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“Joan Parisi Wilcox has given us a mature and sensitive portrait of a mystical system as seen through the eyes of its practitioners, the Q’ero. Written with heart and respect, this book is a gateway for serious seekers to discover the world of living energy and to learn how to live in harmony with nature and each other.”

DEEPAK CHOPRA,

author of The Seven Spiritual Laws of Success

“You will bring the word of the Q’ero to the world.”
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Author’s Note to the Revised Edition
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When I learned that my publisher would be bringing out a revised, paperback edition of the original Keepers of the Ancient Knowledge: The Mystical World of the Q’ero Indians of Peru, I was delighted. Updating the book gave me the opportunity to plug what I perceived as a large hole in that original edition by providing an in-depth discussion of the mesa, which is similar to a Native North American medicine bundle, and the mesa’s many uses, especially in healing. My primary “informant,” to use the anthropological term, for this additional information was a young shaman of impressive knowledge, Fredy “Puma” Quispe Singona. My husband and I first met Puma at a conference on Andean shamanism and healing in Washington, D.C., and he later came to stay at our home in North Carolina. During this extended visit, he taught us more about the mesa than we had learned in our previous ten years working in the Andean spiritual tradition. I have presented Puma’s teaching about the mesa and healing in a new part 3, and the original part 3—the exercises—is now part 4. Puma speaks Spanish, Quechua, and English, and as I have done with the words of the Q’ero, I have reproduced Puma’s words as closely as possible to the way he spoke them, editing only for grammar, syntax, and context.

In addition to adding this new section, I have substantially revised many chapters in Part 1, especially the chapter on energy and the energy body. I also have corrected errors elsewhere in the book and generally updated or clarified information throughout. Other portions of the book remain largely unaltered, as my purpose has always been to provide  readers the fundamentals of the Andean spiritual arts and those fundamentals have not changed. However, since the original publication of this book, I have continued to work in the Andean tradition, and, as a natural result, my understanding of the tradition has deepened. Consequently, those of you who are familiar with the earlier edition may notice many small but meaningful changes throughout the book. These reflect not only my greater insight into what I have long known but new information as well. My primary teacher, anthropologist Juan Núñez del Prado, who has been fully initiated into the sacred tradition, began a few years ago to share with his apprentices the teaching of his third Andean mentor, don Melchor Desa.I With Juan’s permission, I have included some of the work of the Melchor Desa lineage in chapter 2.

Throughout the book, you may notice that for certain Quechua words, my spelling choices vary from those that might be more familiar to you or other Westerners studying the tradition. Quechua, the administrative language of the Inkas and the indigenous language of Peru, historically was not a written language, but it has been transcribed by historians and scholars. Thus, there are various “official” Quechua dictionaries, and for this book I primarily relied upon the 1995 first edition of Diccionario Quechua, published in Cuzco by the Academia Mayor de la Lengua Quechua, and the advice of Ricardo Valderrama Fernández and Juan Núñez del Prado. As a consequence you will find, for example, that I spell “Inka” with a “k” rather than the Castilian “c” and chose the more traditional spelling of “kawsay” over the modernized and Westernized spelling, “kausay.” Spelling variations are included in the glossary, where you will also find definitions and approximate pronunciations. In addition, I have not used the proper plurals for Quechua words. In Quechua the plural is indicated by the suffix -kuna. A couple of examples: the generic term for an Andean shaman is paqo and a mountain spirit is called an apu. The plural of these terms would be, respectively, paqokuna and apukuna. For the sake of clarity with readers, however, I have chosen to follow the convention of many other English-language authors and write the plural of Quechua words with an “s” suffix: paqos and apus.

I am saddened to report that since the original publication of this book, three of the Q’ero who contributed to it have passed away. Don Juan Pauqar Espinosa died of a heart ailment that, I am told, might have been successfully treated with antibiotics if he had been able to reach a hospital. The villages of Q’ero are quite isolated, so even if don Juan could have afforded conventional medical treatment, it would have been difficult for him to get to it. The two Pauqar Flores brothers, Julian and Juan, died within a short time of each other. I was told that Julian suffered from stomach pains and died soon thereafter. Juan, in deep mourning for his brother, is claimed to have taken to his bed, also complaining of stomach pains, and quietly passed away. This story may be apocryphal, but it rings true to me, for the brothers were bonded not only at the familial level but at the energetic one as well.




Contributors: The Paqos and Others
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So that readers can clearly follow the conversations of the interview portion of this book, this section introduces the people who participated in the interviews and explains their relationships.

I have worked with the Q’ero paqos—the Andean word for what we might term a “shaman”—or their mestizo students since 1993, yet I met with the Q’ero only once for structured interviews: for four days in Urubamba, Peru, in July 1996. Below is a list of the Q’ero who participated in the Urubamba interviews, their ages, titles, and the particular village in which they were living at the time of these interviews:

Don Mariano Apasa Marchaqa, 48, kuraq akulleq from Qollpa K’uchu

Doña Agustina Apasa, 38, pampa mesayoq and don Mariano’s wife

Don Juan Pauqar Espinosa, 42, alto mesayoq from Chua Chua

Don Agustín Pauqar Qapa, 32, pampa mesayoq from Q’ero Totorani

Don Juan Pauqar Flores, 56, from Chua Chua, pampa mesayoq and often an adviser to don Manuel Q’espi

Don Julian Pauqar Flores, 47, from Chua Chua, don Juan’s brother, also a pampa mesayoq; served as “president” of Q’ero in 1994

As I pointed out in the Author’s Note, I am saddened to report that don Juan Pauqar Espinosa, don Julian Pauqar Flores, and don Juan Pauqar Flores are now deceased. I honor their teachings by dedicating this book to them.



Fredy “Puma” Quispe Singona, whose teachings are presented in part 3, is not Q’ero but was partially trained by Q’ero paqos. He is from Chinceros, Peru, and was twenty-three years old at the time of our interviews, which took place in 2002 during his visit to my home in North Carolina.

I have worked with these paqos and other Q’ero many times over the past decade, both in Peru and, occasionally, in the United States. Specifically, I met with don Juan Pauqar Espinosa and don Agustín Pauqar Qapa shortly after the Urubamba interviews, in October 1996, during their visit to meet the Hopi elders in Arizona. While I did not formally interview them at any length during that trip, I did get a chance to clear up some ambiguities in their initiation stories.

