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      “James is a wonderful storyteller who takes us into an altered state of consciousness as he shares teaching stories from his journeys. You will learn about the history, culture, ancient shamanic spirituality, and wisdom-ways of a people who have much to share with Westerners about what living meaningful lives in a time of challenge and transition looks like. It is an adventure story that will carry you along a river of learning into new realms of thinking, of being, and of exploring who and what we really are. . . . It just takes cleaning the lens of perception to see and know the deeper dimensions of reality. James and his teachers have been there. Now you can glimpse it as well.”

      TOM PINKSON, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE SHAMANIC WISDOM OF 

THE HUICHOL: MEDICINE TEACHINGS FOR MODERN TIMES AND

FRUITFUL AGING: FINDING THE GOLD IN THE GOLDEN YEARS

      “An honest, true-life story of spiritual exploration and humble learning. Endredy weaves together years of travel and personal initiation into a tale that introduces an often controversial topic with wisdom. Readers will come away with a better idea of the investment of time and cultural sensitivity needed to meet this plant ally on its home territory.”

      LUPA, AUTHOR OF NATURE SPIRITUALITY FROM THE

GROUND UP: CONNECT WITH TOTEMS IN YOUR ECOSYSTEM

      “Beautifully written and engaging, Endredy’s tale recounts a ‘spiritual rescue mission’ to save the sacred peyote from those who seek to steal and/or exploit the Huichol’s most revered instrument for connecting with the cosmos. Unlike many books of the spiritual memoir genre, this story possesses a humanistic vividness and value that often gets lost in overly rarified accounts of journeys into non-Western realities.”

      HILLARY S. WEBB, PH.D., AUTHOR OF
TRAVELING BETWEEN THE WORLDS: CONVERSATIONS WITH CONTEMPORARY SHAMANS

      “The world of shamanism is magic and psychopomp, secretive and healing. It is reserved for the indigenous peoples of faraway lands. James Endredy is a singular exception because I have seen the medicinal power he wields from his time with the Huichol. This story is something only a few have experienced and it is told in James’s masterful yet honest manner. This is a book of personal transformation for the reader, so read on and witness the spirituality we cannot see with our eyes.”

      SHAWN A. TASSONE, M.D., AUTHOR OF SPIRITUAL PREGNANCY
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      Foreword

       

      In the late 1980s, my wife, Lena, and I, through fortuitous circumstances, embarked on a ten-year apprenticeship with Guadalupe Candelario, an accomplished Huichol marakáme (singing shaman) and kawitéro (elected elder). His decision to teach us came from revelations and dreams given to him directly from his ancestors through ingesting the sacred peyote cactus in ceremony. So strict was our required discipline that for ten years we were not allowed to breathe a word of our visits with him to anyone including our closest friends and families. Throughout our meetings we were required by him to pretend we did not know him when other Huichol were present. We were to avoid running into groups of Huichol at all the sites deep in Mexico where the Huichol practice their traditional ceremonies. Because of this, we had to visit these sites in the desert and in the mountains in the deepest of winter in freezing, howling weather. We were required to learn in total secrecy because Huichol politics frowned on outsiders studying or learning about Huichol traditional knowledge. I have no doubt that had he not passed away from bone cancer contracted because of the toxic insecticides of the tobacco fields, our studies with him would have continued for much longer. As it is, we have continued to remain close with his extended family and have managed to deepen our relationship with the Huichol ways.

      In light of our own experiences and the difficulties of learning about the Huichol way of life, the amount of personal experience and inside information James Endredy has compiled and shared in this powerful book is truly amazing. In no way has this been an easy journey for him, and you will only glimpse the sacrifices he has made to bring this compelling story to you.

      Not only is his book highly informative and accurate about the Huichol way of life, but it includes profound dialogues about the Huichol’s philosophy and perspective about the nature of God, the Huichol understanding of Catholicism, their beliefs about the contributions of Jesus and the Virgin Mary, and even their perceptions of comparative religions.

      Here you will find rare glimpses into the details of the deer hunt and its meaning; the Huichol style of peyote ceremony and how it compares with the style of the Native American Church in the North; the five most important Huichol ceremonial sites and their relationship to the Huichol process of becoming an awakened human being; the Huichol style of governance and how their shamans perform service; and much, much more.

