Doubting Shaman:
An American's Apprenticeship in Nepali Shamanism
by Ellen Winner
My grandparents were farmers who believed in a stern, remote, Methodist God.
My parents were scientists who believed
in the power of Man. I, myself, grew up
seeking belief but carrying my doubts everywhere like a big, lumpy bag. I eventually carried them to Nepal, where I studied
shamanism and became an initiate in the
faith healing traditions of the Rai and
Tamang tribes. 1
As a child, I wanted to believe in God
like my grandparents. However, after I
discovered that it was my Grandma who
hid our Easter eggs and brought the candy,
I decided that God was probably just a big
Easter Bunny for grown-ups. I didn't want
to think that, but nothing else made sense.
Still, I so badly wanted there to be a God
that I continued to pray, "Oh God, if there
is a God, please give me faith." Everyone
agreed that the visions that come to our
minds aren't "real," so it never occurred to
me that I could seek God in my inner world.
At fourteen, I received a glimpse of what
I sought-while taking a bath. As I sat
looking through the water at my thin, white
arms and the small bubbles caught in the
pale hairs, I realized that those arms-so
dear to me-would die, be buried, and rot
away. Suddenly I understood that the body
was not important-I was consciousness,
and consciousness is eternal; that was all
that mattered!
Then my intellect quickly dismissed this
precious understanding. "Don't kid yourself into believing something you only want
to believe. Just because there's a word
'consciousness' doesn't mean it has any
sort of independent existence." I stepped
out of the bath and toweled myself vigorously. That moment continued to shine in
my memory, but my doubts managed to
block its power from my heart where it
might have become belief.
By the age of nineteen, I felt trapped in
a material world bounded on all sides by
the limits of my senses and sealed at the
top and bottom with the authority of rational, scientific thought. I decided to become a doctor like my mother; I thought
that by healing others, I might heal my

own sense of spiritual isolation and despair. I applied to medical school, but when
I toured the teaching hospital, I saw that
there would be no healing for me there.
It was the early sixties. Within days of
being accepted to medical school I met a
tall Beatnik, dressed in black, with a narrow beard and a sense of meaninglessness
as deep as my own. I fell in love and my
grades hit bottom. Becoming a doctor was
now out of the question. Instead, I began a
lifelong search-through obscure philosophies and drugs, through madness and selfdeception, through religions of all sortstrying to find my way back toward that
one moment of fourteen-year-old clarity.
Because I was never free of the inner voice
that says, "1 believe only what I experience," the way was slow and torturous.
My stubborn mind stranded me on a
reef of solipSism, where I ruled the universe from my own small consciousness.
Luckily, my children kept me going, and I
learned to live a life "as if" it made sense. I
prayed again, as when I was young, for
faith. Like an anthropologist, I watched
my fellow creatures at their religious ceremonies, while I searched for the hidden
spring that moved them.
Embarking on a Shamanic Journey
When I heard that shamanism is a spiritual discipline that encourages direct experience of the spirit world, I decided to see
where that path might lead me. After reading Michael Hamer's book, The Way of the
Shaman (Harper and Row, 1980), which
gives directions for the shamanic journey
to the lower world, I decided to try it. I
didn't have a drum, so I recorded a beat by
rhythmically tapping my fingers on an
empty oatmeal box, held close to a microphone. Then, one day, when no one else
was home, I danced in our basement, lay
down with the staticky beat in my ears,
and pictured an entrance into the lower
world. I forced my imagination to move
me downward until the visions took over
and carried me through a "tunnel" of alternating dark and light rings. A few animal
images came alive as in my childhood, but

