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Introduction


Shamanism has achieved a dramatic modern resurgence. A recent
study by one of the foremost scholars on shamanism today reveals
that the contemporary world still hungers for transcendent
experiences because the shamanic narrative is hard-wired in us all.
In his 2010 book, Shamanism: A Biopsychosocial Paradigm of
Consciousness and Healing, Michael Winkelman presents the
shamanic paradigm within a biopsychosocial framework for explaining
successful human evolution through group rituals. According to
Winkelman, shamanism is rooted in innate functions of the brain,
mind, and consciousness. As Winkelman puts it, "The cross-cultural
manifestations of basic experiences related to shamanism (e.g.,
soul flight, death-and-rebirth, animal identities) illustrates that
these practices are not strictly cultural but are structured by
underlying, biologically inherent structures. These are
neurobiological structures of knowing that provide the universal
aspects of the human brain/mind"1

The psychobiological basis of shamanism
provided it with functional roles in survival and cultural
evolution, producing an evolved psychology that has applications in
relatively intractable modern problems such as addictions treatment
and in addressing the consequences of psychological trauma,
alienation, and disconnectedness. Winkelman elaborates on shamanism
as a paradigm of self-empowerment, which strengthens individuals'
ability to take an active role in their health and well-being.
Shamanic practices produce deeper self-awareness by enhancing the
use of the entire brain and provide "a vital connection with
community and the spiritual dimensions of human health that have
been lacking in modern societies."2

Furthermore, recent studies demonstrate that
the innate modules of rhythm, like percussion or dance, provide a
secular approach to accessing a higher power and applying spiritual
perspectives. The American Journal of Public Health reviewed
drum therapy in its April 2003 edition, concluding that "shamanic
drumming directly supports the introduction of spiritual factors
found significant in the healing process. Shamanic activities bring
people efficiently and directly into immediate encounters with
spiritual forces, focusing the client on the whole body and
integrating healing at physical and spiritual levels. This process
allows them to connect with the power of the universe, to
externalize their own knowledge, and to internalize their answers;
it also enhances their sense of empowerment and responsibility.
These experiences are healing, bringing the restorative powers of
nature to clinical settings."3

What is shamanism?

Christina Pratt, author of An Encyclopedia
of Shamanism, defines a shaman as a practitioner who has
developed the mastery of "accessing altered states of
consciousness" and "mediating between the needs of the spirit world
and those of the physical world in a way that can be understood by
the community ...."4 Shamanism is the intentional effort
to acquire and nurture ongoing relationships with personal helping
spirits by journeying into realms where the spirits dwell. The
reason for developing personal relationships with spirit helpers is
to gain wisdom, healing techniques, and other vital information
that can benefit the community.

In shamanic healing, it is the spirit helpers
who do much of the actual healing work. In some ways, it might be
more accurate to call the shaman the spirit's helper rather than
vice-versa. John Trehero, a Shoshone Sun Dance chief, derived his
healing power from frequent dreams about the beaver. He described
his spirit helper thus: "I dreamed about the beaver. The beaver
said here is my power, and then he showed me his front paws. If a
person has pain I feel with my hand on him, and that pain comes in
my hand. I use my own hands for beaver paws."5

In doing their healing work, the shaman may
use a variety of tools. These could include plants, stones,
feathers, and musical instruments. However, it should be remembered
that each of these also holds power and are spirit helpers for the
shaman in their own right. It is this intimate relationship with
spirit and the use of trance states that distinguishes the shaman
from other practitioners.

The shaman's trance is an intentionally
induced state of ecstasy. Shamanic trance is characterized by its
flexibility, ranging from a light diagnostic state to spirit flight
to full embodiment by spirit. Shamans use intention and discipline
to control the nature, depth, and qualities of their trance states.
The shaman may progress through a range of trance states until they
reach the level that is necessary for healing to occur.

The capacity to enter a range of trance
states is a natural manifestation of human consciousness. The
ability to enter trance states makes us human, not shamans. What
makes shamans unique is their mastery over an otherwise normal
human trait. It requires training, practice, and devotion to master
any expressive art. Shamans master the art of ecstasy to see the
true nature of the universe.

Shamanism is a way of perceiving the nature
of the universe in a way that incorporates the normally invisible
world where the spirits of all material things dwell. Shamans have
different terms and phrases for the unseen world, but most of them
clearly imply that it is the realm where the spirits of the land,
animals, ancestors, and other spiritual entities dwell. Spirit
encompasses all the immaterial forms of life energy that surround
us. We are woven together into a net of life energies that are all
around us. These energies can appear to us in different forms, such
as spirits of nature, animals, or ancestors. The spirit world is
the web of life itself.