      On a more poignant note, James Endredy carefully elucidates the endangerment of the peyote plant through overconsumption, the intrusions by outsiders onto Huichol ceremonial lands, and the pressures of the modern world that they have to face and deal with that directly threaten their way of life. He manages to cover this territory in a compelling story form so that it is never a dull recounting of facts and events but a true shamanic adventure that is hard to put down.

      I have no doubt that this book will become a classic for those interested in the Huichol ways and how to understand their deep insights into nature, balance, harmony, and grand beauty.

      JOSÉ LUIS STEVENS

      JOSÉ LUIS STEVENS, 
PH.D., is the author of Awaken the Inner Shaman, Secrets of Shamanism, and The Power Path. He lectures internationally, often speaking on the subject of the indigenous wisdom of shamans and how this knowledge applies to the modern world. He is the president and cofounder of The Power Path, an international consulting firm based in Santa Fe, New Mexico.
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        Introduction
      

       

      This is a book about my experiences with the peyote (pay∙o∙tay) shamans of western Mexico, specifically the Huichol indigenous society, and some of the core shamanic teachings I have learned from them. Although this book unfolds as a story, it’s best to begin with a brief overview of who the Huichol are, in order to give geographic and historical perspectives on the following narrative.

      
        
          The Huichol
        

        The aboriginal people known as the Huichol (whee∙chol´) to the outside world call themselves Wixrarika or Wixaritari (plural) in their own language. For simplicity, I will use the common name of Huichol throughout this book, although for me I consider their native culture as a whole to be Huichol and those that still live traditional lifestyles in the mountains to be Wixrarika. This distinction is complicated but may become more apparent as this book rolls along.

        Unlike most aboriginal cultures in Mexico, and I daresay throughout the world, the Huichol have, for the most part, resisted missionary attempts to Christianize them. To this day, through centuries of continuous evangelical pressure, the main ceremonial centers of the Huichol retain and maintain their aboriginal, temple-ritual cycle and traditional worldview. Huichol are highly adaptable and for this reason Jesus Christ ( Jesucristo to them) and a few other Christian figures have been included in their religious pantheon but strictly on their own terms.

        The Huichol inhabit what is called the Sierra of the Nayar, or the Gran Nayar. This is a large cultural region of western Mexico that includes portions of the Mexican states of Jalisco, Nayarit, Durango, and Zacatecas. The Mexican government recognizes the “administrational” units of the Huichol to include the three major communities of San Andres Cohamiata (Tateikie), Santa Catarina Cuexcomatitlan (Tuapurie), and San Sebastian Teponahuastlan (Wauta). Added to these are the newer districts of Guadalupe Ocotan emerging from San Andres, and Tuxpan de Boloños from San Sabastian. Together these constitute the core communities of the Huichol, overseeing approximately twenty ceremonial centers. There are also more recent settlements farther away in Durango and Nayarit including Potrero, Brasiles, Puerto Guamuchil, Bancos de Calítique, Fortines, Tierra Blanca, and Zoquipan. Farthest from the Huichol homeland both physically and spiritually are those Huichol who have moved to urban areas such as Mexico City, Guadalajara, Puerto Vallarta, and the like. Current estimates place the total Huichol population between eighteen and twenty thousand. This makes them one of the smaller indigenous groups in Mexico and tiny compared to the Nahuatl and Yucatec Maya, both having populations estimated at well over two million.

        Huichol live in dispersed ranches throughout the Sierra in nuclear family units. Family units are joined together by the family shrine, called a rirriki. These family shrines often look identical to the houses on the ranches. Communities are formed through cooperation and agreements between various families’ rirrikis and joined together by the ceremonial center, called the tuki or kalliway. The Huichol I have been closely associated with throughout my life are those from the community of Santa Catarina, which has three main ceremonial centers: Tuapurie (Santa Catarina), Xawiepa (Pochotita), and Keruwitia (Las Latas). I consider Keruwitia and Xaweipa two of the most preserved and traditional ceremonial centers of all the Huichol due to geographic location and difficulty in access; strong traditional leadership at both the level of the rirriki and kalliway; and amazing spiritual elders called kawitéros.

