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“This book is of utmost importance. Having studied with Andean teachers for more than fifty years, been initiated by iachaks, and counted Taita Alberto Taxo as a friend, I can confidently say that Shamanic Teachings of the Condor is one of the most authentic books on the wisdom, philosophy, and practices of this remarkable man as well as the mystical traditions that date back many centuries. Martha’s eloquence, honesty, and humility make this a must-read that’s enjoyable for anyone interested in Andean shamanism and provides teachings that are needed today more than ever before.”

JOHN PERKINS, AUTHOR OF SHAPESHIFTING, THE WORLD IS AS YOU 
DREAM IT, TOUCHING THE JAGUAR, AND PSYCHONAVIGATION

“This book holds immense value for me both professionally and personally. As a longtime university teacher and researcher, I aim to comprehend global environmental devastation and contribute to its reversal. Martha Travers’s insights from the Kichwa people, particularly with Taita Alberto, offer crucial knowledge often overlooked in the U.S. that is essential for addressing our environmental and social crisis. I eagerly anticipate revisiting this book, viewing it as an ongoing resource to deepen my understanding and expand my nature-focused practices both professionally and personally. Martha Travers’s instructions and wisdom are invaluable for this endeavor.”

JAMES CROWFOOT, PH.D., EMERITUS PROFESSOR OF 
NATURAL RESOURCES & ENVIRONMENT AND 
URBAN AND REGIONAL PLANNING, UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN
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To

My Beloved Students

May your minds be clear

May your hearts receive beauty

May your future be bright with peace

May your path be the path of service

For all Beings
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Alberto Taxo

Shunguan
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FOREWORD

Julia Plevin Oliansky

ONE OF THE GREATEST JOYS IN LIFE is finding our true teachers. These are not necessarily professors or otherwise academic teachers; these are mentors who embody wisdom and can remind us of the truth we know deep inside our hearts but often forget as we walk our daily walk.

I’ve been lucky in my life to meet a few real teachers on my path toward greater harmony with Earth, which I wrote about in my book The Healing Magic of Forest Bathing, and so has Professor Martha Travers. When we met (via Zoom, as it was during the pandemic), we recognized in each other a shared language, a shared knowing that is taken for granted in much of the world but obscured here in modern America. Our teachers must have been drinking from the same well, the well of life.

Martha did not just pass by a teacher along her path. She spent over twenty years alongside her teacher, Taita Alberto Taxo, and worked closely with him in both Ecuador and in the United States. Shamanic Teachings of the Condor provides a detailed account of Martha’s amazing experience of learning from Taita Alberto. He comes to life through the details in her beautifully told stories. Through reading this book, I felt that I, too, had the opportunity to learn alongside him. From detailed accounts of learning the teachings, of carefully prepared meals, of fitful nights of sleep, and of powerful experiences with the volcano Cotopaxi, Martha brings the reader along on her journeys to Ecuador and helps the reader awaken as she does.

Shamanic Teachings of the Condor is a beautiful and desperately needed offering. It represents how the Condor and the Eagle can learn to fly together, harmonizing Indigenous wisdom and Western technology.

As you read this book, you may experience a transformation. There is an energy, a power, in this book that goes beyond the words. You may find that your heart expands, your intuition strengthens, and you begin a process of healing by coming into greater harmony with Nature. Shamanic Teachings of the Condor is truly a direct transmission from a great teacher that Martha Travers so eloquently captures on the page for us all to experience. You may find that you begin to see the world anew.

Heed the wisdom in this book—not as theoretical but as living truth—and your life may change. Life on Earth depends on each of us doing our part in the Great Remembering. It starts with remembering the language of the plants and our ability to communicate with the natural world. That’s how we become a whole and fully realized human being, “un ser humano completamente realizado,” as Taita Alberto would say.

Shamanic Teachings of the Condor is deep medicine for my soul and a book I will be returning to for years to come. Thank you, Martha Travers, for sharing your story and your teacher with us during this precious time.

FOR EARTH,
JULIA PLEVIN OLIANSKY

JULIA PLEVIN OLIANSKY is the author of The Healing Magic of Forest Bathing, a creative strategist, guide, and mother. She serves as a devoted mentor and consultant, a vision doula to individuals, communities, and organizations, including Fortune 500 CEOs and teams at some of the best brands in the world.
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El mundo necesita este nectar de sabiduria que tu emanas en el libro.