Shamanism represents a universal conceptual
framework found among indigenous tribal humans. It includes the
belief that the natural world has two aspects: ordinary everyday
awareness, formed by our habitual behaviors, patterns of belief,
social norms, and cultural conditioning; and a second non-ordinary
awareness accessed through altered states, or trance, induced by
shamanic practices such as repetitive drumming. This second-order
awareness can be developed over time or appear all at once, but
once it is discerned the world is never the same. According to
shamanic theory, the ordinary and non-ordinary worlds interact
continuously, and a shamanic practitioner can gain knowledge about
how to alter ordinary reality by taking direct action in the
non-ordinary aspect of the world.

In her essay "Awakening into Dreamtime: The
Shaman's Journey," Wynne Hanner explores the Australian Aboriginal
concept of Dreamtime as a source of and guide to transforming our
own world view. According to Aboriginal mythology, Dreamtime is a
sacred era in which ancestral spirit beings formed The Creation.
Indigenous Australians believe the world is real only because it
has been dreamed into being. Hanner explains, "The Aborigines
embrace the concept of 'reality dreaming', with reality and
Dreamtime intertwined. Reality can be illusion, deception,
learning, perception, experience, and is the evolution of
consciousness in the alchemy of time. Reality shifts and changes
like the flow of the collective unconscious, and is in constant
motion creating new spiral patterns of experience. Reality, in its
illusion, is the dream from which we all awaken. To understand and
work with these concepts is to awaken into the
dream."6

Shamans employ methods for altering
consciousness so that they can send their souls into the
non-ordinary reality of the spirits who become their friends,
guides, guardians, instructors, and allies. These helping spirits
might be the spirits of nature, animals, plants, the elements,
ancestors, gods, goddesses, or teachers from various religious
traditions. The act of sending one's soul into the spirit world is
called the soul flight or shamanic journey, and it allows the
journeyer to view life and life's problems from a detached,
spiritual perspective not easily achieved in a state of ordinary
consciousness. One of the most universal methods for altering
consciousness for this spirit journey is a persistent, mesmerizing
drumbeat.

The shaman's drum

The drum, sometimes called the shaman's
horse, provides the shaman a relatively easy means of controlled
transcendence. Researchers have found that if a drum beat frequency
of around three to four beats per second is sustained for at least
fifteen minutes, it will induce significant trance states in most
people, even on their first attempt. During shamanic flight, the
sound of the drum serves as a guidance system, indicating where the
shaman is at any moment or where they might need to go. "The
drumbeat also serves as an anchor, or lifeline, that the shaman
follows to return to his or her body and/or exit the trance state
when the trance work is complete."7

The sound of the shaman's drum is very
important. A shamanic ritual often begins with heating the drum
head over a fire to bring it up to the desired pitch. It is the
subtle variations in timbre and ever-changing overtones of the drum
that allow the shaman to communicate with the spiritual realm. Part
of the shaman's training involves learning to hear and interpret a
larger range of frequencies than the normal person can. The shaman
listens and finds the right tone, the right sound to which the
spirits will respond. Through the many tones, pitches, and
harmonics of the drum, the shaman communes with the subtle and
normally unseen energies of the spirit world.

Tuvan shamans believe that the spirits of
nature create their own sound world, and it is possible for humans
to communicate with them through the sound of the drum. According
to Tuvan ethnographer and former shaman Mongush Kenin-Lopsan, "We
understand the spirits answers mostly from the tangible results of
the communication, in terms of benefit or harm. But some people
actually hear the spirits singing."8 Tuvan shamans use
the drum to convey to the spirits of a place their greetings, any
requests, and thanks. It is a spiritual practice designed to help
human beings relate to all of nature. Tuva (southern Siberia) is
one of the few places in the world where the shamanic heritage has
remained unbroken.

Drumming opens the shaman's inner, spiritual
ears and eyes and also calls the helping spirits. As Tuvan
musicologist Valentina Suzukei explains, "By changing and listening
to the frequencies and overtones of the drum, the shaman is able to
send messages to, and receive them from, both the spirit world and
the patient. For example, the shaman might use the overtones to
send signals to the sky, where they provoke a voice from the
cosmos; in turn, the cosmic signals are caught on the drum and
reflected to the shaman through the creation of subsequent
overtones."9

The shaman's universe

Shamans believe that this direct
communication is possible because the entire universe exists within
human consciousness. According to shamanic cosmology, there are
three inner planes of consciousness: the Upper, Middle, and Lower
Worlds. Humans did not invent these inner realms; they discovered
them. Far from being a human contrivance, these archetypal worlds
are inherent in the collective unconscious, the common
psychological inheritance of humanity. They are woven into the
matrix of the psyche. They are a part of our psyche, a part of us
whether we choose to become aware of it or not.