nothing really happened. The experience
was somehow different from an ordinary
daydream, but I knew I had never left my
own basement.
Later, I contacted Michael Harner and
attended one of his seminars. I was delighted. With his explicit instructions and
his authoritative validation of his students'
experiences in the shamanic journey, he
helped me rediscover the vividness and
joy of my inner universe, so long discounted and buried.
Once again, I entertained the paradigm
that consciousness is primary. If we are
thought in the mind of God, then anything
we can imagine is possible. I reasoned that
the material world was merely the consensual reality of our collective consciousness,
and that those with strong imaginations
could overcome consensual reality and
change the world.
If only I could see shamanic intentions
change solid matter or effect miraculous
healings, then I would know that consciousness is primary. However, the material
world's inertia proved to be strong, and
my idle fantasies could not change it. A
famous shaman once extracted an intrusive snake spirit from my neck to cure a
chronic pain, but the pain stayed-and
doubt began to creep back in.
My friends scoffed, my children laughed
at their "crazy" mother. I did not dare
speak about my shamanic activities at the
office where I worked as a patent attorney.
I wanted to "believe" in my explorations
of the spirit world, but again, as always,
my intellect denied true faith. Often in our
drumming circle, I journeyed "as if," watching through slitted eyes while the others
danced and chanted in apparent ecstasy.
When my long-time friend, Danish anthropologist Peter Skafte, found out that I
had become interested in shamanism, he
invited me to go to Nepal on his first teaching program for Westerners. "Because the
shamanic tradition in East Nepal hasn't
been broken by persecution, you can see
shamans doing everything ancient shamans
did," he said. "Divining, healing, acting as
mediums and priests. It's worth the trip."
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Jebi Bhandhari, one of my Nepali teachers, uses mantras and a brass plate to extract an illness from a patient.
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I was a little frightened at the idea of
such a trip, but Peter reassured me. "It's
easy," he said. "You just get on the plane
in Denver and get off in Kathmandu, and
I'll be there to meet you." It was easy to
imagine, but it was still difficult to execute.
The day before the flight, I felt an overwhelming combination of fear, elation, and
panic, as though something in my former
life was ending for good.
In Seattle, ~o other members of Peter's
group joined the flight, and for a while we
talked excitedly of our experiences with
shamanism, mainly working with the
Harner method. Then, as we watched the
surrealistic patterns of the Pacific rippling
far below and felt the stress of the journey,
our sociability declined.
A School for Shamans in Kathmandu
We stopped over in Bangkok for a night,
took a tour to the giant golden Buddha in
the morning, and then boarded the plane
for Kathmandu. As promised, Peter and
our host, Mohan Rai, were waiting at the
Kathmandu airport to greet us with garlands of flowers used to welcome guests.
Mohan Rai was a small, intense, very
intelligent, and irresistibly likable trekking
agent, whose father had been a famous
shaman. "I cannot shake, myself," he said,
"but I know everything.',2 He told us his
father had expected him, as the only son,
to follow in his footsteps as a healer, but
Mohan had sought his fame and fortune in
the British Army. He returned to his village a rich and important man, but his
father had died while he was away. Now
his regrets over the road not taken seemed
to fuel his intent that the shamans must
spare no effort to teach and impress us.
Mornings we studied the elaborate cosmology of the Nepali shamans, scribbling
in our notebooks while Peter cross-questioned our shaman teachers through a
translator. Afternoons we braved the oppressive fumes of cheap Chinese gasoline
to visit temples and idols encrusted with
ancient dirt. Although Kathmandu is set
in a narrow valley ringed by the beautiful,
massive, snow-capped Himalayas, the city
itself was dirty and entirely foreign.
Every evening, after sunset, the house
which functioned as our school filled with
neighbors, sick people, and their relatives.
The shamans, wearing red-and-white costumes, beat their drums in the traditional
rhythms of their tribes and shook violently
as the deities entered their bodies to perform healings through them.
Jebi Bhandari, one of our shaman teachers, went out of his way to be friendly . We
struggled with the language barrier, but he
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Mohan Rai in front of Shiva's temple
managed to convey that his usual work
was that of a carpenter in his home city of
Jappa. At forty-six, he was a year older
than me, married, and had two sons and a
daughter. He was thin, dark, and agile,
with a deeply lined, expressive face.
Though a Hindu of the Chetri caste, he had
been trained in the Rai tradition.3
When Jebi drummed and entered trance,
his face would grow fierce, his gaze intent
and frightening. His compassion for his
patients was an almost palpable force, like
a dark, healing current. He knew how to
"play" the massans-a particularly dangerous type of ghost-with his human bone
and mantras, ordering them to leave the
sick person's body. Massans-ghosts of
lower castes who have died a violent
death-can cause terrible headaches,
bloody diarrhea, and even heart attacks.
Nepalese traditions say that the shaman
who can truly control them can use them
as slaves to cultivate his fields while he
sleeps, or to bring him trunks of gold and
jewels. But Jebi only sought to heal patients of the massans' bad effects. His home
was a simple thatched hut on stilts, and the
fields around it were cultivated with his
own sweat and that of his family.
Two women in our group wanted to
meet a woman shaman, so one evening
Peter arranged for Maile Lama, who lived
and practiced nearby, to perform a healing
ceremony. This was my first meeting with
Maile, who later became my teacher and
dear friend .
Maile's patient that night was a thin,
nervous-looking woman, who coughed intermittently, apparently suffering from a
type of bronchitis endemic in Nepal.
Maile's performance started slowly. She