Tu libro salga a la luz para que ilumine los caminos de la gente.

Siento que vuelo a esos espacios

del pacha de viajes

y he sentido los aromas de las yervas

Todo es hermoso

Adelante!

The world needs this nectar of wisdom that you emanate in the book.

Your book emits light so that it may illuminate people’s paths.

I feel that I fly to those places—

of the pacha (time-space) of journeys;

and I have felt the aromas of the herbs

Everything is beautiful

Onward!

TAITA ALBERTO, 
EMAIL MESSAGE TO AUTHOR, MAY 22, 2020.

Look at the abundance of nature, of the beauty all around you, and recognise Me in everything. How many times during the day as you walk to and fro do you look at wonders all around you and give thanks for everything?

Much of the time you are in such a hurry you miss a great deal and fail to absorb these wonders and beauties which would lift and refresh your very soul.

It is a question of opening your eyes and being sensitive and aware. Start right now becoming more and more aware of the things that matter in life, the things that gladden the heart, refresh the spirit and life consciousness. The more beauty you absorb, the more beauty you can reflect. The more love you absorb, the more love you have to give. The world needs more and more love, beauty, harmony and understanding, and you are the one to give it forth.

Why not open your heart now and do it?

EILEEN CADDY, FROM OPENING DOORS WITHIN
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PREFACE

WELCOME TO THE IACHAK FIRE

COTOPAXI, ONE OF ECUADOR’S MOST ACTIVE volcanoes, wears a collar of snow similar to the ruff of white feathers seen on the Condor that nests on its slopes and the white head and neck feathers of the Bald Eagle that lives in the forests of North America. The energies of mountain, forest, and these majestic birds intertwine in the ancient prophecies of the Kichwa people who live along the Andean mountain chain and in areas along the Amazon. In these pre-Columbian prophecies, it is said that five hundred years of peace will prevail when the Condor and the Eagle fly in the same sky.

Near Cotopaxi, in a rural, farming community, visitors from Europe and North America stand waiting for a demonstration of traditional medicine by one of the local healers. This healer, whose traditional title is iachak, is preparing to give bee sting therapy to several village residents. It is a cool, cloudy morning. The air is fresh. A light breeze carries the scents of flowering plants and moist earth through the grassy yard of the iachak’s home where his family has lived for generations.

The iachak is dressed in a pale lavender shirt and khaki pants. His long, black hair is loose and falls about his face and shoulders. Beside a small thatch-roofed hut are several bee hives painted in various shades of green. Hundreds of bees surround the hives; they seem devoted to their task, entering and leaving the hives with total concentration and ethereal grace.

Two gentlemen and a woman, dressed in traditional clothing—the woman in black skirt, white blouse, and a blue shawl, the men in many-colored ponchos and black fedoras—are sitting on the ground close to the iachak at some distance from the hives. The iachak converses with them in Kichwa, listening to their stories, commenting, and laughing. Though the visitors, some of whom are physicians with training in Western medicine, are eager to see this therapy, the Kichwa are in no hurry. They continue visiting as more people from the community enter the yard. Some bring eucalyptus bark for the kitchen fire; others come, perhaps, to see the visitors from strange lands.

After a time, the iachak rises from where he has been sitting with his community, walks over to the hives, and stands quietly among the bees. The bees surround him, some alighting on his chest, shoulders, and back to investigate his shirt, but since the lavender color does not reveal a flower, they fly on. The iachak reaches into the cloud of hovering and flying bees and captures a single bee by its wings. With his other hand, he captures a second. Holding the bees carefully by the wings, he walks over to the woman who is sitting on the ground. She lifts her bare foot up to the iachak. He presses one of the bees against her foot until it stings her and she cries out. The iachak laughs and stings her foot again with the second bee. Then he drops one of the dead bees to the ground and opens the body of the second with his finger. Putting the bee to his mouth, he carefully licks out the honey from its abdomen.