The world above is the unseen realm of
unmanifest potential, higher knowledge, and enlightenment. The
Upper or Celestial Realm is the domain of gods, goddesses, and
evolved teachers. It is in this inner realm that the archetypal
patterns, which are the blueprints for all things, exist. According
to Lakota shaman Nick Black Elk, "This is the real world that is
behind this one, and everything we see here is something like a
shadow from that world."10 The Celestial Realm forms the
matrix of possibilities that correspond to the world we experience
through our mind and senses. All situations, conditions, and states
of being are a manifestation of a world of archetypes. Every event
in the visible world is the effect of an image or pattern in the
unseen world.

Shamans journey to the Upper World to acquire
archetypal knowledge, to bring a vision into being, or to influence
events in the material world. By interacting with the archetypes,
the shaman interacts with their counterparts in the outer world.
Shamans also go there for inspiration, insight, or to find ways to
restore balance in the world. As anthropologist and author
Felicitas Goodman points out, "One of the most pervasive traditions
of shamanic cultures is the insight that there exists a patterned
cosmological order, which can be disturbed by human
activity."11 When harmony between the human realm and
the original intended pattern is disturbed, the shaman makes a
spirit journey to the Celestial Realm to bring back the
balance.

 

The Middle World is the spirit counterpart of
the material realm and the inner region that is most like outer
reality. Nick Black Elk spoke of the realm "where there is nothing
but the spirits of all things."12 In this parallel world
exist the spirits that are the essence of everything in the
material world. The Middle World is so truly parallel to the world
in which we live that we can journey across it and visit all the
places, people, and things we know in ordinary reality. Spirit
journeys in the middle world provide a means of travel and
communication without cars, planes, or telephones. It is a means of
exploring territory to find the location of healing herbs or game,
or to establish communication links over great distances.

The Lower World is the realm of animal
spirits, spirit guides, and the dead--the place to which human
spirits travel upon physical death. This Lower World is not Hell as
defined by the agricultural religious traditions such as
Christianity. It is the place of tests and challenges, but also the
realm of power where guardian animals or helping spirits are
acquired. A spirit journey to the Lower World is generally
undertaken to seek the help and guidance of an animal spirit, to
recover lost power, or to find and return a sick person's wandering
spirit.

The three realms are linked together by a
vertical axis that is commonly referred to as the "World Tree." The
Mongols call this axis the turge tree. The mythic Eagle, who
was the first shaman (buu), perches at the top of the
turge tree, which touches the sky by the Pole Star (Altan
Hadaas). A tree of seven branches with a bird or eagle at the
top and a serpent at the roots is symbolism often found on
prehistoric monuments. The roots of the World Tree touch the Lower
World. Its trunk is the Middle World, and its branches hold up the
Upper World.

This central axis exists within each of us.
Through the sound of the drum, which is invariably made of wood
from the World Tree, the shaman is transported to the axis within
and conveyed from plane to plane. As Tuvan musicologist Valentina
Suzukei explains: "There is a bridge on these sound waves so you
can go from one world to another. In the sound world, a tunnel
opens through which we can pass, or the shaman's spirits come to
us. When you stop playing the drum, the bridge
disappears."13 The inner axis passes through an opening
or hole through which the shaman can ascend to the Celestial Realm
of unmanifest potential and descend on healing journeys into the
temporal realm of manifest form.

Shamans believe that the three worlds are
more than interconnected: they also interact with one another. The
shaman can perceive, influence, and harmonize their interactions.
Through conscious articulation, the shaman brings the three realms
into accord.

The key to understanding the shaman's world
is to realize that the universe is made of vibrational energy: that
it is a single, flowing, rhythmic being. According to quantum
physics, everything in the universe, from the smallest subatomic
particle to the largest star, has an inherent vibrational pattern.
The entire universe is created through vibration and can be
influenced through the vibrations of shamanic drumming. The
shaman's drum is a tool for altering the vibrational state of the
shaman and/or the patient or a particular situation in the
community.

