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For Sir Michael Palin –

Whose love of travel and adventure mirrors my own,

and whose unfailing sense of humour has reminded

me of the value of laughter on the hardest of journeys.
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Introduction

ANTHROPOLOGISTS ARE ALWAYS trying to work out what defines us as human.

They come up with all kinds of things – from the realization of our own consciousness, to our use of tools, to the way we shape our societies.

My take on it all is that we are human because we rely on ceremony and ritual in an almost obsessive way.

We can’t help ourselves.

Ceremony is as much us as we are it.

Of course some animal species use forms of ceremony and ritual too – a point which interests me greatly. My thinking is that the ceremonies we’ve developed can be traced back to our ancient, pre-human ancestors.

I’ve often found myself grasping how rites provide a lens through which we regard a society or culture. They deliver an intense culmination of tradition, forces, and ideas, all drawn neatly together in an intertwined tapestry.

Those who know me, or who have read my work, will recognize that I’m not an admirer of organized religion. I believe it has caused human society to flounder unnecessarily again and again – rather like a train sent down a branch-line, having been misdirected at the points.

Just as I spurn organized religion, I delight in the form of human culture that is manifested through ceremony. A friend in India once called me ‘Tahir Shah the Ceremony Nut’. He noted, quite accurately, that if there was a ceremony taking place within a hundred miles, I’d smell it out and feel a deep yearning to experience it. The only way for me to rid myself of the calling is to witness it – or, better still, to take part.

Not all ceremonies have religious connotations. The most intriguing ones of all tend not to be enacted in the name of faith. For me, ceremonies are catalysts. A person who enters into one is affected by it, emerging in a changed state.

Over the years I’ve regarded specific ceremonies, documenting them in great detail. Sometimes I’ve observed them from a distance and, at other times, I’ve played a key part in the proceedings. I’ve often taken a far more central role than I have described when writing up my experiences for published books. The reason is that, while I am happy to share my involvement, a part of me prefers to keep a kernel of inner experience to myself.

A few years ago I took part in a ceremony in northern India. I prefer not to go into the details of it here.

What I want to note is this:

The day before the ceremony, I was terrified. Not frightened in a passing way. Not even the fear that bathes you when you watch a horror movie. But the kind of fear you get when you imagine you’re going to drop dead.

Unable to sleep that night, I went out at dawn for the ceremony, which was about to begin. Spanning many hours, it involved a number of quite extraordinary tribal rituals that challenged me in a profound, psychological way.

Once it was over, the pundit came to me. A sensitive, self-effacing man, he could see I’d been gravely affected by the experience.

‘You were fearful before it began, weren’t you?’ he asked.

I admitted that I had been.

‘And now?’

‘I’m OK now.’

‘Then why did you fear?’

‘Because I didn’t know what was going to take place.’

‘Was the ceremony how you imagined it would be?’

‘It was terrifying,’ I replied. ‘Far more than I expected.’

‘Were you more frightened during the ceremony or before it?’

‘Before it.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I feared what I didn’t know.’
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Serpents at Midnight

AS I STEERED the compact rental car off the main road, and caught a first sight of the rickety church silhouetted in the distance, the full moon broke free from its heavy mantle of cloud.

The group I’d come to meet might have regarded it as a sign from God, but I saw it as an omen. The frail Chevvy heaved along the rutted track, like a sacrifice about to offer itself to a supreme being. As it did so, I tasted bile in my mouth, my mind questioning whether such a reckless investigation was really necessary.

Even before I was out of the car, which I’d parked at the side of the church opposite a row of monster trucks, my ears caught the strains of euphoric celebration.

A moment later, fortified by curiosity, I was standing in the doorway, my elongated shadow projected down the aisle.

On my travels I’ve witnessed all manner of unworldly things…

A godman in Tamil Nadu swallowing pebbles.

A preacher in Manila performing ‘psychic surgery’.

An Amazonian shaman apparently walking on water.

A Moroccan exorcist cavorting about in trance.

But compared to what was taking place in Appalachia on that moonlit night back in 1994, none of it impressed me.

Wood-framed and ramshackle, the timber church was lit by dozens of neon tubes, bathing the congregation in ghostly light.

At the front of the hall six young men were standing on a stage, each of them at an instrument. A stream of early Elvis numbers were relayed to giant speakers hanging from the beams. Instead of ripped jeans and T-shirts, they were dressed in button-down shirts like all the other men.

The women wore plain white dresses ranging from the top of the neck down to their heels.

But it wasn’t the lighting or the band, the orderly dress-sense, or even the monster trucks outside that struck me.

It was the snakes.

