who have passed away, insight into their death and the fear of it, or a new sense of the sacred. And for a few advanced individuals a true breakthrough into the Divine realms can occur.

During my years of practice, I have hosted clients who come for both physical and emotional ailments. As we shall see throughout this book, these people can be healed in a real way only if they are counseled by someone capable of moving psychic energies and who knows how to work with his clients in an intuitive and compassionate way.

Many years ago, I received a message from the plant spirits telling me never to perform sacred plant ceremonies outside of Peru. Due to this caveat, when visiting other countries today, I mainly discuss Amazonian plant traditions with small groups of seekers or lecture to audiences interested in the subject. In some situations, I help serious medical cases by using hands-on healing. This practice has always been an important tool in my lineage, though the method my teachers taught is different from other touch therapy sessions I have seen. At times throughout the years serious seekers in other countries have offered me tempting rewards if I would perform a shamanic ceremony for them using the sacred plants. I always decline, knowing it is essential to stay faithful to the message I received from the sprits, even if I do not entirely understand it.
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During my early years of training, a master practitioner told me that in our profession there are five basic rules a shaman must know in order to work effectively with the spirit world.

First, during a ceremony a shaman should know he will encounter many terrifying and grotesque beings that live on the spirit plane. He may be challenged to fight dark forces or deal with sorcerers who are trying to harm him. A shaman must learn to be fearless.

Second, during a ceremony a shaman can be exposed to the psychic illnesses that lurk in a client’s subconscious. The look, taste, smell, or acting out of these illnesses may be offensive or repulsive. A shaman must become immune to the emotion of disgust.

Third, a shaman should be sincere, compassionate, and generous. There are some practitioners of the magic arts who willingly exploit the suffering and despair of the vulnerable. None of them deserve to be called either healers or curanderos.

Fourth, an aspiring healer should understand the importance of lineage. Besides knowledge, a curandero passes on an initiatic force to his student, an invisible power that becomes the nucleus of the trainee’s healing practice. Without having this power, without belonging to an authentic shamanic genealogy, and without learning the dangers and demands of the spirit world from a practiced teacher, even a skilled psychic can damage himself and others. Despite what many recent books on the subject claim, no one can become a true curandero on his own. He must be trained in an initiatic tradition.

Fifth, the master practitioner told me how important it is to define what I want to do with the gift of my life and the gift of my Medicine. A shaman must decide which side of curanderismo he stands on, white or black. If white, he is a healer; if black, a sorcerer or brujo. Evil is not a symbol or allegory to a shaman, the teacher insisted. It is a reality.

The Plan That Was Not to Be

I was born in Lima, the capital of Peru, though a large part of my ancestry is European. Both my mother and my father were educated, and both had a deep love for Peruvian culture and for the richness of our country’s art, folklore, and history. My father’s ancestors came from the Asturian and Basque regions of Spain. My mother had mainly French and Italian ancestors with some Gypsy blood, plus, like the majority of Peruvians, a bit of native Peruvian and African in the mix. Both parents were intellectuals and well versed in philosophy and history; I rarely saw them without a book in their hands.

My mother’s grandmother, who lived in a southern valley of the Peruvian coast, had been a woman of power who smoked cigars and was an excellent tarot card reader. She had peculiar psychic skills such as the ability to tell if a girl was pregnant by observing the back of her neck, an aptitude that brought her fame in the rural area where she lived. Her daughter, my grandmother, was strangely charged with an electromagnetic field; when she walked by the television set the image on the screen would become fuzzy. When we touched her, we sometimes got a quick electric shock.

In grade school I was shy and introverted. My parents enrolled me in a private school in Lima where French and English were spoken along with Spanish. By the time I graduated I was reasonably fluent in both languages. During my high school years, I and most of my fellow students were prepped to travel to France after graduation, where we would continue our education at a European university. Eventually I was to become a scholar like my parents. That was the plan.

But none of it was to be.