Experiencing rhythms in the body

Shamanic drum ways provide the opportunity to
acquire shamanic experiences. The techniques are simple and
effective. Before exploring the drum methods outlined in this book,
it would be beneficial for the reader to experience how the body
responds to different rhythms. Whether you drum or merely tap your
fingers, learn to "feel the beat" by allowing it to sink into your
body and consciousness. Notice how your body responds to each
pattern. Keep in mind that the manner in which you play or shape a
rhythm will affect your response. One of the paradoxes of rhythm is
that it has both the capacity to move your awareness out of your
body into realms beyond time and space and to ground you firmly in
the present moment.

Begin by playing a steady, metronome-like
rhythm with uniform time intervals. A clockwork drum beat generates
a dynamic energy that is yang, creative, and expansive in nature.
Dynamic energies are ascending forces that carry consciousness into
higher realms. At a rapid tempo of three to four beats per second,
a steady, rhythmic pattern, or "eagle-beat," will arouse and
vitalize you. It creates the sensation of inner movement, which, if
you allow it, will carry you along. As you continue to drum, you
will become more ecstatic. You and your drum will seem to merge.
You may speed up or slow down. That is perfectly normal. Shamanic
trance is characterized by its range and flexibility, so don't get
hung up on trying to maintain a certain speed. It can be
distracting and your hands may get tired. Follow your inner sense
of timing as to both tempo and duration.

After drumming the eagle-beat, simply relax
and bathe in the sonic afterglow of physical and spiritual
well-being. When the final drumbeat fades into silence, an
inaudible, yet perceptible pulsation persists for a brief period.
This silent pulse is ever-present within each of us, but our
awareness is rarely in sync with it. Sense this silent pulse
resonating within your body. You may experience the sensation of
every particle in your body pulsing in sync with the rhythm you
just played. This inner pulse entrains to the rhythmic pattern as
soon as you begin to drum.

Next, try playing the steady pulse of a
heartbeat rhythm. A two-beat rhythm produces a different sonic
experience. The soft, steady lub-dub, lub-dub of a heartbeat rhythm
has a calming and centering affect. It reconnects us to the warmth
and safety of the first sound we ever heard--the nurturing pulse of
our mother's heartbeat melding with our own. According to Ted
Andrews, author of Animal Speak, "a rhythm of two is a
rhythm that helps connect you to the feminine energies of creative
imagination, birth, and intuition."14 At a more rapid
tempo, the heartbeat rhythm stimulates a downward flow of energy
within the body. It generates a magnetic energy that is yin,
intuitive, and receptive in nature. Magnetic energies are
descending forces conducive to great healing, mind, and
regenerative powers.

These two simple drum patterns form the
rhythmic basis of this book. They are the healing rhythms I use
most often in my shamanic work. Moreover, they are rhythm
archetypes representing yin--the form giving principle of energy,
and yang--the principle of life and consciousness immanent in all
phenomena. Yin and yang are the binary elements that generate
between them the totality of existence. A binary progression
underlies the structure of reality. At a fundamental level, the
laws of the universe are written in a binary code. The binary
mathematical system forms the basis of computer languages and
applies to nearly everything from crystalline structures to the
genetic code. The binary basis of the genetic code is formed by the
plus and minus strands of DNA.

The human experience is a microcosm and
reflection of binary progression. The archetypes of rhythm are the
fundamental patterns that underlie our resonant field of reality.
Entraining to these archetypal rhythms, we experience them directly
and discover our rhythmic interconnections. Each pattern pulsates
specific qualities of energy that give inherent structure and
meaning to the possibilities of being. They exist in every human
being from the moment of conception to the final breath. Each human
being is an integral composite of the archetypes of rhythm. Each of
us is a series of rhythmic patterns summed up as a single inner
pulse, the essential aspect of our being.

Becoming a shaman

Many people in today's world are being called
by spirit to become shamans. A yearning exists deep within many of
us to reconnect to the natural world. It is a call to a life lived
in balance with awareness of nature, of spirit, and of self. We
live in a culture that has severed itself from nature and spirit.
Humans have lost touch with the spirit world and the wisdom of
inner knowing. The spirits, however, have not forgotten us. They
are calling us to a path of environmental sanity, to rejoining the
miraculous cycle of nature.

The spirits call many to work with them, but
only a few may respond to the call. Choosing to ignore a calling
may have undesirable consequences or none at all. For some, it can
lead to depression and illness as the life force is constricted and
thwarted. Those who choose to follow their shamanic calling may
have no idea how to begin.