I also worked extensively with the Q’ero in 1997, while undergoing the ten-day Hatun Karpay initiation with Juan Núñez del Prado and while participating in research with Don Wright about Peruvian whistling vessels.I The Q’ero I’ve specifically worked with over the years, besides those named above, have included José Q’espi Marchaqa, Martín Pauqar Qapa, Martín Q’espi, Lorenzo Q’espi Apasa, Humberto Sonqo, Guillermo Sonqo, Turibio Q’espi Lonasqo, Benito Apasa Lonasqo, Isidro Q’espi Marchaqa, Modesto Q’espi Lonasqo, don Sebástian, and don Bernadino,II some of whose stories are recorded in this book.

There are three other Andean masters whose teachings permeate this book. One I have worked with; the other two are deceased and I know of them only through their reputations and the work of their apprentices.

Don Manuel Q’espi, a kuraq akulleq and the elder of Q’ero. I, along with seven others, briefly visited don Manuel’s village of Chua Chua and there received the Karpay Ayni initiation from him while sitting on a pile of tiny frozen potatoes in his hut. I have also worked with don Manuel several times over the years in and around the Sacred Valley.



Don Andreas Espinosa, a Q’ero kuraq who died in November 1981 and is still spoken of in Q’ero with reverence as one of the greatest paqos of modern times. He not only helped teach and initiate most of the Q’ero interviewed for this book but he was a primary teacher to and profound influence on two of my mestizo teachers, Américo Yábar and Juan Núñez del Prado.

Don Benito Qoriwaman, who died on April 8, 1988, was a recognized master of the WaskarIII lineage who lived and worked in Wasau, the “town of sorcerers,” which is located just outside of Cuzco. He was a friend to don Andreas, spent a considerable amount of time in Q’ero, and also profoundly influenced both my mestizo teachers.

I have also had the privilege of working with, and becoming friends with, two Peruvian mestizos teachers of the Andean path. Each of them profoundly influenced my development as a paqo and made important contributions to this book.

Dr. Juan Núñez del Prado, a professor of anthropology now retired from the Universidad Nacional San Antonio Abad del Cusco and a kuraq akulleq. He not only handled all the logistical arrangements in Peru but he provided translation assistance and expert commentary during the Urubamba interviews. Juan is one of the most powerful of all teachers of the Andean spiritual arts, uniquely blending an immense intelligence with a boundless love and a profound respect for the tradition that has so transformed his own life. To my mind there is no better—or rarer—combination of attributes in a teacher. He is truly a collaborator in this book.

Américo Yábar was trained and initiated as a kuraq by the Q’ero, and he teaches Andean shamanism around the world. I have worked with him several times, and I had the good fortune to travel with him and four of my female friends around Peru and Bolivia for two weeks of intense training in June 1995. Much of what I learned during that time I have passed on in this book in Américo’s own unique and highly poetic voice.



Finally, I would like to mention three other people you will meet in this book, especially in part 2. Anamaria Szendroi, a friend I met during our mutual training in the Andean tradition, helped with the Spanish translations during the Urubamba interviews. Sandra Corcoran, another friend from the tradition who quickly became a “sister” to me, took photographs during the interviews. Dr. Ricardo Valderrama Fernández, an anthropology professor at Universidad Nacional San Antonio Abad del Cusco, is a recognized expert in recording the oral histories of the Andean indigenous peoples. He provided the Quechua translations during the interviews.




Introduction: Crossing the Hummingbird Bridge
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The writing of this book began long before I ever picked up a pen, turned on a tape recorder, or switched on a computer. It is difficult to decipher exactly where the first seeds were sown. They may have germinated at midnight, January 1, 1994, during a New Year’s pipe ceremony, when I prayed with the chanunpa that I would walk the Inca Trail, the road of the shamans, to Machu Picchu with my closest friends, whom I had met during my journey along the Andean path.

Or perhaps they took root high in the mountains of Peru, when a Q’ero kuraq akulleqI named don Mariano Apasa Marchaqa agreed to come down from his village to meet a group of spiritual seekers from the United States.

Maybe this book really sprung into being at Salqa Wasi, a rundown hacienda, where in August 1994, at the completion of the now very real Inca Trail trek, I sat exhausted and sore on the cold floor of a shadowy room with twenty-six fellow trekkers, two teachers, and two Q’ero shamans, and one of those teachers called my name . . .

Salqa Wasi, which means something like the house of the “undomesticated” or “wild” energy, is located in the village of Mollomarqa, in the  Andes mountains of Peru, about halfway between Paucartambo and Q’ero. The compound of three rather dilapidated stucco buildings is the ancestral home of Américo Yábar, one of my teachers. A Peruvian mestizo, Américo has been trained by the Q’ero and initiated as a kuraq akulleq. Salqa Wasi was in the process of being turned into a place of learning, where the North American and European students of Américo, and of his colleagues who teach the Andean sacred tradition, could come to meet with and be trained by the Q’ero. I had come here with my husband and twenty-five others, all of whom had walked the Inca Trail and worked together in ceremony along the Trail and at Machu Picchu under the tutelage of Américo and Alberto Villoldo, a teacher of Andean shamanism. We had been joined in Cuzco by two Q’ero shamans: don Mariano Apasa Marchaqa, a kuraq akulleq, and don Juan Ordoñus, who served as don Mariano’s assistant.

On this night, our second at Salqa Wasi, we gathered in a circle, sitting on stiff alpaca furs on the wooden floor of the frigid great room. Two sputtering candles, precariously balanced in pools of melted wax atop overturned aluminum cans, cast the room in a gauzy yellow glow. Against one wall, at the “head” of the circle, sat Alberto, don Mariano, Américo, and don Juan. They had just completed a despacho ceremony, a ceremony of thanksgiving to the nature spirits and a divination of our group’s energy. Two of our group, Jessie and Lynne, had been instructed to go outside with don Juan to build the fire in which the despacho bundle would be burned as an offering. When they returned, don Juan reported that the smoke had risen straight and had been filled with refined energy. Our offering had been accepted by the apus, the spirits of the mountains.