During my years in high school, I made two life-changing discoveries. First, Chinatown in downtown Lima. Second, the fact that there were individuals in the world who had special knowledge that was different from the kind espoused by scientists and scholars, the kind of knowledge I was never told about in school but which, once discovered, I wanted to know a good deal more about.

Martial Arts in a Chinese Morgue

One day during the mid-1980s when I was twenty years old, a friend and I visited the Chinatown district of old Lima.

Chinese immigration started in Peru during the mid-nineteenth century, making Lima’s Chinatown one of the oldest in the Americas. At the time, its streets were picturesque, lined with food vendors, pushcart peddlers, and many Asian immigrants just off the boat.

That day my friend and I checked out the restaurants and shops in central Chinatown, then explored its more mysterious back streets. On one street we passed an alley that led to a sad, run-down building. For reasons I didn’t understand, I felt an irresistible urge to investigate it.

Entering the building alone—my friend decided to go his separate way—I followed a long hallway paved with red ceramic tiles, each carved with Chinese sacred symbols. The hallway had several doors on either side, and at the end was an open metal grill gate. Behind it I could see a dark, rickety staircase.

I climbed the steps to the rooftop, where I looked down on the colorful buildings in the neighborhood. On one side of the rooftop was a large enclosure that appeared to be a temple of some kind with red fluted columns flanking a large door. Venturing inside, I entered a large room filled with antique Chinese paintings, calligraphic hangings, and several bed-like couches. Toward the back of the space were three altars holding weapons mounted on wooden stands.

After studying the interior with great interest and a bit of awe, I walked back down the stairs to the main hall, where on my way out I noticed the words “Kung Fu Classes” written clumsily in chalk over one of the hallway doors. For some reason these words stayed in my mind, and in the following months I thought of them many times. A year later, driven by curiosity and what I later understood to be my fate, I came back and knocked at the same door. A sweaty teenager opened it, allowing me to peer inside, where I could see a number of young men, some Chinese, some Peruvian, all dressed in tattered sport garb—no uniforms—and all performing punching and deflecting motions. There was no equipment in the room, no mirrors or railings or punching bags. The walls were dingy and the room was windowless.

A well-built Chinese man, clearly the teacher, beckoned me in, and we spoke for a few minutes. On one side of the room there were more bed-like couches that I later learned were catafalques used on certain days as a morgue for newly dead members of the Chinese temple.

The teacher gave me a short explanation about his martial art practice without applying the slightest pressure, seeming more anxious to return to his students than to talk to me. But I liked what he told me. A couple of months later I joined his class.

Here I should mention that though my new martial arts school used techniques from a Shaolin lineage that emphasized strength and fighting skills, its core was focused more on breathing and the development of chi (in Mandarin qi), a practice known as nuikung in Cantonese and neigong in Mandarin.

Qi or chi, as you most likely know, is the Chinese word for “vital energy.” Its cultivation is designed to build inner power, but of equal importance, it is used to heal a variety of physical and psychological ailments, in both oneself and others. Any authentic Asian martial lineage is both a fighting practice and a medical art.

Around the time I started practicing neigong, I entered the national university in Lima to study agricultural engineering. After several terms, I began to feel that it was impossible to do both things well—studying and fighting—and eventually my passion for neigong won out. I dropped out of college, moved into a tiny apartment, and gave my full time and attention to the gods of the martial arts.
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I trained in this discipline for the next eight years.

During this time, I not only learned routines for creating and projecting qi energy; I discovered that qi could also be used for self-protection, even against an unexpected attack.

One day in Lima I was crossing a busy street when a car came wheeling around the corner and ran into me, battering my leg. Though I felt strangely heavy, I remained standing and experienced no pain. When the car pulled over to the curb, I saw a sizable dent in its bumper. I realized that after years of practicing neigong, an energy field had inflated around me the second I was hit, enveloping me in a protective shield without any conscious intent on my part. The car was more damaged than I was.

The neigong I was taught in these years, I should emphasize, had a strong spiritual and also magical component. I absorbed a great deal of refined energy from my teachers, one of whom told me that the spirits of our ancient Chinese lineage were around us all the time channeling insight and discernment into our minds without our knowing it. Revelations like these helped me with my fighting practice certainly. But they also opened up the world of the spiritual and supernatural, a gift that made it easier for me to accept the mind-stretching ideas I was later taught about the spirit realm by shamanic teachers.