        There are two types of governing systems in the Huichol Sierra, each very different from the other but both related to what is termed a cargo system. Elected people are required to carry the load (cargo) of a specific position for a specific period of time. Unlike the culture I was brought up in where officials run for office and spend countless dollars on political campaigns to get elected for mostly selfish reasons, the Huichol do not get paid for their post. It is a cargo that may in some moments carry a small amount of prestige but in general it is a burden that is considered very honorable to carry but has no financial gain. Those that put in multiple cargos in their life are highly regarded in the community simply because their service is an act of generosity combined with the desire to keep the community healthy and whole.

        Elected officials that are required by the Mexican government include a governor, judge, head of security, head of agriculture, and various lesser posts including territorial mayors and sheriffs. Each post has its own special vara (staff) with colored ribbons signifying the various posts that are held by the officials during official meetings and events. This system was brought and imposed by the Spaniards that colonized Mexico, and now hundreds of years later, it is still enforced by the Mexican government. The government of Mexico requires the indigenous people, including the Huichol, to fill out census reports, elect officials, and acquiesce to random visits and inspections by Mexican authorities. I have experienced helicopter inspections on communities living so far off the grid in the mountains that it was truly appalling to witness, as these people have basically nothing for industrial society to exploit.

        On the other hand, the Huichol have never lost their true hierarchy of decision making. At the core center of Huichol communities is a pre-Hispanic system of cargo holders led by the kawitéros. Each major temple district usually has five kawitéros who are mostly marakámes but are always older men who have the greatest knowledge of the tradition and have served many religious cargos throughout their lives. These elders are considered the embodiment of the exceptional ancestors and have the respect and obedience of the entire community. When the community designates a man a kawitéro, it is a lifelong position of the highest esteem but it also carries the most responsibilities.

        Under the kawitéros are the marakámes who lead the current five-year cargo cycle. There are always at least two of these singing shaman—one that sings for the dry season ceremonies and one for the wet season. The Huichol divide their ceremonies in this way because all of their activities revolve around their agrarian lifestyle of growing corn, beans, and squash. The most important thing to any Huichol is the rain that gives life to the crops. Therefore the most important responsibility of the marakámes is to draw the rain from the cardinal directions. This is accomplished by making pilgrimages to the sacred sites of each direction and holding specific ceremonies throughout the year in the ceremonial centers.

        Their sacred calendar of ceremonies and pilgrimages is so complex it would take many volumes to cover the subject adequately, and that is certainly not the aim of this book. Suffice to say that the Huichol living in the core areas of their homeland live in a separate reality from those of us living within industrial society. Practically everything they do has a spiritual context. To them, there is no division between sacred and secular. The Huichol believe that their annual cycle of ceremonies and pilgrimages serves to produce health and balance not only within their communities but also for the entire world.

        Led by the elders and the marakámes are the jicareros (hee∙ca∙reh∙ros). The jicareros, including the two principal marakámes, are responsible for all the yearly ceremonies and pilgrimages for a period of five years. After their five-year period is over, the kawitéros will choose the new group through their dreams and consensus. This five-year period is referred to as a cargo, in a similar way as that of the civil authorities, although being a jicarero is much more demanding and the civil positions usually run for only one year.

        Each jicarero is identified by a specific ancestor deity that they embody in all the ceremonies, pilgrimages, and even in daily life for the five-year cargo period. The name jicarero comes from the fact that each ancestor deity has their own votive gourd bowl called a jicara. This jicara is passed to the new cargo holders at the end of the five-year period. The jicareros of the ceremonial centers I have been associated with number around thirty for each cycle.

        Other sacred paraphernalia of the jicareros include a small gourd with hole and stopper at the top, which is used to carry a special type of ceremonial tobacco and represents the Grandfather Fire; a small circular mirror that is usually but not always worn as a necklace and that enables the jicarero to communicate directly with the ancestor deity of their jicara; and morals (handwoven bags with one pocket and a shoulder strap) to carry their sacred items, offerings, and other necessities on pilgrimages.