carefully arranged her altar, which consisted of a basket of rice in which sticks
with white sail-like seedpods had been
placed, a brass plate holding a small oil
lamp, and a water jar filled with fresh flowers. She lit the lamp flame, bowed over it,
and began to drum. A helper set several
burning sticks of incense in the rice.
At first she sang softly, with the typical
shyness of Nepali women. As she sang,
her voice gathered strength, the phrases
ending in guttural sounds like growls.
Soon, as her tutelary deity possessed her,
her body shook vigorously, making the
strings of bells she wore around her shoulders ring. She leaned forward with her
eyes closed, chanting her questions to the
deities; then she leaned back, giving a clear
channel to the answering force that flowed
through her. There was no mistaking her
power. She spoke for the deity that possessed her and diagnosed the illness.
Afterward, she set her drum aside and
performed a healing ritual, called phukne
or "blowing." First, she waved incense
and small amounts of uncooked rice over
the patient's body. After throwing the
rice-which is used to extract the illnessonto the altar, Maile whispered mantras
and blew them onto the patient to transmit
their effects. The patient appeared to relax, and her coughing stopped.
I was entranced by Maile, so I began to
visit her in the afternoons to watch her
work. Maile stayed home with her baby
son in the daytime, but she spent most of
her time healing the local people. I was
always impressed by how she managedbetween cooking, washing clothes, and
gathering greens from the garden-to find
time to heal the stream of sick people who
came to her door with offerings of rice,
eggs, or a little money. Through it all, her
calm, good nature prevailed.
During the day, she worked without
drumming or shaking. She used songs, an
egg, a little rice, and incense to divine the
cause of illnesses. Sometimes she whispered mantras over the patient in order to
exorcise bad spirits or to appease an offended deity. "Watch their faces," she directed as she passed an egg or a handful of
rice around their bodies to extract the illness. Again and again, I saw bodies relax
and lines of suffering erased as the ceremonies proceeded, and I heard babies stop
crying as they watched the soothing motions of her hands. On one occasion, she
healed me of a painful eye infection so that
I suffered for only two days, while others
were infected for more than a week.
One day Maile told me to bring her a jar
of roxi (the local moonshine), some flow-

ers, a bit of money, and a drum. She offered to do a divination for me. She took
out her drum and motioned me to follow
her rhythm on my own. As she drummed,
she showered enchanted rice on my head
and shoulders. 1 felt my legs relax, and my
knees began to tremble ever so slightly.
"You can be a shaman," she said. "I saw
the shadow of the wild shaman fall over
you in the forest when you were a child. If
you had been in Nepal, he would have
kidnapped you as he did me and made
you a shaman then, but because you lived
in a different culture, he did not take you.',4
Maile said 1 could do it! For the remainder of my visit, 1 studied harder, memorizing the names of gods and spirits, their
powers, and the illnesses they could cause.
Called to Shake in Colorado
Several months after we returned to
Colorado, Peter brought Jebi Bhandari and
Mohan Rai to the United States to conduct
a seminar in Boulder, Colorado. I was
delighted to have them stay with me. Jebi
and my seven-year-old daughter Keri became great friends, communicating mostly
in giggles. She taught him the card game
"war," and he taught her to cheat.
One night, I arrived at the seminar still
dressed in my office clothes-a black dress
and pearls. Jebi was drumming on stage,
with no patient beside him. He called down
his deities, and then walked into the audience. His nostrils flaring, and his eyes
wide and glazed, he sniffed at the air and
the people. "Hanuman, the monkey god,
was in his body," Mohan later explained.
Jebi stopped beside me, sniffed, and then
pawed at me to come. He motioned me to
sit beside him at the altar. I sat down
cross-legged, with my high heels beside
me and my dress pulled down carefully
over my knees, aware that a man with a
video camera was sitting in the front row.
Jebi draped a rudraksha seed necklace
over my head and handed me a drum and
an S-shaped vine beater. He took up his
own drum and began to chant and shake. I
concentrated on following his rhythm exactly. As I drummed, I forgot about the
videotape and about my children and
friends in the audience. My focus narrowed. Jebi chanted mantras, blowing on
me and throwing grains of rice over my
head and shoulders. I could feel his breath
on my skin and the rice landing gently in
my hair. Each grain seemed large and full
of blessing.
"Concentrate!" Mohan shouted. "Ask
Shiva for help!" 1 concentrated, picturing
Shiva, powerful in the upper world, dressed
in tiger skin, with his long locks coiled on

The author works with Jebi and Maile, drumming and reciting mantras to induce trance.