Now Américo and don Mariano sat crouched together, whispering in Quechua, the indigenous language of Peru. Then, as don Mariano sat statuelike under his red ceremonial poncho, Américo translated the conversation into Spanish to Alberto, who finally spoke to us in English. Alberto announced that five “students” would be called forward. I, and I suspect everyone else in the group, had no idea what being called forward entailed. Alberto began by calling Lynne. She scooted forward a few feet until she was squatting on her knees before don Mariano. He stared intently into her eyes, selected a stone of power—called a khuya—from his bundle of personal ritual objects and  began to speak in Quechua, to give what I can only characterize as an energy reading. Américo and Alberto translated as don Mariano, placing the khuya in Lynne’s palm, told her it represented the “head,” a stone of transmission of the spiritual lineage that she should guard and protect. She was admonished never to lose the stone or to give it away. Jessie was next. Don Mariano also placed a khuya in her palm and then praised her for her intelligence, strength, and power. As Jessie retreated to the periphery of the circle, Sandy was called forward, given a power stone, and acknowledged simply and beautifully as a woman of pure heart. Then I heard my name called. Like everyone else, I suppose, I had been secretly hoping to be called forward, to be acknowledged by don Mariano. But when it actually happened, a wave of apprehension passed through me. For a second I wondered if I dare interact eye to eye, energy body to energy body with don Mariano, who seemed, in the smoky glow of the flickering candles, powerful and enigmatic.

I moved the few feet forward to sit before him and nervously raised my eyes to meet his. They were black beyond expression, and unsettling. I felt him place a small khuya in my open palm and, glancing down, I saw a white stone, about an inch and a half long, barrel shaped and deeply pitted with dark spots. Then don Mariano began to speak, his eyes unwavering, locked on mine. “You have much work to do in order to gain control of your energy.” My mind whirled. Oh my god, I thought, everyone else was praised and I’m being criticized. I cut off the self-involved thought, but I felt vulnerable and exposed. Now, when I most needed to, I could not control my attention, never mind my energy body. “You must work hard,” don Mariano continued. “If you succeed, then the way will be open for the word to flow forth. You will bring the word of Q’ero to the world.”

I flinched in surprise, not so much at his prediction, which barely registered at the time, as at the fact that he had seen who I am—he had somehow discerned that I am a writer. How could he know that? I hardly knew Américo and it was obvious that Alberto was spontaneously choosing people to call forward, so it did not seem reasonable that either of them could have prompted don Mariano. My skeptical, rational mind was in a whirl. This was not simply a blessing from a shaman; don Mariano actually knew something very concrete about  me from my energy field. I wondered what else he was seeing.

Then I heard Américo and Alberto translating once again: don Mariano was counseling me that when I sit down to write I should think about him, call to him to come and assist me, and he would. As I stumbled back to my place in the circle, my husband, John, was being called forward. I barely heard don Mariano’s prediction about a new career direction for John.

The next day I spotted don Mariano sitting on the lawn behind the hacienda’s main building with Pépe, who had been one of our guides on the Inca Trail. I cautiously approached, wary of interrupting their conversation. Pépe smiled and waved me forward. He translated as I thanked don Mariano for the gift of the khuya. Then I asked permission to ask a question. Pépe translated for me: “‘What did you mean when you said I would bring the word of Q’ero to the world?’”

Pépe listened intently to don Mariano’s reply and then translated: “‘Do your work. Work hard to master your energy. Learn to extend your energies up to the apus, and I will meet you there and give you much information.’” At a loss for words, I thanked don Mariano and rose to leave. Don Mariano spoke again, and Pépe caught my arm. “There is more. He says that he blesses you, your family, your house, and your job.”

DISCOVERING THE ANDEAN SPIRITUAL PATH

So went my first trip to Peru. I truly had crossed the hummingbird bridge, as Américo so poetically refers to the step over the threshold from North America’s mindset of material realism to South America’s indigenous shamanistic culture. I had been studying shamanism in general and the Andean spiritual tradition in particular for little more than a year, having been attracted to this realm of exploration through reading the autobiographies of various spiritual adventurers.

I have always been an avid reader, especially about metaphysics and the perennial philosophy, but I have never been the outdoors type, preferring the intellectual world to the physical. As I read more about shamanism, I was caught off guard by the psychic pull I felt toward this practice, which is in part a perceptual stance grounded in personal and experiential interaction with the natural world and the spiritual realm.



The more I read about shamanism, however, the more I wanted to know—and the more I wanted to experience this world of living energy myself. Although I had been meditating for nearly twenty years, my practice of mantra meditation had been rather undisciplined and sporadic. Although meditation had helped me make significant positive changes in my life, attitudes, and perceptions, I sensed shamanism could do what meditation alone had not: show me how to embrace Oneness while also helping me live fully and divinely in the physical. Since shamanistic training involves learning to sensitize yourself to the energies of the natural world, I began by stepping out of my mind and into my body. I slowly acquainted myself with nature, first by taking lazy walks in the state conservation lands around our home and then by sharing increasingly ambitious hikes with my husband. I tried to be aware of my surroundings, not just to see, hear, and smell the natural world around me but to shift my perception in order to experience my interconnections with nature. I have always been intuitive, experiencing clairvoyance and precognition among other psychic phenomena, but my immersion into the physical precipitated a whole new kind of awakening. I felt whole—a fusion of body, mind, and spirit—for the first time in my life. Soon, my husband and I went further in our exploration and began to “intend” our meditations toward meeting teachers who could guide us into the multidimensional realms of the shamanic universe.

We were particularly interested in the Andean tradition, although strictly speaking it is less shamanic than mystical.II If I had been asked then to explain why this particular metaphysical tradition of all traditions was the one that called to me, I would have been hard pressed to answer. But now, years later, I would say very simply that the Andean concept of ayni—energetic reciprocity—seemed a beautiful way to engage the world and the Andean nature spirits—Pachamama, Mother Earth; Mama Killa, the moon; Inti, the sun; and the apus, the spirits of the mountains—seemed as familiar as family. The pull of Peru was as intense as any impulse toward home I had ever experienced while living away from my family in various places in the United States.

One day, a few months into this new shamanic pursuit, I received a  complimentary copy of a New Age magazine. As I flipped through, my gaze fell upon a small ad for a workshop on Inka shamanism. My husband and I attended, and to be truthful, it was not a very successful weekend for me. But a curious series of synchronicities—too complex to explain here but involving eagles, my deceased father, and my deceased best friend from graduate school—convinced me that there was something about the weekend and its shamanic work to which I had not been attentive. So I decided to give the workshop route another try and continued to work with this teacher. Before long, my husband and I were intensely involved with him and volunteering our time to the educational organization he founded and through which he conducts his shamanic training. We worked with him for a year and a half, and during that time we became well grounded in his synthesis of North American and South American shamanism. Through him, we met other teachers, such as Américo Yábar, and many others who would become lifelong friends along the path. We dreamed of traveling to Peru.