        There are three basic groups or levels of jicareros. When walking to pilgrimage sites, the jicareros always take a special order. The first are the leaders of the group—the elders and marakámes and the jicareros associated with the most important ancestor deities. This is usually five to eleven men. Next are the musicians*1 and those singing second, or in response, to the marakámes. Then come the hunters who are associated with wolves. In the end are the youngest pilgrims, usually teenagers, but among them walks one of the leaders representing Father Sun.

        The Huichol have hundreds if not thousands of sacred sites. To a Huichol every rock, tree, bird, or flower is sacred. However, there are five main sacred sites that the jicareros must visit and are the destinations of the major pilgrimages. These represent the five cardinal directions—East, West, North, South, and Center—and the corresponding ancestor deities that reside in each place. More details about this will unfold during the course of this book.

      

      
        
          Peyote
        

        The term peyote (Lophophora williamsii) traces its etymology to the Nahuatl (Aztec) word peyutl, but is called hikuri by the Huichol.*2 It is a small, spineless cactus with a long root. It grows in a round shape and most commonly has ribs, or sections, running from the middle to the edge. The most common type of peyote used among the Huichol also has little white tufts that appear growing in each section. The peyote cactus only appears naturally in northeastern Mexico and a small area in southwestern Texas, United States. Its range in these areas was historically much larger, but human harvesting of this slow-growing entheogen by both indigenous cultures and modern recreational users has reduced the habitat of the sacred cactus to endangered status.

        The sacred peyote cactus has long been used in Mesoamerican culture. The oldest archaeological evidence of use dates back to around 5,000 BCE, although some sites may be as old as 10,500 BCE. Ethnographic reports from sixteenth- and seventeenth-century chroniclers show that the first Spanish invaders found the Aztec culture still using it in their sacred rituals thousands of years later. And it is still used today among many native peoples, most notably by the Huichol and much more recently the Native American Church and its many offshoots in the United States and Canada.

        Peyote, along with other entheogens such as ayahuasca and datura, has often been called a plant of the gods. The important difference between plant entheogens and so-called normal plants are the active principles of plant entheogens that relate to hormones of the human brain. For example, mescaline, the psychoactive chemical compound found in the sacred peyote cactus, is closely related to the brain hormone norepinephrine, which belongs to the group of physiological agents known as neurotransmitters. Neurotransmitters function in the transmission of impulses between nerve cells in the brain. Interestingly, mescaline (in the peyote cactus) and norepinephrine (in the brain) have the same chemical structure. Chemically, they are both derivatives of what chemists term phenylethylamine. The essential amino acid phenylalanine, another derivative of phenylethylamine, is widely distributed in the human body during an orgasm. In terms of shamanism and sacred usage of plant entheogens, this is far more than mere chance. Having the same basic structure as powerful hormones of the human brain, when ingested they are like keys opening the locks of doors to brain sites that alter our states of consciousness. They stimulate areas of our consciousness that usually lie dormant.

        Plant entheogens such as peyote are ingested to depersonalize the experience of reality without loss of consciousness; rather, they act to help expand consciousness into multidimensional universes with infinite possibilities and realities. The most profound of these states produces deep changes in the way a person perceives reality, space, and time and how we all fit into the greater web of life surrounding us.

        The Huichol marakámes use the sacred peyote cactus in all of their major ceremonies (fiestas) and at times also during the planting and sowing of their crops. Peyote serves as a major element that unifies and helps to preserve the traditional values, beliefs, and therefore, health of the tribe. In my experience with the Huichol, the peyote ceremonies that revolve around this sacred plant instill the spiritual aspects of life into all members of the community, thereby reinforcing their place in the world both as individuals and as a community. This replaces the existential void commonly found in modern society with a grounded psychological framework and worldview. It is also my opinion that the ritual use of the mind-expanding peyote has contributed to the Huichol’s ability to preserve their traditions to the current day despite centuries of evangelistic pressure. The Huichol, with peyote as a central part of their spiritual tradition, are able to fluidly integrate and adapt to cultural and religious pressures that surround them.

        This last point is especially important to this narrative because the teachings described in this book are not about how to use peyote. They revolve around the disciplined use of attention, specifically the expanded use of attention that produces higher states of awareness and perception. The fluidness with which Huichol respond to changing circumstances stems from their expanded view of reality. Without the disciplined use of attention and the heightened awareness that comes from such practices, the use of peyote becomes meaningless.