As my years of martial arts training passed, and as I assimilated the metaphysical as well as physical sides of neigong, an important thing happened: I began to realize that fighting had become an increasingly secondary concern, and that healing was now a far more important goal. With a growing conviction I understood that healing was more than just a useful tool for me; it had now become my lifetime calling. What I really wanted to do, I saw quite clearly, was dedicate the rest of my life to helping people overcome their physical and psychological suffering using the vital energy I had developed from my martial arts training. I wanted to become a healer in every sense of the word.

Tai Chi

After many years of practicing the Shaolin-style arts, I began training in tai chi, a considerably different martial form than neigong. Most practitioners of this ancient art are less drawn to its fighting skills (which, by the way, are quite potent) and more toward its slow, languorous movements, which are designed to cultivate vital energy.

During the many years I studied neigong, matches among my classmates and colleagues were rare, and most of us avoided tournaments. However, my last tai chi teacher had recently come to Peru from Shanghai and was fond of public contests, having won several important competitions in China. She was eager for our small group to take part in national tournaments, and it was unthinkable to refuse a teacher’s request.

For the next three years I competed in tai chi events, eventually becoming metropolitan champion, then two-time national champion of Peru, and eventually champion of South America. These winnings led to exposure in newspapers and TV, which was a bit embarrassing for me, having come from a neigong background where public displays of martial skill are looked down upon. Yet though the public’s gaze made me uncomfortable, as it turned out this small bit of recognition would take me a giant step toward my real calling.

Learning the Art of Healing

During the mid-1990s the National Social Security Office in Peru, which even in the best of times teetered on the edge of economic collapse, was feeling the money pinch more than usual, especially in the public health sector. Government-run hospitals were draining the state’s finances in many areas of rural Peru where physicians and medical equipment were in short supply. Hospital buildings were costly to maintain in these impoverished parts of the country, and thousands of ailing older people were denied medical attention. Was there a way to conserve money and still provide care for the poor and elderly?

In response to this dilemma, several open-minded doctors and officials from the National Social Security Administration started a hospital coalition that took the bold step of using alternative therapies, including tai chi, to heal people unable to afford conventional medical aid. Volunteering to be part of this service, along with several other tai chi practitioners, I participated in pilot programs in several Lima hospitals, using tai chi as a healing tool for a large number of clients. After several months of work, I happened to take a holiday in the northwestern coast city of Trujillo, where a local official from the National Social Security Office asked me to come to her office.

She had heard of our group’s work in Lima, she told me. For a sensible salary, would I be interested in providing tai chi classes to elderly clients in hospitals located across the northern coastal regions of Peru? Saying yes would require that I move to Trujillo, which I would use as my base of operations. In the administration’s eyes, sponsoring programs that included nonprofessional healers such as myself was a smart way to save money and by the same means help the sick and provide jobs.

The official I spoke with was well-informed about medical matters and knew that in China tai chi had a reputation for restoring health to the aging. Most of the older people in the Trujillo region had worked as manual laborers, many in large sugarcane haciendas, others building stone walls, working with cement, sitting for hours hunched over looms, cutting brush. As the years passed, their health had taken a horrific beating. Many of them were semi-crippled from the agonies of lifting, or from the arthritis that so often develops from bone-grinding labor. Some also suffered from depression and anxiety. The problem, the official explained, was that there was not enough medical care to go around, and these people were going untreated. Would I be willing to help?

Seek

Ever since I had committed my life to healing, I spent a good deal of time looking for a job that would allow me to use my neigong healing energies and also to make a living. After all my searching, the job of my dreams was being offered, entirely unsolicited.

Within a month I had packed up my worldly goods and moved to Trujillo, where I taught tai chi classes in small neighborhood hospitals in the metropolitan area but more often in rural towns or isolated coastal regions. In the mid-1990s, I traveled from one healing center to another across the beautiful, unforgiving northwestern terrain of Peru.