In 1994, we completed the Inca Trail trek and met the Q’ero for the first time. My two weeks in Peru were, quite literally, eye opening, enabling me to perceive the world of energy and spirit—the kawsay pacha—and to connect with my energy body in new ways that were deeply nurturing and liberating. However, although I was satisfied with my slow but steady progress upon the sacred path, I was growing steadily more unhappy with my teacher and what I perceived as his inability to truly walk his talk. Less than five months after this trip to Peru, I made the decision to seek out new teachers and new levels of training. In doing so, however, I broke my primary—my only—link to Peru, and I wondered how I would ever continue to be trained in the Andean tradition. Over many months I reached deep within myself to maintain a solid and trusting center, and I consistently practiced shamanic techniques to stay connected with my energy body, to cleanse it of heavy energy and draw into it the refined energy of the hanaq pacha, the upper world. Every night I slept with the khuya, the stone of power, that don Mariano had given me, and I routinely performed ceremonies to attract new teachers and form new connections to Peru and the Q’ero. Soon doors did begin to open, new teachers did appear—sometimes by the most amazing “coincidences.” I learned a huge lesson  in trusting Spirit and in walking my talk. By May 1995, I was back in Peru: I spent a month there, training and traveling to sacred sites with two different teachers, Juan Núñez del Prado and Américo Yábar. With Juan and seven others, I found myself on horseback headed for the Q’ero villages and to Q’ollorit’i, a sacred festival held at the base of a glacier that is an ancient site of initiation. After Q’ollorit’i, I and four women friends, all of whom had been studying the tradition intently, worked in the Sacred Valley around Cuzco with Américo. We then traveled to Nazca and to the Islands of the Moon and Sun in Lake Titicaca. Nearly everywhere my companions and I went, there were Q’ero to teach us, including the two noted Q’ero kuraqs, don Mariano Apasa and don Manuel Q’espi. The evening of the summer solstice of 1995 found my four friends and me sitting under the stars at Pikillaqta with Américo and six Q’ero paqos, old and young, who performed a despacho ceremony, gave us two karpays (energetic transmissions or initiations), and then told us magical stories about the puma, the rainbow, the condor.

During the next year I wrote about what I learned, often collaborating with others who walk the Andean sacred path. When I sat down to write I would throw my energy filaments up to the apus to draw upon don Mariano’s energy. I must have succeeded, for my writing was being published and a diverse range of people were contacting me, expressing interest in the Q’ero cosmology. The word of Q’ero was beginning to be told, through my efforts and those of a few others. But it was obvious that a project of a much more in-depth nature was needed, and soon. My intuition and instincts were telling me that time was working against the Q’ero.

DON MARIANO’S PREDICTION UNFOLDS

As I worked with my mestizo teachers and as the Q’ero became better known to Westerners, I began to see that to ensure the accurate representation of the Q’ero and the larger Andean sacred cosmology and practices, a way had to be provided for the Q’ero to speak to outsiders in their own words. Theirs is a spiritual system that has a depth and beauty equal to any in the world. And the Q’ero shamans themselves are complex and irresistibly interesting. There had to be some way for those  of us who don’t speak Quechua and who cannot continually travel to Peru to get to know the Q’ero not only as master practitioners of the spiritual tradition but also as multifaceted and vulnerable human beings. There had to be a way to demystify the Q’ero belief system by disengaging it from the worst of the New Age excesses while at the same time preserving its integrity and relevance to the modern world.

As the idea for this book took form in my imagination, I prayed, performed ceremony, and put out tentative feelers to my Peruvian teachers. I listened to the spirit energies and was alert for their synchronistic messages. It became clear that there was one formidable hurdle I had to overcome—my belief in myself. Could I really pull off such a project? Could I face another horse trip into the mountains? How would I fund such a project? How would I ever deal with the language barriers, especially since I barely speak Spanish, never mind Quechua? How would I get sustained access to more than a few Q’ero at one time? Would the Q’ero even want to talk? As I envisioned the book and formulated a plan for making it a reality, I relied heavily upon Spirit to guide me through the logistical minefield and upon close friends to buoy me with much-needed support and encouragement.

Finally, in early 1996, I worked up the courage to telephone Juan Núñez del Prado and Américo Yábar to explain the idea for this book. But overcome with self-doubt, I hung up the phone before I even finished dialing. Who did I think I was to attempt such a project?

But Spirit persisted in sending me unmistakable messages that this book was my destiny, and with the translation help of two friends, Anamaria Szendroi and Jesse Telles, I was able to fully explain my project to my teachers via telephone and fax. Américo expressed immediate interest and support, but ultimately he was too busy traveling and teaching to undertake the project with me. Juan, however, not only was enthusiastic, but he also offered to lend me whatever assistance he could. He voiced his opinion that my desire to undertake such a daunting project was a direct result of the energy I had touched, and that had touched me, at the sacred festival of Q’ollorit’i.

“Your group was the first I took to Q’ollorit’i with the express purpose of receiving the spiritual sustenance of the Inkas,” Juan explained. “Many Westerners have gone there to investigate the culture, others out  of curiosity, and still others with the intent of receiving the spirit of the mountain. But yours was the first group that went as true pilgrims, totally conscious, and with the intent of touching the heart of the prophecy.”

Soon the project took on a life of its own. My husband enthusiastically encouraged me to empty our bank account to pay the research expenses for the book. Juan and I logged hours on the phone, working out the formidable logistics and costs. After months of discussion and planning, in June 1996, Juan arranged for a messenger to ride on horseback the two days to Q’ero, for there are no roads on which vehicles can pass, to explain the project and invite the Q’ero to speak. The Q’ero enthusiastically accepted my invitation, and this book is the result.