      

      
        
          Content
        

        All the people and places in this book are real. The conversations, stories, and teachings are all true. I have changed the names of the main characters in the spirit of anonymity and respect for the privacy of my friends and teachers. Events have been rearranged and in a few places slightly altered to conform to the narrative line of the story and protect the identity of the individuals involved.

        The contents of this book are in no way to be taken as a work of anthropology or ethnology, simply because I am not a scientist or academic investigator. On the contrary, where scientists and academics have gone to investigate the Huichol, I go to participate. For this reason many of the experiences, teachings, and lessons included in this book will be novel even for those familiar with the Huichol. I have been blessed with the opportunity on many occasions to participate intimately in the activities and ceremonies of these fascinating people, and it has changed me for the better.

        I am nowhere even close to being fluent in the Huichol language, although I do understand a lot more than I can speak. Luckily for me, most Huichol also speak Spanish at various levels, but many of the Huichol in this book are completely fluent and that is how I communicate with them. However, as good as their Spanish or my Spanish may be, it is still a second language for both of us. I bring this up because I am aware that in certain circumstances words simply cannot be translated correctly or thoroughly. I have done my best to translate from Spanish and Huichol to English and at times have sought others to help me with difficult words and phrases. Many of the Huichol terms used in this book are contained in the glossary, which I hope will prove a helpful resource.

        As I already mentioned, I am not an anthropologist so I don’t walk around with a tape recorder, taking field notes. On some occasions with the Huichol, I have tried to keep a personal diary but many times it was simply impossible. Most of what I write about in this and all my other books comes from my memory. I also use a technique of recapitulation to relive experiences in a trance state.

        I hope, through this book, to share with you some mind-expanding experiences that may be of value in your own life. Many concepts and techniques of indigenous cultures can be employed in the modern world to make our lives richer and more authentic.

        It is also my great desire to raise awareness of the plight of the peyote cactus, which is so important for a great many people. Without protection, wise use, and changes in legislation regarding cultivation, the sacred peyote will be yet another casualty in the mass extinctions caused by humans.

        Writing this, my eighth book, has been extremely enlightening and enjoyable. My wish is that it will be for you as well.

        Many blessings on your journey,
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        The Pillory
      

       

      Completely stunned by what was happening to me, I tried futilely to blow upward from my mouth in order to chase the sweat from my eyes, for I did not have the use of my hands. I was in a pillory, an ancient torture device similar to, yet more brutal than, the stocks.*3 With stocks one is held in place by boards that are anchored to the ground with holes for holding a seated prisoner by the legs. By contrast, the pillory is constructed with hinged wooden boards forming holes through which my head and arms were inserted, then the boards were locked together to secure me. I was completely immobilized, in the full sun of Mexico in April, sweating, and in pain.

      However, as much as the pillory causes pain after many hours or days of immobility in the strained posture of being bent over with your arms trapped in front of you and your head trapped so you can’t move it, the main objective of the pillory is public humiliation. And yes, I was feeling completely humiliated and totally frightened. The pillory I was forcibly put into was right on the central thoroughfare across from the main temple and in view of the ancient church, and also the government building of a Huichol community and ceremonial center, in an extremely remote area of the western Sierra Madres.

      For some reason there were hundreds of people gathered in this ceremonial center where only a few people actually lived. The Huichol live in small ranch communities spread across vast areas and come together in large numbers only for special events. They sometimes travel many days through the mountains to attend these events and fiestas. It occurred to me that this was certainly one of those events, although at that moment I didn’t know what it was about. Although historically I knew that the pillory device was used for public humiliation, as people passing by the captured person would often throw things at them like rotten food, eggs, stones, or excrement, the Huichol passing by me simply laughed or made snide comments like “Welcome to the Sierra” or “How do you like the Sierra now, gringo?”