A friend who’d grown up in Appalachia first told me of the services he had experienced as a child. As ‘Melungeons’, his family were regarded as outsiders, descended from mixed African, European, and Native American stock. Melungeons were taunted – for looking different, and for the way they viewed the world and experienced it. Most of all, they were ridiculed for occasionally being born with six fingers on either hand.

Although intrigued by the Melungeons, what stuck in my head was the way my friend told me some congregations in Appalachia proved their faith.

Slipping into a pew at the back, I watched.

The band was whipping out a ballad of lost love, their faces and button-down shirts drenched in sweat. At the pulpit, the preacher’s hands were raised to the heavens, his body forming a capital ‘Y’. The congregation – about three hundred men, women, and children, were in their seats – consumed by the electricity that charged the room.

Had I been told the neon tube lights, the instruments, and the oversized speakers weren’t powered from the mains, but from current tapped from the air, I would have believed it.

As I watched the band, the preacher, and his flock shaking and quaking, whooping and shuddering, three men and a woman stood up in the pews. Each of them was holding a miniature wooden crate above their head, ventilation holes pierced through the sides. Overcome by emotion, they shook the crates hysterically, tears rolling down their cheeks.

Whipped in their hysteria to the point of no return, the audience went wild with delight. Some were screaming. Others jumped up and ran around babbling in tongues. More still collapsed to the floor, their bodies writhing and squirming as though electrocuted.

Craning my neck to get a good view, I observed.

Amid the frenzied backdrop of wailing and flailing, the shallow crates were unfastened.

One by one, the contents were fished out.

The band fell silent.

The preacher praised the Lord.

Held high above heads, the dozen serpents were waved about, goaded and mocked. Some were copperheads, and the rest were timber rattlesnakes. Coiling and wheeling in alarm, they licked the air, no doubt wondering what was going on.

The band struck up again, and the snakes were passed around. The music blaring, the preacher and his flock were roused in the most spectacular way.

Some of the congregation didn’t take part, but a great many did. Savouring their time with the serpent in their grasp, they dared it to strike them. Others sipped at hipflasks, filled with what I learned later was strychnine poison.

The snake-handling tradition is said to have arisen in Appalachia a century or more ago, when a preacher started taking a New Testament verse literally (Mark 16:17-18).

It says:

‘And these signs shall follow them that believe: In my name shall they cast out devils; they shall speak with new tongues. They shall take up serpents; and if they drink any deadly thing, it shall not hurt them.’

On the night I visited the Pentecostal church, three people were bitten. Fortunately none perished – although I heard that one of them was struck down at another service soon after.

Not until now have I described the scene I witnessed that night a quarter of a century ago. At some points during the intervening years I’ve questioned whether I actually saw what I did in moonstruck Appalachia. The reason I haven’t published my memory of the event until now is that I’ve been at a loss for words to describe the interwoven layers of emotion.

Every so often we encounter things in our lives that form perfect bite-sized chunks, the kind that provide a choice anecdote. But, despite shaping them in our minds, they’re out of reach, as if defying the power of description.

The snake-handlers of Appalachia are an example.

While it was no trouble to sketch out the general scene, I’ve never felt capable of portraying the deeper sense of it all. The constituent parts were obvious enough, yet when thrown together, the experience touched me in an extraordinary way.

Over the years I have frequently revisited my memory of that night, reflecting on the players and their motives.

The way I perceive it has depended on my own condition, experiences, and the stage of my journey.

Sometimes I shake my head in despair that anyone could be so foolish to wave snakes around. Other times I’ve tried not to judge, but rather absorb what I remember through a kind of inner osmosis.

On yet more occasions I’ve questioned whether it was me who was the fool.

Or indeed, if, as the fools, the snake-handling congregation were the wise.

 

From Travels With Nasrudin


Guinea Pig Healer

PEDRO ORONA LAYA was a cross between Jesus and Chewbacca.

He looked like the sort of man who, under more normal circumstances, one might try to avoid. Not since the wilds of the Hindu Kush had I come across such an abundance of facial hair. With his beard and almond eyes the maestro could have passed as a Pashtun, from Afghanistan. But, then again, no Pashtun would be seen in sweeping beige robes, with a home-made cross around his neck.

‘Welcome to my imagination,’ said the maestro, gesturing for me to sit down.

I told him that Dolores had sent me, and that my mind was troubled. The master cleared his throat and spat at the dirt.

‘I can return the harmony,’ he said. ‘Estás poseído por el demonio, you are full of demons. And you are going to need your strength.’

‘What for? Why will I need strength?’

The maestro didn’t answer. Instead, squinting, he cleared his throat for a second time.

‘First, I will make una máscara, a mask of your face,’ he decided.

I followed him out of the courtyard, up the lane to the main road and across into an enclosure. A herd of dairy cows were being milked; the farmer’s wife was scrubbing the urns with a wad of straw. The master motioned for me to hold my hands out in front of my chest. I thought he wanted to read my palms. But instead he piled a mass of warm cow dung onto them.