In the beginning it was daunting to introduce myself to my would-be clients, most of whom were illiterate laborers between the age of sixty and eighty, and a majority of whom were justifiably suspicious of an educated, Spanish-speaking thirty-year-old kid from Lima who had driven hundreds of miles to treat their rheumatism and back pain for little pay. Why, they wondered, would anyone in the world do such a thing for old, forgotten people who could barely put bread on their table? What was I really up to?

These questions glowered at me from the silent stares of my new wards, especially when I announced that I had no medical degree but had been sent by the Social Security Office in Lima to treat them naturally, with hands-on touch therapy and Chinese exercise classes.

When I told them this, most clients gasped in disbelief or shook their heads resignedly, as if to say that once again the government had screwed them. Many of them had been told that conventional medical help was on the way. Instead, an untrained amateur was sent, and my clients were irate. Some had never heard of China or, if they had, thought of it as a country of heathens. An unfamiliar Chinese exercise routine was outside the frame of reference for these country people, especially when I demonstrated tai chi postures and movements that can look quite eccentric. “This is going to cure my hip joint?” one mestiza woman moaned, gazing in despair at the movements that had won me several national championships.

My new clients walked through the classes with boredom and disdain, making few efforts to assume the correct positions, and paying little attention when I tried to explain the meaning of qi and how it could help. To make the demanding postures of tai chi easier—certain moves require balancing on one foot or spinning in place—I simplified the form and remade it to suit the needs of those with motor disabilities. Most clients allowed me to place my hands over their painful joints and organs, though it was clear they were being courteous and had few expectations.

During my first year I also started studying the healing qualities of local herbs and plants, spending hours wandering through village marketplaces speaking with herb sellers, some of whom sold items that were clearly used for dark purposes such as dead birds and wax dolls. Most were generous with their information, and I learned a good deal. I brought packages of these herbs to classes with me and handed them out free. A few people reported that the leaves helped relieve their inflammation. Others found them useless and worse, complained how terrible they smelled and tasted.

I persisted. The months passed. Now and then a client would remark that the inner glow generated by tai chi seemed maybe to be reducing their pain. Others said the exercises made them feel younger. Still others found that after I had massaged their joints for several months, they started to regain range of motion in a hobbled arm or leg. One woman with crippled hands could now cut meat for the first time in her life. Another man was able to squat again after living for years with unbendable legs. Now and then clients initiated personal conversations, talking to me about everyday things like their gardens or their grandchildren. What gratified me most during these years was seeing the slow, miraculous change in our classes from formal exercise routines into sessions of affection and trust that nourished us all.

Working with indigenous people over many decades, I learned a critical fact: These people care little about your appearance, how much money you make, or what opinions you may have. What they care about are the emotions you generate in them and thus how they feel about you. I have observed this fact with traditional peoples around the world.

This means that a tribal elder will listen less to your words and more to the sound of your voice; less to your assertions and more to your body language; less to your assurances and more to your intentions. If you pass their tests, they will let you into their life and occasionally into their heart.

I, on the other hand, had always been attracted to the quiet presence of the mestizos and the people from coastal and mountain tribes, and I had no difficulty liking almost everyone I treated, even the grouches and misanthropes. Most of them had worked long and hard for many years, and all they received for their efforts was poverty and the contempt of bosses, company owners, and the rich in general who barely considered them to be human beings. Yet they rarely complained and almost never made a show of their pain. By now there was also a growing number of them who seemed to approve of my strange doctoring and a few who wanted to know more about my healing techniques.

On the negative side, I occasionally butted heads with staff members at different hospitals, especially the nurses and social workers, who looked on my healing methods as quackery. Occasionally one of them would tell clients my classes were canceled when they weren’t or would disconnect the electricity for night classes. My clients were watching all this. They were very quiet about it and made no comments or suggestions. They were looking at everything I did, how I struggled to heal them despite their resistance and despite the animosity of hospital staff members. Most of them, I could feel, were now beginning to look at me less as an intruder and more as an ally.