      In my humbled state, I racked my brain trying to figure out what was going on. I tilted my head up as far as I could and in the sunlight caught a glimpse of a strange apparition that was similar to paintings and stained-glass images I had seen of the Virgin Mary. Being raised Catholic, seeing Mary in the sunlight had me quite confused because during my years of church attendance and catechism I never really experienced anything divine except for the feeling of holiness or devotion one gets when in a beautiful church or during a particularly moving mass. That’s one of the reasons I researched other spiritual traditions at an early age; I had found my divine connection through nature and cultures with nature-based spirituality such as the Huichol. But I didn’t have much time to think about all this as just then a stout Huichol in full ceremonial regalia followed by a group of younger men approached me. This was the first time I met Jesús.

      In his ceremonial apparel—which included an intricately embroidered pants-and-shirt combo depicting sacred animals, corn, birds, peyote, and peyote-inspired designs of amazing colors; a thick woven belt of wool with complex peyote-inspired symbols; three morals woven with peyote-inspired representations of ancestor gods; and the round straw hat decorated with tufts and balls of red and blue wool typically worn by shamans and ceremonial leaders—and also by his demeanor, it was apparent to me that he was a man of importance and most likely a marakáme, a Huichol shaman, healer, and holy man. He addressed me and I was informed that I had broken their traditional laws and had to stand before the Governmental Council and explain myself. I was released from the pillory and given some water to drink in the shade. Slowly I began to recall how I had gotten into this position.

      It was early April and I was sitting with some Huichol friends in the small Mexican town of Huejuquilla El Alto, which was the town nearest to where my Huichol friends live in the mountains. Some Huichol had come down from the mountains to buy yarn and other materials for their artwork while the others waited for them in the main plaza. They were from a ceremonial center and ranchos in a part of the Sierra I didn’t know very well, but I had met them many times in my travels and in the towns of Huejuquilla and Mezquitic in the state of Jalisco. They enjoyed speaking to me, a gringo tewari (non-Huichol, non-Mexican white guy) familiar to some extent with Huichol culture, to hear about the goings-on in the outside world.

      With their purchases complete, they said adios and began their trip back to their ranchos. I wandered around the market for a while and then sat at an outdoor table of one of the few restaurants in town. A few minutes later, an elderly woman with a distinctly German accent approached me and in English said, “Excuse me, but I was watching earlier when you were speaking to the Natives and I’m wondering if I could ask you a few questions regarding them?”

      I halfheartedly agreed to her request (Huichol are notorious for their privacy and one way to surely lose their trust is to speak about them behind their backs) and invited her to join me. Ines was a short but large-boned woman with a flair for the dramatic. Her English was terrific but she knew almost no Spanish, and I wondered how she had made it this far into the Sierra without knowing the language. But I soon found out she had lots of money, and money can get you many places where language alone cannot.

      She went on to explain in a flamboyant manner that she was totally intrigued with the Huichol: their way of life, their artwork, their clothing, and their religion. Ines wanted to help them in some way but didn’t know how. She had first encountered the Huichol culture when a museum in Germany held an exhibit of Huichol artwork and the artist, Rosendo, was there as well.

      Coincidently this particular Rosendo was a friend of mine, and I had invited him to my house in Pennsylvania for a few weeks many years before but had not seen him recently. For a Huichol, Rosendo was considered materially rich. He owned a pickup truck, had cattle and goats, and often traveled abroad to sell his artwork. But I also knew Rosendo in the traditional way. His father was a famous marakáme and he himself had been a jicarero twice (totaling ten years of service to the temple) and also held one-year government cargos when appointed to him. Ines didn’t directly ask me to take her to Rosendo, she didn’t even know that I knew him and I didn’t tell her, but I could tell that’s where this discussion was heading. I casually explained to her about how private the Huichol are and that it can take many years of acquaintance before they accept that you aren’t simply trying to get something from them or photograph them.

      “But I’m here to do just the opposite,” she replied. “I have been blessed financially, I’m getting on in years, and I want to share my good fortune in ways that will actually help the things I appreciate in this life. I believe that helping to preserve the Huichol culture is one of those things.”

      I had been down this road before, both in my own desire to help my Huichol friends in preserving their homeland and sacred sites and also with trying to help others that wanted to help them. It’s a tricky and very political process that many people, including me, have found to be frustrating and confusing. Long before meeting Ines, I decided that the best way for me to be of support to Huichol culture was to simply help out those Huichol who were continuing the ancient traditions and who were my friends. In other words, I did not attempt to help the whole Huichol nation because that is a job better done by NGOs and government programs, but instead to support specific projects that included my intimate friends and mentors.