What do you do if the ancestral shamanic
tradition no longer exists in your culture, but you still feel the
call today? While traditional, indigenous shamanism continues to
decline around the world, shamanic ideology has gradually entered
Western humanities and social sciences and developed into the
neo-shamanic movement. Neo-shamanism is a term used to describe the
creation or revival of a shamanic culture. Most modern shamanic
practitioners fall into this category. Neo-shamanism is not a
single, cohesive belief system, but a collective term for many such
philosophies. Neo-shamans use a variety of core techniques from
different shamanic disciplines.

Mircea Eliade, a religious scholar, was
perhaps the first to write about neo-shamanism. In his classic
work, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, Eliade
discusses the three stages of becoming a shaman: the Call,
Training, and Initiation. The first stage to becoming a healer, as
described by Eliade, is that of the calling--this call comes from
the family, the community, or from the world beyond. Some are
called, initiated and trained by spirit guides and/or human
teachers from childhood.

Spirit calls us to a path of shamanism in
many ways. It can be as dramatic as a life threatening illness or
as simple as a dream. According to Mongolian shaman Sarangerel
Odigon, "one of the most reliable marks of a shamanic calling is
the urge to learn how to become a shaman."15 The call
functions to awaken our own inner knowing and the yearning to
express our true self through the artistry of the shaman.

Shamans are called, and then receive rigorous
instruction. Training may follow an ordered tradition or take a
spontaneous course guided by the shaman's spirit helpers. The
function of training is to develop the skills and talents so that
shamanic practitioners don't unintentionally hurt themselves or
others. Though the spirits give shamans their healing powers,
shamans must learn the technique of invoking them. Traditional
shamanic training requires considerable devotion and personal
sacrifice, not so much to gain power, but to become the person who
can wield that power responsibly. Ongoing practice and learning are
essential to perfecting any art or skill.

Where does one find shamanic training in the
digital age? There are growing numbers of spiritual seekers who
learn about shamanism from the internet or through reading the
published works of individuals who have received shamanic training.
Though a handbook is no substitute for an apprenticeship program,
it can convey the fundamental methodological information. Authentic
shamanic knowledge can only be acquired through individual
experience; however, one must first acquire the methods in order to
utilize them. Once you have learned the basic skills, your helping
spirits can provide you all the training you need.

Then there is Initiation. Shamanic initiation
is a rite of passage, connecting the apprentice shaman intimately
to the spirit world. It is typically the final step in shamanic
training, though initiation may be set in motion at any time by
spirit's intervention into the initiate's life. Ultimately,
shamanic initiation takes place between the initiate and the spirit
world. It is the spirits who choose and make the shaman.

This book recounts my own journey into
shamanic practice and explores what someone should do if they feel
the call to become a shaman. Working with the guidance of my
helping spirits, I have written a guide to becoming a shamanic
healer that encompasses the power of the drum, of community, and of
the accountability inherent in authentic shamanic practice.

How does someone embark on the shamanic path?
To be an effective shamanic healer, one must go through the three
steps. The first step is to acknowledge the calling.

****







Chapter 1 - The Calling


Follow your bliss and the universe will open
doors where there were only walls.

--Joseph Campbell

Though the subtitle of this book is
Calling the Spirits, it was the spirits who first called me
to a path of shamanism. I do not know why I was chosen. I ceased
making such queries long ago. Over the years, I learned to just go
with the flow. The how and why of my circumstances became less
important to me than the lessons that I was learning along the way.
As time passed, I began to see how my life experiences honed me
into the artist I am today.

For as long as I can remember, I have been an
explorer--pushing beyond familiar territory to investigate the
unknown. As a child, I had a near-drowning, out-of-body experience,
which opened my eyes to the hidden dimensions of life and propelled
my explorations. Like everyone, I was trying to find myself. I was
also searching for something that resonated with me--anything that
evoked a shared emotion or belief. I identified with people whose
words were congruent with their actions. My inner self was most
nourished when I was immersed in nature. Being introverted and
eccentric, I often felt a closer kinship to nature than I did to
people.

My birthplace was Oklahoma, but Topeka,
Kansas became my home at the age of five until I moved away at age
twenty-three. I was raised in a conservative Southern Baptist
Church, which shaped my personal ethics and early life. I had my
first ecstatic experience as a youth at a church revival, an
evangelistic meeting intended to reawaken interest in religion.
This state of rapture and trancelike elation inspired my spiritual
quest. For much of my youth, I had aspirations of attending
seminary to prepare for some form of ministry. I met my wife,
Elisia, at a church function. We were wed by our pastor in a church
wedding in 1976.

