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Inspiration to write this came from the hologram of my existence, and includes research findings, personal experiences, observations, teachings from Native Americans, and institutional data derived from my own experiences as a contemporary medicine woman. The list is incomplete unless mention is made of knowledge given from sources not easily named as they come from other planes of existence.

When European settlers arrived on the continent of North America, they found Native Americans healthy and robust. Smallpox, tuberculosis, bubonic plague, syphilis, and other horrible diseases were unknown to them. The early white settlers believed bathing to be abominable and used no soap. They considered native customs, such as bathing, sweating, and fasting, barbaric.

The religious colonial settlers were frightened by the animal totems, chanting, rattling of charms, burning of herbs, and use of song and prayer to cure illness. The pilgrims and those who followed had little knowledge of the strange plants and environment they encountered in North America, and any who showed too much interest in learning from the Native Americans risked persecution for witchcraft.

Native American medicine healers were actually advanced in their holistic approach to healing. Methods used included assessment of personal problems, family or tribal intervention, and dream interpretation to uncover hidden needs and fears. Shamans burned sacred herbs, called for help from powerful spirit guides, and dispensed necessary energy through their hands, totems, or prayers. For serious physical problems or community conflicts, the whole family or tribe gathered together to be included in the healing process. Secret medicine societies of respected elders met together to solve problems affecting the tribe.

In addition to physical illness or damage by accidents or in battles, there were the potential dangers of unconscious or unexpressed wishes and needs; healers recognizerd that when anger or negative energy forces attacked a tribal member, they could cause illness. Medicine healers looked into the unseen world of the body—the thoughts or dreams of the patient—to deduce the cause of sickness. There, the offending spirit or personal problem was located. Sometimes the medicine man or woman traveled astrally to the land of the ancestors to obtain necessary information. Prophecies, often for the benefit of the tribe, came from powerful guides.

Such concerns disconcerted white settlers, because they made little connection between the mind and the health of the body. Unfortunately, in many modern health clinics, mental state and environment are still ignored! One might ask which medicine, old or new, is the most primitive?

Lack of knowledge of chemical properties of herbs didn’t lessen the medicine man or woman’s effectiveness. If a plant or object appeared to cause pleasant or healing events, it was good medicine. If a plant or totem had medicine, it had power. Trial and error undoubtedly contributed to the acquired knowledge. Modern analyses of the chemical composition of plants document the healing qualities of herbs used by the Native Americans. Today, natural herbal compounds and synthetic duplications account for numerous over-the-counter and prescription medicines.

What treasures of medicine may not be expected from a people, who although destitute of the lights of science, have discovered the properties of some of the most inestimable medicines.—Dr. Benjamin Barton 17981

A drunken man who had fallen into a fire was burnt in such a manner… I did not think he could recover; yet they cured him in ten Days, so that he went about. I knew another blown up with Powder that was cured to Admiration. I never saw an Indian have an Ulcer, or foul Wound in my life; neither is there any such thing to be found among them.—John Lawson 17142

Now, five centuries after the pilgrims’ arrival, research studies reveal that more people seek alternative health practitioners using natural remedies, holistic approaches, or spiritual methods than visit standard medical doctors. The percentage continues to grow as awareness increases about healing from the use of nature’s bounty and energies not always explained by known physical laws.

We wish to know more about the ways of the medicine men and women who recognized these forces. As the Grandmothers and Grandfathers watch us from the Path of Souls, they, no doubt, are pleased with the wonders of modern medical science. Perhaps they wish for a combined joint effort of old and new to heal ourselves and our planet. We only hope the Native American ancestors who guide our knowledge and wisdom show us the patience and honor not accorded them.

In my attempt to capture the sacred nature of Native American philosophy, so rich in spirit and soul, an overlap will be noted with other religions or ways of life. Native Americans, not unlike followers of Eastern religions, believed that all animal, mineral, and plant life contained a spiritual essence or living force. Current research on DNA of modern Native Americans suggests that North and South American Indians came from one culture in Asia that migrated across the Bering Strait. This could explain similarities between the Eastern religious philosophies and those of the Native Americans, both of which stress the importance of human soul growth as the reason for existence, and the divine spark as an energy shared by other forms in nature. To destroy the other life forms on the planet is to invite our own destruction.

The growing awareness that we need to take better care of Earth and the plants and animals on it has brought this ancient wisdom to the attention of Western thinking. Our spiritual energy is connected to the energy of other forms of life. This wisdom, intuitively perceived by Native Americans, will become more obvious to more of us as we cope with the damage we have brought to the planet.