Again, the iachak walks into the cloud of bees, capturing two more, and approaches his visitors offering to sting any of them who want to experiment. No one accepts the offer, but when one visitor’s back is turned, the iachak stings him on the back of his knee. This man had been limping since arriving the day before. At the sharp burn of the sting, the visitor hollers and turns angrily on the iachak, yelling at him in words the iachak does not understand, though the tone and gesture communicate quite effectively. Unperturbed, the iachak smiles.

The members of the local community ignore the commotion. Sitting together, they converse quietly, passing a liter of Pepsi around the circle from which each takes a swallow before handing it to their neighbor. The iachak has disappeared behind the family dwelling, and soon his neighbors walk slowly away, still laughing and telling stories. The visitors climb onto a bus and leave for an afternoon at Cotopaxi National Park.

The yard of the iachak’s home is quiet now. A few hens wander there pecking at gravel. In the distance, a rooster crows. The branches of the pepper tree that leans over the small dwelling where the women of the family are preparing food stir in the breeze. Tall grasses in the nearby pasture rustle, and the bright light of noon on the equator pierces the clouds. But even as the sun emerges, soft drops of rain fall, sprinkling the earth. All afternoon, in gentle mingling and succession, the elements give their blessings.

In the late afternoon, before the bus of visitors returns, an elderly woman with a white shawl over her head walks slowly into the yard. She is bent beneath the weight of a pile of eucalyptus bark that she has secured to her back with a second shawl. Below her black skirt, her legs and feet are bare. She loosens the shawl that holds the bundle and drops the eucalyptus onto the ground.

For some time, she wanders back and forth from the periphery of the yard to its center, gathering bits of dried grass and twigs, which she piles together with some of the eucalyptus. When all is prepared, she begins singing—a quiet, rhythmic song in which the Kichwa word nina can be discerned—and then she lights the fire with a match. The grass flames, the twigs crackle, and the eucalyptus smolders. She drops a small piece of aromatic wood into the fire, saying quietly, “Yupaichani.”

When the flames have died back and the eucalyptus is burning steadily, she places a small, black iron pot in the fire. In the pot is water; “Yaku mama za,” she sings. Into the water, she drops aromatic herbs; “Ashpamama za,” she chants. From beneath her shawl, she pulls a feather. It is a large, black Condor feather. She fans the fire; “Waira mama za,” she whispers. Small flames burst upward. Surrounding the fire, an aroma of burning eucalyptus, aromatic wood and herbs floats in the soft air as evening approaches. Overhead, high in the sky at a great distance, two birds are circling. Cotopaxi is hidden in clouds. The sun is setting at the same time that it always sets here on the equator, and in the gradually enfolding darkness, the small fire of the iachak burns sweetly.
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INTRODUCTION

BECOMING A IACHAK’S APPRENTICE

FOR TWENTY-TWO YEARS, I apprenticed to the South American, Indigenous Kichwa* healer and spiritual teacher Taita Alberto Taxo of the Cotopaxi region of Ecuador.† In February of 2022, he left this life due to complications from COVID. He would sometimes ask me, “Are you ready to die?” He would then follow this question with, “You must be ready to die this moment or to live for a hundred years.” Death, to him, was not an ending; it was a continuation of the development of the soul. He referred to death as “leaving the body” and always emphasized: “We are not our bodies. We are that which gives life to our body.”

In these days following his death, I have been bringing this manuscript to completion with his help. I feel him in every moment, sending a soft, quiet light to help me on my path. He read many chapters of this book and was keen on sharing it with the world. “You write from the heart,” he would say. “It is not theory that you speak; it is experience.” My hope is that the stories and teachings that I share here will spread Taita Alberto’s influence more broadly. Central to his path was his commitment to helping human beings return to intimate communion with this beautiful Earth. I invite you to walk with me and to walk with Taita Alberto into the world of an Andean mystic, to feel what I have felt, to learn what I have learned.

Taita Alberto taught traditions of deep respect for all of life. This includes a profound knowing—born of intuitive feeling—that we live in a world peopled by many beings whose outward appearance is different from our own but who are equal members of creation nonetheless. These beings sometimes appear as mountains; sometimes as clouds, thunder, and rain. They manifest as rocks, plants, birds, insects, animals, fish, and reptiles. Even the objects that the Western world calls inanimate are understood to possess forms of consciousness quite different from human but real nonetheless—for example, minerals such as quartz crystals and silicon and, yes, even human-made objects such as computers. All of the material world is understood to participate in the great cosmic field—a field that is awake. To remind human beings of their proper place in this world of many beings was a central aspect of Taita Alberto’s path.