As a child, I had a voracious appetite for
books. My mother took me often to the neighborhood bookmobile to
find new stories. I loved a good story. I still do. I grew up in a
family of articulate storytellers. Listening to my elders tell
stories at family reunions was captivating entertainment. They
could spin engaging yarns or recount humorous anecdotes.

There was also music at the family reunions
in Oklahoma. My relatives referred to these large musical
gatherings as hootenannies. Musicians and singers performed folk,
gospel, country, and bluegrass often with the audience joining in.
Instruments included guitar, fiddle, mandolin, banjo, blues harp,
accordion, washboard, and so on. The music often started in the
afternoon and continued late into the night. I savored every
melodic moment.

Music and storytelling strongly influenced my
artistic inclinations. Though I had aspirations of becoming a
musician, my greatest talent turned out to be writing. Being shy
and introverted, writing became a way to fully express myself. In
high school, my English teachers supported and encouraged my
creative writing. By the time I graduated in 1972, I had decided to
forgo seminary and pursue a career in journalism instead.
Unfortunately, my parents could not afford to send me to Kansas
University, the nearest college offering a degree in journalism. To
save money, I chose business as a major at Washburn University in
my home town. I could live at home and work nights to pay my way.
Though business was my major, I savored literature and composition
courses, along with electives like sociology, anthropology, and
philosophy.

After I graduated from college in 1977, I
felt a great pull to "Go West." I mailed résumés to employers up
and down the Pacific Coast. As fate would have it, I was offered a
job with Glidden Paint Company in Portland, Oregon. Elisia and I
promptly sold our house and moved to Oregon. As a couple, that is
how we often did things and that is how we still do things, after
thirty-five years of marriage. We decide to do something, and then
we just do it. Elisia and I have learned to trust and follow our
inner yearnings. One of the things we learned working with spirits
is that they often prompt us, through urges, to do one thing or
another.

Upon our arrival in Portland, we soon found a
house to rent. After settling in, we spent most of our free time
hiking and exploring. Enamored with my new home, I began studying
the geology and ecology of the Pacific Northwest. What I began to
understand is that nature sustains us and everything around us
through an interdependent web of life. There is no separateness. We
are all one consciousness.

I like the way George Leonard describes our
vibrational connections in his book The Silent Pulse: "Each
human being consists of pure information expressed as rhythmic
waves that start as infinitesimal vibrations of subatomic particles
and build outward as ever-widening resonant hierarchies of atoms,
molecules, cells, organs, organisms, families, bands, tribes,
nations, civilizations, and beyond."1 At every phase of
unfoldment, every entity is interwoven through the resonant web of
information that is the universe.

This holistic awareness stirred a longing
deep within me to reconnect to the natural world. I spent as much
time as possible outdoors. I hiked, camped, backpacked and climbed
volcanic peaks throughout the Northwest. Henry David Thoreau, John
Muir, Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson and Edward Abbey were my literary
influences at that time in my life. In his classic book Desert
Solitaire, Edward Abbey summed up my feelings about nature in
one sentence: "But the love of wilderness is more than a hunger for
what is always beyond reach; it is also an expression of loyalty to
the earth, the earth which bore us and sustains us, the only home
we shall ever know, the only paradise we ever need--if only we had
the eyes to see."2

The journey

In early 1980, I lost my retail managerial
job. I was ready for a change and, with so much free time, I took
up reading full-time. One of the influential books that I read was
The Dharma Bums, a 1958 novel by Beat Generation author Jack
Kerouac. Kerouac's semi-fictional accounts of hiking and
hitchhiking through the West inspired me to embark, with my wife's
blessing, on a backpacking/gold prospecting adventure to northern
California. After all, in 1980 the price of gold hit a then-record
of $873 an ounce.

In May of 1980, my journey began with a bus
ride to Yreka, California. From Yreka, I planned to hike and hitch
my way about fifty-three miles over a mountain pass to Sawyers Bar,
California. I stepped off the bus in Yreka, shouldered my heavy
pack, and started walking south on State Route 3. After walking a
few miles, a local farrier in a pickup offered me a ride to the
small town of Etna. I spent an uneventful night camped in the Etna
City Park.

On day two, I arose early and continued my
trek. After a few hours of steep climbing, I hitched another ride
with a traveling salesman in a station wagon to the Etna-Salmon
Mountain Summit (elevation: 5,958 feet). I camped along the Pacific
Crest Trail near the summit, overlooking the Salmon Mountains of
Klamath National Forest about sixty miles northeast of Eureka,
California. I was alone on a remote mountain pass. It was pure
ecstasy.