‘Take this back to Wali Wasi,’ he said.

Once sitting on the courtyard floor, the maestro pushed his hands through the fresh dung, breathing in the aroma. He then stirred in a dollop of white glue, and kneaded the mixture until it was smooth as jam. I stood in the shade, watching his expert hands moulding my face from the dung. Unlike a conventional sculptor, Pedro didn’t look at me once. I presumed he was making a symbolic mask. When the face was completed, it was left in the sun to dry. The maestro said he would paint it later, but first he would continue with the treatment, which would make me strong.

He led me under the eaves of a veranda, from which were hanging cobs of dry maize. We stood together beside a miniature shrine. At its base was a human skull, a little the worse for wear. Above it was an assortment of lurid dung masks, including one with red light-bulbs for eyes, a femur for a nose and real human teeth set in its mouth.

The maestro told me to wait at the shrine. He disappeared into an anteroom. I heard him poking about, getting the place ready. Clapping his hands, he called me in.

Pedro’s was an imagination without limit. As I stepped into the sanctuary, I was hit full force by the extent of his fantasy.

Much of the chamber was taken up by a home-made totem-pole. An anthropologist might have said it was built in reverence to the land; for it was made from maize cobs, dried corn leaves and strands of feathery pampas grass. There were ribbons too, wound around its neck, which led to a face so fiendish that it caused me to miss a breath. Its eyebrows and nose were cobs, and its fangs splinters of bone. On the floor around it were clustered a range of offerings – dried herbs and ears of black maize, sunflower heads, and a postal sack tied with a granny knot.

Pedro pointed to a mattress which lay in the shadow of the totem.

‘Get undressed and lie down there,’ he said.

I wondered why the healing of a troubled mind might require nudity. But this was a clinic without convention. Stripping down to my boxer shorts, I stretched out and pulled the gargoyle-grey army blanket up to my chin. The totem-pole froze me with a grimacing stare. And the maestro began his work.

He pulled a handful of coca leaves from a pouch around his neck. Touching them to his brow in respect, he put them on his tongue one at a time. The master’s youngest daughter pushed open the door and sat with the offerings. She was given a few coca leaves, and entered the ritual. After the coca there was chicha for the girl and the priest. Reclining on the mattress, I questioned what part I would play.

My attention was drawn to the yard. Although I couldn’t see what was going on, I didn’t need Pedro’s strength of imagination to guess. A sow was obviously fighting for its life, desperate to escape a butcher’s knife. Its last screams were terrible, high-pitched and frantic, as it sparred with Death. The squeals stopped as suddenly as they had begun. A moment later, the sullen figure of a man swept into the sanctuary. He was barefoot and his apron was drenched in fresh blood. Having honoured the totem with the hog’s foot, he slunk away. The maestro had paid no attention to the sounds of execution. As I was soon to find out, death was a tool of his trade.

The little girl dragged the postal sack over to her father. He loosened the knot with the tips of his fingers and took something from it. I peered over from the mattress. Pedro was holding a large, black guineapig. The creature, keenly sniffing the air, was held at arm’s length towards the totem-pole. A bottle of agua de florida, perfumed water used by Peruvian shamans, was sprinkled over it. After which the master coughed a lungful of tobacco smoke along the length of its body.

Still damp with holy water, the guinea pig was wrapped in a sheet of white wax paper. I was surprised that it didn’t wriggle. As with a stage magician’s rabbit, it may have been hypnotized in some way. The maestro returned to his stool and chewed another handful of coca leaves. His daughter bent over the offerings and lit another candle. As the wick flickered with life, Pedro unwrapped the guinea pig, sprinkled more agua de florida, and moved over to the bed.

The shadow of the healer fell over me. He peeled back the coarse grey blanket and went to work. First the cuy was pressed to my face, rubbed over my brow, across my eyes, nose and mouth. I felt its warmth, and took in the scent of its soft, damp pelt. The sensation was not unpleasant. Pedro held the creature stretched rigid between his hands. He guided it over my body, as if it were some kind of medical instrument. Every inch of skin was touched by the trembling animal. Over my chin and across my neck, up and down my arms, chest and stomach, groin, legs and feet. I turned over and my back was treated.

Anointing with guinea pigs is a common method of Andean healing and divination, known as Jaca shoqpi. It’s a system of medicine embroiled in secrecy. Despite the influence of Catholicism, cuy has remained a central tool in Andean ritual, just as it has a staple food. The strange marriage between New World and Old is represented by a painting which hangs in the Cathedral at Cusco. Painted in about 1670, by Miguel de Santiago, it depicts Christ and his Apostles at the Last Supper. Placed before them is a dish of cooked guinea
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