THE Q’ERO THEN AND NOW

One reason for my eagerness to record the tradition in the Q’ero’s own words is that few kuraq akulleqs are left in Q’ero. One of the most respected, don Manuel Q’espi, is in his eighties and has been unwell for a number of years. When he passes, one of the last of the Q’ero masters who live relatively isolated in the mountains will be gone. Another reason is that the younger practitioners, such as don Mariano and others, who are in their forties and fifties, have had increasing contact with foreigners as teachers from the United States bring their students to Peru. Many Q’ero have even visited the United States several times. As more and more spiritual seekers travel to Peru and as the Q’ero seek to alleviate their grinding material poverty by accepting foreigners’ money and goods, the integrity of their mystical tradition is subject to enormous pressure. In addition, as this spiritual tradition is translated for consumption by other cultures, it is subject to inevitable dilution.

Although I acknowledge the counsel Juan Núñez del Prado once gave me that it is patronizing to “sentimentalize the Indians,” the fact remains that at the time of our interviews the Q’ero had little experience with outsiders. By writing about them I was risking opening the gates of their world to potentially a flood of spiritual seekers. The first anthropological expedition to Q’ero was mounted in 1955, by anthropologist Oscar Núñez del Prado, Juan’s father. Being the analytical scientist, he had only passing interest in the Q’ero shamanic tradition,  although he recorded many Q’ero myths and stories and documented their cosmology. But times, and anthropologists, have changed. Unfortunately, many tour operators and shamanic workshop teachers consider indigenous spiritual wisdom as little more than a much sought-after commodity. The Q’ero, who had lived relatively isolated in villages high in the mountains, venturing out only as far as Cuzco, have stepped into a world whose values they can barely fathom.

At the time of my interviews with the Q’ero, I found it unsettling to imagine how their lives, and perhaps their spiritual practices and beliefs, might change under the increasing encroachment of foreign contact. Since then, my fears have been borne out at least somewhat. Today, there are some Western practitioners of the Andean sacred path who have become cynical about the Q’ero. They charge that the Q’ero have become, at best, overexposed and, at worst, corrupted, too willing to sell their knowledge to anyone who seeks them out. I do not share this view, for the Q’ero have always indicated that their knowledge is not secret and it is their duty to share the sacred tradition with any sincere seeker. Still, over the past half dozen years or so, they have experienced negative ramifications from the exposure I and others have given them. As the Q’ero have become more well-known to Westerners, the people of the communities surrounding the villages of Q’ero have expressed envy at the attention they have received. I have heard it reported from reliable sources that Andean shamans from other line-ages have felt neglected and even marginalized as they come into contact with Westerners and hear them talk as if everything within the indigenous spiritual domain of the Andes is Q’ero. They have a right to be put off by imprecise attribution. For years I have cautioned Westerners studying the tradition to distinguish what is Q’ero practice from what is not, but most seem unconcerned with such distinctions. As I point out in part 1 of this book, the truth is that the modern Q’ero have lost many of the teachings and techniques of their forebears. What some Western teachers of the Andean tradition tout as “Q’ero shamanism” is really a smorgasbord of techniques and beliefs drawn from the entire range of Andean indigenous practice. In some cases the concepts are less Andean than Native North American.

While, on the one hand, some people are quick to make large, and  dubious, generalizations about the Q’ero and the Andean tradition, on the other hand, others are ready to pass judgment on specific practices and paqos without ever thoughtfully examining the issues or meeting the people involved. For example, as the apprentices of the Q’ero and other Andean teachers have brought the tradition to Westerners, they not only have come under intense scrutiny, which is all well and good, but they also have come under attack. A case in point is one of my own teachers, Juan Núñez del Prado. I do not claim to speak for Juan, but I do know him very well, and so can use him as an example of how misunderstandings arise, no doubt because so many people have romanticized indigenous teachings or have not reconciled how they are taught in this modern day and age.

Among many other activities, Juan takes groups to Peru to participate in the Hatun Karpay, which can be translated as the Great Transmission or the Great Initiation. The Hatun Karpay—a series of ceremonies that occur over ten days—is a rite that was passed on to Juan by one of his masters, don Benito Qoriwaman. On several occasions I have heard or read the charge that Juan is willing to give this transmission of the lineage, or initiation to use the word more familiar to Westerners, to anyone and everyone, no matter what their level of training. It is true that just about anyone can undergo this initiatory experience, but it is also true that there are sound cultural, historical, and spiritual reasons for making this cycle of ceremonies available to “newcomers” to the Andean path. Juan offers this initiation and many other teachings to those who seek them out because he believes that initiation is an opportunity for intense personal experience, not a secretive ritual for a select few. Also, because Juan considers almost all Western cultures as already having attained or on the verge of attaining the “fourth level” of consciousness, it is appropriate to concretize this achievement in the Hatun Karpay, which is a rite of the fourth level. One is ready for the fourth level when one can, as Juan explains, overcome personal and cultural boundaries and “find God everywhere—in a church, a mosque, a temple, or an Inka ruin.”

But let me go back to the first point—that Andean initiations generally are not secret rites. Anyone who has even a rudimentary understanding of the Andean spiritual tradition knows that it is decidedly  egalitarian. It is not a veiled society that one must be invited to join or pass tests of spiritual or physical endurance to qualify for, in the vein of, say, a Mystery School or a Secret Brotherhood. From the Andean perspective, if you are a human being, you are ready for the Hatun Karpay! During the Hatun Karpay, an energy seed is planted within a person’s energy body that will flourish, or not, according to that person’s commitment to self-growth. You might say that the ceremony generates an impulse for personal evolution, allowing one to grow as a spiritual and energetic being at one’s own pace. A traditional initiation usually occurs at the end of one’s training. It is a reward for challenges overcome, tests passed, practices mastered, and knowledge acquired. In contrast, the Hatun Karpay, and many other Andean ceremonies and practices, is a transmission of energy that helps empower us so that we can more deeply connect with our own authenticity and to help us begin walking a sacred path, Andean or otherwise. To use a different metaphor, Andean practices are launching pads, not landing fields.

By bringing up this example and the larger issues it invites us to consider, I am not setting myself up as an arbiter of the Andean tradition or defender of the Q’ero or of my teachers. Rather, I am raising issues that are of importance to anyone seeking training in an indigenous tradition. I am suggesting that cultural and historical contexts have an important bearing on most issues about modern versus ancient spiritual “authenticity” and that we would all benefit by trading unin-formed judgment for educated opinion. We are required to do no less if we are to honor the commitment—and the risk—that indigenous masters undertake when offering us the teachings in the first place.