When I awoke on the third morning of my
journey, I discovered fresh cougar tracks just outside my tent. At
that moment, I realized just how "in the wild" I truly was. I broke
camp and continued on, hitching another ride to Idlewild
Campground, a forest service recreation area on the North Fork
Salmon River six miles from Sawyers Bar, California. Idlewild
became my base camp for prospecting and further explorations in the
surrounding area.

After a few days of unsuccessful
gold-panning, I decided to backpack into nearby Marble Mountain
Wilderness. I walked up Mule Bridge Road along the scenic North
Fork Salmon River until I reached the wilderness trailhead. From
the trailhead, I hiked the North Fork Trail deep into Marble
Mountain Wilderness.

I met no one along the trail. I was alone in
the wilderness. Late in the afternoon, I came upon the skeletal
remains of large bear along the trail. It was one of the most
peculiar sights that I have ever beheld. The skeletal paws of the
bear resembled human hands and the massive skull was quite
intimidating. I later learned that a local bear hunter had
reportedly shot a dangerous nuisance bear, but had not killed it
outright. The wounded bear had then escaped, but eventually died
next to the trail.

I dropped my pack and walked a short distance
down the trail to a river crossing. The North Fork Salmon River was
swollen with spring snow melt, making it unsafe to cross. It began
to drizzle again; it had been raining off and on all day. I had no
choice but to turn around and look for a suitable place to camp for
the night. Wouldn't you know it; the only level campsite was only a
short distance from the bear skeleton.

I certainly was in bear country. There were
tracks in the sand and mud all along the riverbank. I came across a
bear footprint so large that I could step into it with my size 12
Vibram-soled boots. It wasn't a fresh track, but it was at the base
of an ancient cedar in the very grove of trees where I was going to
have to camp for the night. All of the large cedar trees in the
area bore the claw marks of a bear marking its territory. The claw
marks were so high on the tree trunks that I could barely touch
them with my fingertips when standing on the tips of my toes. This
was a very large bear and I was going to have to spend the night in
its territory in a dark grove of trees along a raging river. I took
some comfort in the fact that the tracks and markings might have
been made by the bear that I discovered along the trail before it
died.

I was nervous to say the least. I am always
on my guard when trekking through bear country. After setting up my
tent, I fired up my camp stove and cooked a hot meal. To minimize
odors that might attract bears, I hung my nylon food bag from a
high tree limb some distance away from the camp. I then gathered up
as much firewood as I could find for the long night ahead. I found
some cedar bark, which is useful for getting a campfire started
under soggy conditions. Once the fire was going, I stacked damp
wood around the perimeter of the fire pit so that it would slowly
dry. Heat from the flames warmed my face and hands and the warm
glow perked my spirits. As long as the fire burned, I felt
relatively safe. I tended the flames late into the night until I
finally ran out of wood.

Without the comfort of a warming fire, I had
no choice but to crawl into my tent and try and get some sleep. I
lay awake in my sleeping bag for a long time, listening to the
night sounds. I focused intently on every strange noise I heard
outside my tent. To get to sleep, I focused my attention on the
current rushing over the river rocks. At times, the river made
haunting sounds as it rolled big rocks along its course. At some
point, I fell into a deep sleep.

Then it started; the most terrifying
experience of my life. I was awakened by a mysterious roar. It
resembled the sound of a helicopter hovering directly over my tent.
The previous day, before entering the wilderness, I had heard the
"whop-whop-whop" sound of a dual-rotor logging helicopter in the
distance. Helicopters, like all motorized vehicles, are prohibited
in designated wilderness areas. Rationally, I knew it was highly
unlikely that the sound was emanating from a helicopter hovering
over my tent, yet a whirling windlike howl filled my ears in the
predawn darkness. I have never been so frightened in all my life. I
had spent countless nights, camping in wilderness areas across the
West and never had I experienced anything like this.

As I opened my eyes, I realized that I
couldn't move, or I was too afraid to move. I was virtually
paralyzed. I lay rigid inside my sleeping bag and prayed that
whatever was outside my tent would just go away. My heart pounded
like a drum. My panicked mind was reeling, as I struggled to
classify what I was experiencing. Frenzied thoughts of UFOs, alien
abductions, and even Sasquatch raced through my mind. I don't know
how long the mind-bending experience lasted. It was all so surreal.
I started to hyperventilate. Death seemed imminent.