      Ines was very astute and could feel my reluctance. She offered to pay me for my services. “I need a guide while here in the Sierra and I don’t take auspicious encounters with people that happen at the perfect time lightly,” Ines said in a very formal tone. “I believe we were meant to meet here at this moment. I’m hoping you will help me in this endeavor and I can pay you for your time,” she added.

      “That’s a very kind gesture,” I replied, “But I have only two days left here and then I’m going back to Mexico City where I have some business to attend to.”

      “Well, when will you be here again? I had hoped to rent an apartment here and stay a few months.”

      “I could come back in a couple weeks but I wasn’t planning to,” I replied.

      “Please come back! I’ll make you a deal. I’ll pay for your travel expenses to and from Mexico City, and in return, just help me find a suitable place to stay here while you’re gone. This way, I can learn about the culture here and also hire a Spanish teacher and try and learn some of the language.”

      Ines’s enthusiasm was contagious, and I had not a doubt in my mind that she would stay her course and do what she said even though this was one of the most rural parts of Mexico. I too was of the same opinion regarding chance meetings that seemingly happened at the perfect time. At that time, the extra money Ines was willing to offer would be put to good use and extend my stay in Mexico. So, with some trepidation I agreed to her request, and after a few days of inquiries, I found a suitable location for her to live. Actually for this part of the country it was quite fabulous, a place I would love to have, but hardly fancy by modern standards. It was basically a small, second-floor flat in a nice house, with a sufficient bathroom and equipped with a propane stove for cooking and sparsely furnished with rustic furniture.

      But the main reason I rented it for Ines was that I felt it was a safe place. The town of Huejuquilla has many upstanding residents, but unfortunately a wealthy foreign woman in this part of Mexico was not safe from many people who would think nothing of taking advantage of her for her money—or even doing her physical harm. Plus, Ines didn’t know this, but Rosendo, the same Rosendo she previously spoke of and who was my good friend, rented the apartment below hers for use when he was in town. He was almost never there, but I spoke with his sons and relatives who mostly used the place and they promised to keep an eye on Ines for me. After looking for days, I was totally satisfied with this arrangement. Rosendo’s family knew everyone around and would not let anything happen to Ines in my absence. Of course I paid them for their service.

      I went to Mexico City and returned to the Sierras a couple of weeks later. I found Ines in the plaza and, after speaking with her, it was clear that she had made some friends and had learned some Spanish. She was more excited than ever to go into the mountains with me as her guide. To my surprise, when I arrived in Huejuquilla I saw none of my Huichol friends.

      Her desire to visit the Huichol on their home turf was fervent and I finally succumbed. In considering the most appropriate manner to do so, I thought of my first Huichol friend. I first met Tayau (the name he was given as jicarero of the Sun) when studying with Victor Sanchez in the mountains outside Mexico City. Little known to me at the time, my new friend was a high-ranking official. He was the current president of the Union of Jicareros of Jalisco.

      Tayau, whom I have written about in previous books, was a young man in his late twenties but held one of the most important offices in all of the Huichol territory. Whenever Tayau offered me a chance to visit his homeland, no Huichol ever bothered me about what I was doing there. I went on my first two pilgrimages to the peyote fields of Wirikuta with Tayau. The Huichol Tayau—the elected representative of the jicareros over a vast region including the three largest Huichol communities—and the gringo tewari James, explorer and wisdom seeker, had a connection beyond words or reason. He knew as well as I that our friendship was put together by forces we couldn’t imagine.

      Due to her genuine desire and the knowledge that her intent was to donate money for legitimate Huichol programs or ceremonies, I guess I overlooked, or thought I could overlook, the strict protocol for entering the Huichol Sierra with a stranger in tow. With glaring looks from the Huichol, we boarded the beaten-up Huichol school bus that carried people from the mountains into town and back again, usually once a day. My plan was to go to the main ceremonial center of Santa Catarina by way of Nueva Colonia and the ceremonial center of Las Latas.

      The two-hour bus ride from Huejuquilla on barely passable dirt roads would drop us off in Nueva Colonia.
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