Born in 1954, Taita Alberto was given a Spanish name because at that time it was illegal in Ecuador to give one’s child an Indigenous name. Thus, his birth name was entered in the legal records as Luis Alberto Taco Chicaiza—Taco being his father’s last name and Chicaiza his mother’s. But over time, as the elders recognized special traits in the growing child and young man, he was given four Indigenous names: Haskusht, “one who calls, one who invites”; Katichik, “one who lights the fire, who initiates, who makes it continue”; Yuyachik, “one who helps us remember”; and Kausakjuk, “one who does the practices; one who lives it.”1 His last name Taco was changed to Taxo because the elders saw a similarity with the taxo flower that bears masculine and feminine qualities combined within the same form and that flowers continuously.

Sometimes referred to as a shaman, Taita Alberto was known by his people as a iachak.* He was called a taita, or father, iachak because he was also a teacher of iachaks and a spiritual and political leader for his community. Taita Alberto’s responsibilities extended beyond the role of the iachak, who tends individual ills and imbalances within the community, to caring for the current and future condition of all of the Kichwa people throughout the Andes and, at its most extensive, to caring for the well-being of all the creatures and elements of Earth herself. In his most extensive role, Taita Alberto was responsible for sharing the ancient teachings of his pre-Inca ancestors—the Jatun Taita Iachaks—the Very High Father Iachaks—to all who were ready to learn.

These ancient Jatun Taita Iachaks foresaw the coming of the Spaniards, predicting an invasion that would severely destabilize the Indigenous communities. In preparation for this great change, which the Jatun Taita Iachaks saw as inevitable, Taita Alberto’s ancestors put the deep, mystical teachings “to sleep,” hiding them from the invaders in order to preserve them for future times. To put a teaching to sleep also meant to no longer share the teaching widely, even within the Indigenous community. In part, this was to protect the Indigenous people who were subject to slaughter if caught practicing their ancient rites. In addition, limiting who was taught the traditions meant saving them for the future, as one might bury a seed deep in the earth, knowing with certainty that a time will come when it will again bear fruit. Notable in Taita Alberto himself and in the mystical teachings is patience born of trust in the timing of the universe—a recognition that everything moves in cycles—a time of building followed by a time of undoing followed by a time of building again. This trust is a constant in the shamanic teachings that I have been exposed to.

So it was that for a period of five hundred years, the Taita Iachaks, through visioning and ceremony, discovered those individuals within each generation who had the skills and the soul necessary to learn the teachings, to guard them, and then to pass them on to the next generation, maintaining certain secrets and codes that to this day are only shared with a few.

Taita Alberto was descended in a direct line through both his father and his mother from the ancient Jatun Taita Iachaks, and though he has said that if given a choice he would not have chosen the path of the iachak, when he was told by his elders that he must enter the ceremony of initiation, he had such great respect for them that he could not say no. The elders perceived that Taita Alberto had the gift of genuine feeling, which includes the ability to merge with other beings through compassion. They recognized, as well, his keen intellect. But, most importantly, they perceived at a soul level that Taita Alberto bore the mark of Atau Alpa, the great Incan hero whose name signifies one whose power is so great that he is able to maintain the equilibrium of Earth herself. In Taita Alberto, the elders recognized the return of this ancient Jatun Taita Iachak. Those of us who walked with Taita Alberto would sometimes hear him chant the Kichwa words of his ancestors that prophesied the return of the ancient ones: “Waranga Waranga! Kutin Shamushun!” (By the thousands and thousands again we will come!)2

In the 1970s, when in his early twenties, Taita Alberto was initiated as a iachak by his elders. Over time, as his capacities developed, his responsibilities increased. His role in the Indigenous uprising of 1990 is well known in Ecuador. Urged by his people to speak, Taita Alberto presented a list of demands in a public forum, while thousands of people listened and cheered. Even then his gentleness and humor were apparent, as can be seen in a video recording of his speech, given in Ecuador in 1990.3

The movements of life and the nature of the times into which he was born added an unexpected responsibility for Taita Alberto. His elders told him that
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