Suddenly, the eerie moaning stopped and the
bizarre incident ceased, almost as abruptly as it had begun. I
could hear the roaring river again, along with the pitter-patter of
rain drops bouncing off the top of my nylon tent.

The paralysis ended immediately and I gasped
in a lungful of air. I finally managed to sit up in my sleeping
bag, my body trembling in shock. I sat motionless, lost in my
thoughts, wondering what had just happened to me. The entire
experience was much too real to have been a nightmare. As I relived
the terrifying event in my mind again and again, the first light of
dawn illuminated my tent.

I arose, hastily packed my gear, and then
marched out of there as fast as I could. I retreated from the
wilderness, returning to Idlewild Campground--back to familiar
territory. Upon my arrival on May 18th, (1980) I learned from a
fellow camper that Mt. St. Helens had erupted earlier that day at
8:32 a.m., killing fifty-seven people. The destructive power and
devastation of the eruption served to distract me from my
disturbing predawn experience. Though I prefer the isolation and
quietude of the wilderness, I spent the remaining two weeks of my
vacation camped in this developed campground, never venturing back
into Marble Mountain Wilderness.

During my stay in this idyllic area, I made
many new friends. I met mountain climbers, backpackers, gold
prospectors, miners, kayakers, a hermit, and a colorful assortment
of local hippies living on gold mining claims and growing weed. All
in all, it was an epic adventure for me. I will never forget it.
Idlewild Campground became a restful sanctuary for me at that
moment in time. Where the North Fork Salmon River wrapped around my
camp, the soothing sound of the water lulled me into a peaceful
sleep every night.

****







Chapter 2 - The Initiation


One thing that comes out in myths is that at the
bottom of the abyss comes the voice of salvation. The black moment
is the moment when the real message of transformation is going to
come. At the darkest moment comes the light.

--Joseph Campbell

Many years later I began to understand the
significance of my anomalous Marble Mountain experience, although I
realize that I will never understand it fully. I have come to
accept that there will always be that which is unknown to me--that
which is "the Great Mystery."

I now also know that the eerie howl that
aroused me on that fateful night resembled that of a bullroarer. A
bullroarer is a thin, feather-shaped piece of wood that, when
whirled in the air by means of an attached string, makes a loud
humming or roaring sound. Bullroarers produce a range of
infrasonics, extremely low frequency sound waves that are picked up
by the cochlea (labyrinth) of the ear, stimulating a wide array of
euphoric trance states. The bullroarer dates back to the Stone Age,
and is probably the most widespread among all sacred instruments.
With over sixty names, it is universally linked to thunder and
spirit beings in the sky.

These roaring sticks are used in certain
ceremonial dances in the Desert Southwest to invoke wind and rain.
In some areas of the world, the instrument played a role in certain
rites of passage. The sound of the bullroarer's spiral-shaped
movement is widely considered to be the voice of an ancestor, a
spirit, or a deity.

The first time I actually heard a bullroarer
was in December of 1991. Elisia and I were traveling through New
Mexico on a cross-country tour, promoting my newly released book,
The Shamanic Drum. By chance we happened upon the annual
Shalako festival, which is a series of dances and ceremonies
conducted by the Zuni people near the winter solstice in which they
celebrate the return of the sun and pray for rain, growth, and
fertility. Shalako is named for its masked dancers who embody
kachinas or ancestral spirits. Kachinas mediate between humanity
and the gods of rain and prosperity in a sacred ritual performance
that ensures the transformation of winter's death into spring's
rebirth. Standing ten-feet tall and resembling birds, the colorful
Shalako kachinas dance rhythmically, clacking their long beaks
together. They come to the human realm to collect the people's
prayers and take them back to the spirit realm.

On the day of the Shalako ceremony, the six
kachinas, one for each of the four cardinal directions plus zenith
and nadir, entered Zuni Pueblo at dusk. Each Shalako deity was
escorted by a group of singers and an attendant whirling a
bullroarer over his head. As the first procession filed into the
plaza, the sound of the bullroarer elicited an intense feeling of
déjà vu, triggering memories of my traumatic experience in Marble
Mountain Wilderness. Reflecting on my ordeal created anew the
conditions for revelation, learning, and reintegration. I finally
realized what had transpired on that life-altering night in 1980.
Although I didn't know it back then, my guardian or tutelary spirit
was "calling" me. Chosen by the spirit of a bear, my shamanic
initiation had begun and, like a sluggish bear emerging from the
slumber of winter hibernation, I gradually awakened to the knowing
of my true self.
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