A Cosmic Role Reversal

Though the salary for this complicated job was minimal, my needs at the time were simple, and during the first six years that I worked with hospital clients I lived a moderately comfortable life. All this changed in 1999 when a new government came to power and the politics of human services in Peru took a sudden turn. One day a member of the Social Security Administration called me into his office and informed me that he was eliminating the alternative medicine program in hospitals due to “excess costs.” He thought it best that I look for another job.

This news came as a sudden and harsh blow. By now I had hundreds of elderly patients depending on me for treatment. I was literally keeping some of them alive, and many were experiencing significant improvements in supposedly incurable ailments. The thought of abruptly walking off the job and abandoning these good people was unimaginable. But how was I going to make a living if I stayed?

I wrestled with this question for some time, finally deciding that rather than return to Lima and look for work, I would take several small jobs in the area and treat my clients for free. Most of them could barely pay anyway, and usually after driving hours over valley and gorge to treat someone in a remote mountain village my remuneration would be a few coins to cover the cost of gas. But no matter. At this point I was working for the sheer joy of it, and for the feelings of affection I had developed for my patients.

Meanwhile, those I worked with saw that I was attending to them without asking for money, and that I was seriously committed to their welfare. Many, perhaps most, were feeling healthier from working with tai chi and the qi energy itself. A number of the heavier clients lost weight. After years of wearing dowdy clothes, women once again dressed in colorful skirts and smocks. The men combed their hair and shaved. Even the poorest and saddest of them seemed more optimistic. There was so much love among them, and they started channeling this love more and more in my direction. Soon they were inviting me to their homes for dinner and to their weddings and family gatherings, where I was served all kinds of amazing foods and treated like a friend. They would joke with me in a familiar way or tell me about their personal troubles. Sometimes I had to travel long distances by car to take care of clients in a remote village. After treatment I would be fed a sumptuous meal and stay long into the night, conversing with a particularly interesting villager.

Slowly at first, then more openly, a few of my mestizo and native clients began talking to me about the spiritual relationship they maintained with their ancestors. I started having private conversations with elders who told me about their families’ knowledge of medicine, healing techniques that worked with natural forces and invocations. One elderly lady (who I later learned was a good-hearted witch) taught me to read the lines on a person’s face as a window into their past. Others took me to remote valleys, where they taught me to recognize rare healing shrubs and cactuses, information I would never have discovered on my own. Some talked about drinking clay as a remedy or making a healing soup with stones. Several laborers told me about medicine that had to do with animals and tree barks, with tiny creatures that lived in streams, and how people who are dead and gone are not necessarily dead and gone.

While I was becoming acquainted with this new knowledge, I was also visiting ancient temples and pyramids all across northern Peru. I took weeklong trips into the desert, studying sacred plants and speaking with spiritual recluses in their wilderness retreats. As I did all this something began to happen between myself and the landscapes I traveled through. They began to speak to me in a tongue I could not yet decipher, but that I wanted to understand with all my heart.

The real turning point came when one day several clients told me that a certain location east of Trujillo was the home of spirits that are sometimes willing to share visionary wisdom with a seeker. Climb halfway up that mountain, an elderly plantation worker told me, pointing to a nearby peak. Go in a fasting state and sleep on the ground for one night; two is better. It’s cold and dangerous. There are wild animals. Be careful of wells and pits grown over with grass. It’s a rough terrain with thick bush and thorns. If you stay there in a meditative state for several days, they told me, maybe the mountain will start thinking of you as a disciple and show you some of its secrets—the hidden places that you cannot see with your normal vision. Or perhaps it will grant you its healing power. Things like that; things I had never heard before.

At the same time, the years I spent with my martial arts mentors made me familiar with the notion of spirits, if of a Chinese variety, and allowed me to feel comfortable with otherworldly thinking. I had also grown up in a country where many people talked about being blessed or cursed, and who depended on the advice of clairvoyants (like Martina and Chaska’s pseudo priestess) to make major life decisions. What my clients said about magic fascinated me and educated me but did not surprise me.