DON MARIANO’S PROPHECY FULFILLED

Despite the concerns—and realities—I discuss above, Peru’s indigenous spiritual tradition will survive the onslaught of seekers and the various writers and Western teachers who interpret it, because these beliefs and practices, which are so provocative and liberating for us, are simply everyday life for most Andeans, as natural and necessary to them as their own breathing process. This remains as true today as it was centuries ago.

Still, as I sought to organize the information from the interviews into  a book, I came face-to-face with many of these challenging issues. It was not a matter of simply transcribing the tapes onto the page. I somehow had to balance my role as recorder with that of interpreter of the sacred tradition. Struggling with that challenge called to mind the dilemma of Thomas E. Mails, who wrote the biography of the Lakota elder Fools Crow and of the Hopi Elderly Elders. He makes clear in his own books that it is impossible to make a direct translation from a foreign language, such as Lakota or Hopi, to English. He acknowledges that “the writer is forced to do interpretive writing. In other words, he has to put what the informant says in his own words, and in words that his English audience can understand.”1 Mails’s words ring true of my own experience with the Q’ero, although I have avoided interpretation as much as possible. Instead, I have attempted to reproduce my interviews with these Andean wisdomkeepers as they actually occurred, deliberately including the give-and-take and verbal asides that occur between interviewer and interviewee. Our mutual miscommunications and frustrations—inevitable in interviews that require translations among three languages—are not edited out. Nor do I gloss over my own confusion or misunderstandings. I am a fellow seeker, no doubt experiencing a spiritual journey similar at heart with yours. I claim no special insight.

Indeed, stepping up the rungs of the language ladder—from English to Spanish to Quechua—and down again was a dizzying and hazardous climb, one fraught with missteps that often left me tumbling down to the ground of confusion. Thankfully, I had the assistance of two esteemed anthropology professors, both of whom are fluent Quechua speakers and expert at interviewing indigenous peoples. Their advice and guidance proved invaluable, and although the process of translation always involves some degree of interpretation, I can attest to their commitment to provide as accurate a rendering of the Q’ero’s words and meanings as possible.

I faced another hurdle that Mails speaks to when he says that anyone who has ever been

invited by some great holy man to do his biography . . . would have learned on the first day they sat together that the information would not flow freely out of his informant. The informant might  want to do a book, but he would not have the remotest idea about what doing this entails. Informants are not faucets whose handles can be turned to obtain flowing lyrics.

True, true, true.

We in the West are expert talkers. We are eminently verbal and analytical, and we are predisposed to philosophizing. I can attest that the Q’ero are not. They are taciturn, and extremely concrete and pragmatic thinkers. As eager as they were to tell their stories and share their spiritual cosmology, the flow of their words was often dammed, and I would have to steer around the dam to once again find the course of the stream or pry the blockage loose to get the water trickling again. The maneuvering was worth the effort. These difficulties, too, are not hidden or written out of this book. Indeed, to my mind they are an important part of the message.

I also faced another dilemma—addressing potentially unrealistic expectations from readers. It is my belief that readers who are likely to pick up this book are also readers who are, and no doubt have been for some time, on a personal spiritual journey. Most of you have probably attended workshops and read widely in the perennial philosophy, so you are familiar with the narrative—or, more accurately, with the popular vernacular—of shamanism. You by now intuitively know how it is supposed to sound. But what this book will demonstrate is that when you are face-to-face with the shamans, you may be shocked at how different the narrative can be. This may be especially true for those of you whose only exposure to the Andean indigenous spiritual tradition has been through fiction, such as The Celestine Prophecy, or through Western teachers of the Andean spiritual arts. Even books such as those of Carlos Castaneda tend to mislead us, for they would have us believe that indigenous masters, such as don Juan Matus, talk like philosophy professors. That has not been my experience, nor has it been that of the anthropologists with whom I have worked. It is not even the experience of other indigenous peoples. For example, Mails relates a telling anecdote about Fools Crow’s reaction to hearing the words of Black Elk read to him from John Neihardt’s classic Black Elk Speaks. Fools Crow flatly proclaimed, “That is not my uncle, Black Elk.”



Another issue was the expectations potential publishers held toward readers. As I wrote the first edition of this book, I was subject to considerable pressure on several fronts to introduce you to the Andean spiritual arts by focusing on the mysterious and otherworldly, on those experiences with the metaphysical world that readers have come to expect in books about shamanism and mysticism. But I decided that, ethically, I could not make the “unusual” the focus of this book. I decided I would not write to the lowest common denominator of the metaphysical—the impulse for the enigmatic—because I have learned that real spiritual work, mystical, shamanic, or otherwise, is not practiced in the otherworld, but in the here-and-now, in the harried, anxiety-filled, self-interested world that most of us wake up to every day. It is this world that is most transformed by metaphysical training. It is this world that immersion into the mystical reveals to be the nemesis, the trickster, the chimera. It is this world—which seeks to limit our vision and subvert our belief that the cosmos is alive and conscious—that demands to be transformed by first transforming ourselves.

But such alchemy is not wrought only from a magical encounter with a nature spirit high on a snowcapped peak or the experience of slipping the bounds of space-time under the influence of a psychotropic plant during a jungle ceremony. What is truly transformational and magical is knowing that every moment, no matter how seemingly mundane, is pregnant with wonder, and then fully living that moment. The metamorphic instant occurs instead when you can pull back the curtain of the most intensely “supernatural” experience and recognize the fat man with the fancy hat as the wizard who only plays at being a wizard because he has forgotten that he already is a wizard. That wizard is, of course, you—and me, and him, and her . . .

However, it is no doubt true that the more spectacular and out-of-this-world our experiences, the more we are inclined to question the rules about reality we have all been force-fed since birth. It is true that I have had plenty of inexplicable, metaphysical experiences. I have merged consciousness with Mama Killa, the moon. I have seen and dialogued with spirits, including an Inka who patiently showed me how to “walk the rocks” along the Inca Trail and who told me the story of the Hummingbird King. I have been visited by a “spirit doctor” during the  blackness of night in the Amazon jungle. I have felt energy, and seen it—a streak of brilliant blue light whipping across time and space in the sacred ruins of Machu Picchu. At best, these types of experiences kept me off balance enough to recognize my own complacency and complicity in buying into the scientific, materialistic belief system. At worst, they were distractions from the true work of the Andean spiritual path.