The best documentation of the existence of spiritual helpers and life after death is from the testimony of people who have had near-death experiences. Interestingly, a shaman typically has had such an experience before receiving power. During his near-death experience, one of my Native American teachers met with the Owl Woman, who lives on a star. He was told that he had to return to Earth because he had not done what he needed to do. Many people, myself included, have been privileged to see, hear, or feel other dimensions through vision quests or spirit communications.

Proof is important to the Western mind. As the veil continues to thin between the concrete, physical world and the esoteric, spiritual world, more evidence will be forthcoming.

The notion of spirit teachers, such as the Grandmothers and Grandfathers, inhabiting another world, is accepted by the oldest religions in the world. Native Americans had relatives in the animal, celestial, and human kingdoms, beings who often switched from one form to another as they desired, or as their lessons were accomplished. Restrictions of time and space were not recognized, although there seem not to have been any specific theories of transmigration.

Some of the exercises in this book were channeled by Native American spirits. Channeling is not a new phenomenon. The reason that many spirit guides have an Indian identity is because Native Americans had a way of perceiving and living life not as a linear phenomenon but a circular one, which kept them closer to divine power.

Defining “real” Native American practices turned out to be as difficult as trying to prove who are bona fide Native Americans. In my research, I found that customs and beliefs varied from tribe to tribe. For example, the colors representing each of the four directions were different, but usually chosen from white, black, red, blue, or yellow. For this reason, any reference to certain ways of doing rituals is always only a guide and never the only way to do them.

Problems identifying genuine Indian traditions begin when one takes into account the tremendous effort mainstream American culture has gone to with the goal of eradicating all Indian religious practices. Missionaries, worried about saving the souls of Native Americans, systematically altered traditional ways over the centuries in which they worked with the Indians. The government did the same, but for other reasons. Native Americans were forbidden to practice their ancient ways and dances because of fears of uprisings. Several hundred men, women, and children were killed at Wounded Knee when an attempt was made to have a Ghost Dance in 1890.

Native American tradition allows the freedom to conceptualize religion in individual ways. Beliefs of my different full-blooded Native American teachers vary widely. One expressed sadness that the younger generation did not say its daily prayers facing the sun as she was brought up to do. However, when I asked if the sun was an entity or spirit to which the prayer paid homage, she seemed offended, saying that the prayer was to Jesus alone. This dear Native American, who embodies all that is pure and spiritual in thought and deed, was born in a teepee on a reservation in South Dakota, two decades after the incident at Wounded Knee.

Before the introduction of Christianity, spiritual deities were viewed as having power over the universe but not being always available for assistance. The lesser animal and nature spirits were sought as practical helpers necessary for one’s well-being. Within the world of the Native American, the notion of one God, such as the Great White Father, is thought by some anthropologists to have resulted after the introduction of Christianity. However, most Native Americans believe that their religion acknowledged the existence of the one Great Spirit thousands of years before Europeans set foot on their soil.

It was the outsiders who interpreted the many sacred forms within that system as separate deities, instead of viewing them as different representations of a single energy. The various beings and spirits are manifestations of “one” power. Because of their awareness of that single sacred energy, Native Americans had little difficulty incorporating Jesus into their religious structure. The settlers, however, were unwilling (or unable) to show any flexibility in the face of other spiritual beliefs.

Most of my Native American teachers were brought up in various Western theologies and they incorporated those traditions into their own religious practices. Others, such as the woman mentioned above, have had their original religious views eradicated. The majority have a mixed spiritual ideology.

My own interest in Native American traditions began with a series of experiences with bird and animal life that can be described only in a Native American spiritual framework. I began to be aware that messages were being given to me by my bird and animal brothers and sisters, who could be defined as spirit helpers. There were no books or research on American Indians to describe this phenomenon. Fortunately, my attempt to understand what was happening increased my spiritual experiences. Usually one is guided when one asks to be led. The “knowing” does not come from knowledge but from “inner wisdom.”

Powerful medicine people do not give their information away to anyone who asks for it. Prophetic and healing talents are only given to those individuals who have proven that they have no interest in misusing them. Many of the talents of medicine men and women are natural or earned powers that cannot be taught to others. Secrets that can be shared are given to select people with the right character and the willingness to dedicate themselves to years of study. As the old saying goes, when the student is ready, the teacher appears.

Great secret ancient wisdom comes only to those who first work on their character. The knowing is not acquired before reaching a high enough plane to receive. Few secrets exist on the higher planes of existence, and little happens by chance. Sometimes one needs a way to begin a quest for increased knowledge, self healing, and discovery. My hope is that this book will help you begin your journey. Ho!

—Mary Dean Atwood, Ph.D.
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