Then one day while visiting the home of Pedro, an elderly laborer and one of my closest friends, I was presented with a proposal. Our conversation was short, perhaps five or ten minutes at most. But after hearing what Pedro had to offer, everything in my life went on hold and a new frontier rose up in front of me.

My elderly clients, I now understood, were about to become my teachers.




CHAPTER 2
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BECOMING A PERUVIAN
NATURAL HEALER

A New Life

Among the many hundreds, probably thousands, of elderly people I treated during my ten years as a hospital healer, I was befriended by a handful who had special knowledge.

No members of this group ever showed off their insights or acted in mysterious ways. On any village street, a stranger might walk by a raggedly dressed man sitting quietly on a tree stump smoking a cigarette or playing with a grandchild, and never guess that he had the power to subdue demons and speak to animals. Some of these people were powerful witches and curanderos who I had helped at the hospitals and who had decided to show their appreciation by inviting me into their world.

Of all those who shared their wisdom with me, Pedro was the most influential. A retired sixty-seven-year-old mestizo adobe mason and agricultural worker, he was a dwarf-like man with a huge head, a scrunched-up face, and a shrewd, somewhat unsettling smile. The proposal that he made to me was straightforward.

“The energy exercises you taught us at the hospital were powerful medicine,” Pedro assured me. “They helped restore my health and the health of others. But you know, there are other ways of healing that you might be interested in learning about. Ways from long ago. I can explain a bit about them if you like.”

When I heard these words, my heart skipped a beat. I felt that something dreadful and sublime was being offered to me from ancestral Peru by a man who understood things unseen by most of us. Was this offer gratitude for the care I had shown him? Or perhaps he simply recognized a healing potential inside me that made me a candidate for training.

When explaining his work Pedro never used the word shamanism. South American persons of knowledge never do. But I understood his meaning.

When a shaman speaks of his practice, which he rarely does, he sometimes refers to it as curanderismo. More often he calls it his Craft, his Art, or sometimes his Medicine or his Knowledge, terms that imply both healing and wisdom–terms that I capitalize throughout this book as a reminder that in shamanism these words are sacred. The Quechua term yachak is also sometimes used to describe shamanism, especially in mountain areas. It means “carrier of Knowledge,” or “one who knows.” (Note that when I capitalize the word Medicine in this book, I am describing sacred shamanic practice. When I use the word to refer to the sacred brew, I write it with a small m, as in medicine.)

[image: image]
I have often noticed that when people from other countries hear Peruvian villagers refer to a witch or sorcerer, they reflexively think that this person is a black magician. Though these names sometimes do refer to infernal business, this is not always true. In much of Peru witches or sorcerers may be white magicians, they may be black magicians, or as is commonly the case, they may be a combination of both.

The terms witch, sorcerer, and so forth also have a far less sinister connotation in Peru than in North America and Europe, and may even be used by villagers with a certain humor or kindness. In these chapters I use the words shaman and shamanism simply because they are familiar, and because they avoid the positive or negative judgments we make with words like witch and wizard. When I speak specifically of a dark magician I prefer to use the word sorcerer or bruja. The word shaman itself, which translates as “one who knows,” is Asian, not South American, coming, it is believed, from Siberia or possibly the Caucasus.

Origins

There is a prevailing notion that when the Spanish first arrived in the New World, Inca civilization had ruled Peru for many centuries.

In fact, the sovereign Inca Empire ruled for less than three hundred years. Despite its wonders, a majority of its civic and religious doctrines were heavily influenced by earlier civilizations, among them the Chimu (900 to 1470 AD) from the northwestern coast of Peru and the Chimu’s predecessors, the Moche or Mochica (100 to 700 AD) from the same area. The Incas learned from the ancient Waris as well, and from the millenary Amazonian jungle cultures that for centuries exchanged and traded with the rest of Peru. All these civilizations, in turn, were heir to far older social and spiritual traditions that dated back many thousands of years, and whose influence can still be seen on ancient jars, stone carvings, textiles
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