The real value of the practices of the Andean sacred tradition is to help us to live life consciously. To live life consciously. That is what the choice of a spiritual path is all about. It is not only about cultivating qualities that enhance well-being, such as nonjudgment, unconditional love, forgiveness, patience, and the like. It is also about being conscious of your every action, thought, feeling, emotion, intention, intuition, dream, and vision. It is about bridging worlds, not being immersed in either the mundane or the magical; and it is about having the courage to leap from the bridge into multidimensionality with your eyes open and no bungee cord attached to your ankles. It is about conscious fluidity.

In practice being a shaman or a mystic is about living the principles of your spiritual path every day in your own humble way, not running to exotic places in search of unusual experiences. It is not the Hollywood moment, but the state of your being during rush-hour traffic or after spending hours with a crying child or when you’ve just burnt the last piece of toast. It is not about acknowledging the miraculous in the seemingly mundane but is about actually experiencing the miraculousness of the mundane.

That is why as a writer I decided to keep this book as free of razzle-dazzle as possible and to ask readers to appreciate touching a culture that is still relatively untainted by Western mystical expectation. What is a Peruvian mystic actually like after all the Western students and tourists have gone home? I cannot tell you—not really. I can tell you my experience of the Andean path and the teachers I have worked with, but my experience may not be your experience. However, I can relate to you what they told me—in their own words. The Andean tradition is theirs, part of every fiber of their being. It is the tradition of their fathers and grandfathers, of their ancestors back to a time beyond the count of a calendar. The understanding that the world is a world of living energy is carried in their genes, entwined in the spiral of their DNA. It is not a  premise to be proved or disproved, as it may be for many of us. And yet the Q’ero struggle, just as we do. If nothing else, this book will somewhat demystify the mystics. For they reveal themselves as human, vulnerable, subject to the same fears and foibles as the rest of us. So, as I address your possible expectations, I am trying to be as honest as I can with those of you who may have an appetite only for dessert. I would like to suggest that you will find more sustenance with the main meal, despite its perceived lack of culinary flair. Like the Q’ero, you will eat potatoes, not filet mignon!

MAPPING THE JOURNEY

So, what can you expect to find in this book? First, in part 1, I provide you a comprehensive overview of the indigenous spiritual system as it is practiced in the mountains of central Peru and introduce you to the “tools” of an Andean paqo. These somewhat complex, more encyclopedic chapters are a primer on the Andean sacred path and provide the necessary context for understanding the interviews and for completing the exercises. The information provided in these early chapters reveals a mystical-shamanic tradition that is millennia old and yet that thrives robustly to this day in the hearts and minds of the Andean people. As you will quickly discover, it is not the shamanism of psychotropic-induced journeys to other dimensions or elaborate rituals and ceremonies to part the veils between the worlds. Instead you will find an eminently pragmatic sacred tradition that provides tools for living in harmony with nature, with the spirit realms, and with your fellow human beings. Its primary goal is to provide us ways to live with well-being in the challenging world of flesh and blood, and yet to live simultaneously as energy beings who are in continual interchange with the kawsay pacha, the universe of animating energy. It is also a cosmology that looks forward with hope and optimism to the conscious evolution of humankind. It is my hope that you will take your time in these opening chapters, absorbing the fundamentals of Andean cosmology and its unique blend of utilitarianism and utopianism, of pragmatism and mystery.

In part 2, you will find the interviews with the Q’ero, which reveal the sacred tradition in the words of the masters themselves. I strove to  re-create the interviews as faithfully as possible, so that you can sit in circle with me and hear the shamans just as they sounded to me. I want you not only to be my companion along the path of Andean spirituality, but also to be looking over my shoulder as we sit in circle listening to the Q’ero tell us about the joys and fears they experienced during their initiations into the sacred tradition; about heavy and light energy and all the other specifics of the kawsay pacha; about the journey to the land of the dead and beyond. I want you to hear their voices, not mine, and to get a feel for the rhythms and cadences, and the brevity and intensity, of a Peruvian story told by an Andean shaman.

In part 3, the young pampa mesayoq Fredy “Puma” Quispe Singona shares the teaching of the mesa, the Andean medicine bundle. It is among a paqo’s most important spiritual tools and represents his power. Puma begins by relating the story of his own call to the sacred path. He then goes on to tell marvelous stories about the meaning of the mesa, and he covers a wide range of topics regarding the mesa and healing—from how to make, activate, and work with a mesa; to how our words and thoughts affect our reality; to working with the ley lines of energy that connect us all; to why Westerners are ready and able to walk the Andean path. Fluent in English, Puma speaks to the West as few other Andean paqos can, bridging the worlds of North and South with keen insight into how the principles and practices of the ancient sacred tradition can serve us all. Part 4 offers a systemized way to put Andean energy practices into use in your own life. They teach you how to perceive your own energy body and to work with your primary energy center, the qosqo. They reveal how some Andean paqos work with khuyas, or stones of power. They suggest ways for you to adapt the use of a despacho, or an offering bundle, to embody your desires or manifest your dreams. I provide these exercises in the hope that you may find greater well-being as a human being and as a spiritual being through an enhanced interaction with the kawsay pacha. But I urge you not to plunge into part 4 until you have grasped the fundamentals of the Andean tradition as presented in the first three parts of this book. No harm can come from rushing ahead and using these techniques, but most likely no depth of understanding or experience will result either (especially with the qosqo energy work).
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The Kawsay Pacha: The World of Living Energy
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It was May 1997, and the sun was setting over the grand ruins of Ollantaytambo, the Temple of the Wind. Modesto Q’espi Lonasqo and Isidro Q’espi Marchaqa, two young Q’ero pampa mesayoqs, had just released sacred coca leaves into the wind. Earlier, I, too, had performed this prayerful ritual, gently blowing my finest energies through my breath into the coca leaves. Then, standing on the uppermost platform of the temple and facing into the wind, I had raised my hands above my head and let the coca leaves flutter into space, the wind carrying my energy and prayers into the cosmos. Now, the ceremony complete, I stood off to the side, observing don Modesto. He was tiny, about five feet tall, as most Q’ero are. Lithe and handsome, he carried himself with dignity, moving with grace and gentleness despite his withered right leg. I watched as he turned his youthful, brown face up toward the pink-hued sky, where Mama Killa, the moon, was visible even as Inti, the sun, was sinking behind the mountains. Juan, my teacher and a fluent speaker of Quechua, listened as don Modesto pointed toward Mama Killa and told a brief story. Juan waved me over. “He knows Mama Killa,” he explained. “He just told me that one day Mama Killa embraced him, carried him into the sky and back in time, to a time before the Runa, human beings, walked the earth.” I was taken aback. Since I had met don Modesto, only days before, I had felt a subtle connection to him, and now I understood why: I, too, had been embraced by Mama Killa.

Years ago, on my first trip to Peru, I had immersed myself in the sacred, ancient baths at Aguas Calientes under the moon and stars. Sometime during my meditation I had left my body, and my spirit had been drawn by the luminous arms of Mama Killa into her energy field. Tranquility. Sweetness. Expansiveness. Limitlessness. Stillness. Grandeur. I had no words to describe the exquisiteness of the experience. Now, the memory alone was enough to raise goose bumps. I asked Juan to inquire of don Modesto if Mama Killa had spoken to him, bestowed any teaching upon him. Juan asked the question and  replied, “No. He says she was silent. And the world that existed before the Runa also was silent.”

I restrained my impulse to reach out to don Modesto and hug him. Instead, I asked Juan to tell don Modesto of my own mystical union with Mama Killa. As Juan translated, don Modesto’s eyes remained fixed on mine. His face was unreadable, absolutely expressionless, but his eyes were bright and intense. When Juan finished my story, don Modesto reached up and embraced me, tenderly patting my back as he whispered in my ear. Juan, leaning close, translated: “You are my sister. My sister of the moon.”
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In the Land of the Inkas: An Overview of Andean Mysticism
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“The Q’ero live up where the rains begin, where the clouds originate,” says Q’ero-trained mystic Américo Yábar. “They live in the ravines, where the pumas also live. They live where the children grow up enfolded with the natural, cosmic vision.” To anyone who has made the arduous horse trip to Q’ero, Américo’s words ring true, for the mist-shrouded villages of Q’ero step up the slopes of the central Andes, from the lowest village at the subtropical level, to the picture-postcard-pretty ceremonial village of Hatun Q’ero at about 11,000 feet above sea level, to Chua Chua, a cluster of twenty or so huts at more than 14,500 feet. Throughout the year, the five hundred or so Q’ero migrate from village to village according to the cycle of planting, sowing the corn at the lowest level and planting potatoes and herding alpaca and llama at the highest. Despite the utter normality of their agrarian life—a life of relentless toil and precarious subsistence not unlike that of most other indigenous peoples of the Peruvian Andes—the Q’ero are distinct, set apart from their contemporaries because they, more than any other indigenous population in the Andes, have preserved the ancient spiritual practices.

“The Q’ero people,” describes writer César Calvo, “to this day dress like Inkas, converse like Inkas, and live like Inkas.”1 Calvo was writing in the early 1980s, but today, more than twenty years later, the Q’ero mystique remains. They no longer live in such stringent isolation, yet the Q’ero retain their reputation as the keepers of the ancient ways because they have preserved the indigenous belief system not only of the Inkas but of those who came before them. They call themselves the “grandsons of Inkarí,” the mythical first Inka, who founded the Tawantinsuyu, the Inka empire, and who bequeathed to the Q’ero the spiritual tradition. The Q’ero paqosVIII are the most respected practitioners of the Andean spiritual path. Paqos from all over the Cuzco area, even though they may have been fully initiated by teachers from their own region and lineage, still journey to Q’ero to receive the karpays (the initiation rites) from Q’ero elders.

Although the Q’ero are recognized masters of the Andean spiritual tradition, the tradition itself is widespread and flows deep within the veins of the indigenous population. To understand not only the Q’ero, but all native Andeans, one must first attempt to see through their eyes and feel with their hearts a nature that is alive and responsive, in which spirit suffuses the physical world, from the highest, snow-capped peak to the deepest, vine-tangled jungle. From the paqo who makes a ritual coca-leaf offering to a mountain spirit before he seeks its counsel, to the villager who spills a few drops of chicha (a beer-like drink made from maize) on the ground during a festival to slake Mother Earth’s thirst before his own, to the pregnant woman who claims the rainbow impregnated her when she inadvertently saw its reflection in the river, Andeans share an interconnectedness with the cosmos that is at once humble and profound.

Andeans are born into a world that they believe is as conscious of them as they are of it. “The great message of the Andes, the greatest belief of the Andes with respect to humanity,” claims Américo Yábar, “is our approximation of spirit with nature, with Pachamama, with the wind, sun, and stars. This is the constant invitation of the Andean world—that the world is populated by spirit.” This invitation toward being conscious of a living cosmos should be accepted by all people, he says, because “there are no better teachers than life and the spirits of nature, for theirs is an open language. Through them we become aware of how entrapped we are by our [rational] minds. Through them we can also become aware that every decision is one of feeling, speaking, and moving on this planet with heart.”

To immerse yourself in the ancient spiritual tradition of Peru, it is necessary to divest yourself of mind and center yourself in heart. I first glimpsed this truth during my initial meeting with don Mariano Apasa Marchaqa, when he predicted that I would one day write this book. It took more than three years for me to move sufficiently from my head to my heart to fulfill his prophecy, but one of my Q’ero-trained teachers, Juan Núñez del Prado, learned this lesson more quickly—on his first meeting with a noted kuraq akulleq, don Benito Qoriwaman.I Juan says, “It all began for me when I was very young, doing my academic work. I was trying to do a report about social structures and I was working in a little town near Qotobamba. At that time I was totally a rationalist and an atheist. For me the [supernatural] beliefs of the Indians were just another religion.

“But then I had the opportunity to go work in several communities, almost all in [the area around] Qotobamba, and I discovered that there was a very structured system of beliefs, of supernatural beliefs, that were applicable to a large area and not only to one or two little communities. It was a much broader system than I thought, and I discovered it belonged to a greater area of the Andes. My interest was raised, so I asked my mentor to change my special research area from the study of social structures to that of the religious system. I thought there must be something special going on to preserve such an ancient system until these modern times. So I returned back to Cuzco to study, to look for the structure of that religious system. What I found was amazing!

“I found a very complex structure of ‘priests.’ They were on the shamanistic path, where you depend only
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