his head and his necklaces of living cobras.
My solar plexus began to shake. Each time
Jebi showered me with rice, it shook harder.
As I sat cross legged, my legs relaxed and
my knees rose and fell without volition .
Jebi chanted and shouted in Nepali as I sat
and shook in my black dress and pearls.
After 1 returned to my seat in the audience, my legs no longer trembled, but the
shaking in my stomach continued. Here
was power I could feel! My skeptical son
Aaron stared at me in amazement. I asked
Jebi to be my guru, and he agreed . .\lohan
said I would have to return to Nepal for six
months. I would be a student at his shaman "school"-for a fee, naturally.
Life obligingly arranged matters so that
1 could take a sabbatical from my job, lea\'e
my daughter with an old friend, and return to Nepal. But I was only able to get a
three-month visa.
Magical Mantras and Stinging Nettles
The first month, an American psychiatrist also came to the school. He wanted to
learn "about" shamans-not be one-so
we concentrated on academics, studying
Nepalese cosmology, diseases, and curing

ceremonies. Some days Jebi taught, some
days .\1aile. Evenings, the shamans performed healing ceremonies. Once or twice
during an evening ceremony, Jebi threw
rice oyer me as though he expected me to
shake, but my body remained smooth and
calm. :-.Jo one seemed to want me to drum
and practice being possessed by the deities, but I didn't mind . There was plenty of
time, and I thought it would be in bad taste
to push ahead on my own.
Eventually, after the psychiatrist left, the
teachers began to give me mantras and
songs. "You must never reveal these mantras to anyone," they cautioned, "except
your own students." Later, alone in my
room, I concentrated on memorizing the
chants and mantras. Maile's songs were
long and in the Tamang language. Ie::':;.
were shorter, some in Rai, some in '\."e?a::.
Daily 1 wondered if 1 was wasting my :::'::-.:=
but daily I reminded myself I had ~o::-_;.: :
ted these months to studv. I \\"a;. a:- ,~:c
hand at acting "as if," so I perse\·e~e-':
One day Jebi and I were ou t s:§::-:..~::-§:
As we walked past a tall s:ir'. ;,~;: :-.,0-::-..::=
bush, Jebi ostentatiously whi,,?,,:-e-': ~ =--.:..-tra and then pulled off a lar§:e :-..:...-..::-~~ :: =
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branches and leaves, stroking them with
his bare hands. "I can do that too," I said.
Pretending to whisper a mantra, I grabbed
for the bush. "Ouch!" I drew back my
hand. Small blisters formed quickly on my
thumb and fingers. Jebi laughed for a while,
then blew mantras to ease the pain.
Later he taught me a nettle mantra and
told me to practice daily on the bush outside Mohan's house. In the mornings, when
the dew-covered nettles were most poisonous, the children from the compound
lay in wait to watch me try my powers. I
would pick a single stem with one leaf and
stroke it gently as I whispered Jebi's mantra. Sometimes it worked; more often the
bush punished me. Was it the stroking
motion or the mantra that kept the needles
from stinging? Finally, I asked Jebi for a
better mantra.
"Ho! I didn't give you the whole mantra," he said. "You are supposed to get the
rest in your dreams. That's how my teacher
taught me." A few days later I dreamed a
few words and tried them. How proud I
was to pick a thick, needle-studded branch
bearing three prickly leaves and lay it before my teacher. "Good," he praised.
Jebi left the room for a few moments
and returned. "Can you still pick it up?"
he asked.
I reached out confidently. "Ow!"
He laughed and laughed, rolling on the
floor. "I said a backwards mantra," he
gasped. Everyone in the room thought it a
great joke.
For me, Jebi's backward mantra was a
gift of faith: if he could make the nettle
sting with a mantra, his mantra must have
taken away the sting in the first place ... or
had it? My mind could not help searching
for alternate explanations.
From Cold Feet to Cold Hands
Time passed. Mornings Jebi and Maile
taught me ceremonies, mantras, songs,
myths. Afternoons I memorized and studied, meditated, prayed, and wrote in my
journal. I practiced with the nettles each
morning, but never got much better. The
neighbors stopped coming to watch. Little
by little I began to sense that the teaching
sessions had become perfunctory. I continued to visit Maile or take long walks
with Jebi in the hills surrounding the city,
but my progress was stalled. Even Mohan,
who received my tuition payments, seemed
at a loss as to what to do next.
It was a welcome relief when my friend
Vhim Rai, a Nepali who had become an
American citizen, invited me on a trek to
his mountain home. In the traditional Rai
house where we stayed, cooking was done
28
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Jebi treats a woman with headaches.
on a tripod of stones. We sat on the dirt
floor, below the smoke layer. I had to ask
for food without garlic, as it is forbidden to
most shamans and their students.S When
the old lady cooking the food was told I
was studying to be a shaman, she laughed
and called the neighbors. They discussed
it at length. "No, she doesn't shake," I
heard them say. Clearly they thought that
I was deluded.
I smiled with stiff lips. So this was the
true opinion of those who had no monetary interest in my progress. I made up
my mind that on my return to Kathmandu,
I would thank my teachers for an instructive time and leave on the first flight home.
A few days later, Vhim asked an old
shaman from several hills away to do a
ceremony for his family. This shaman was
dark and thin, slightly bent with his more
than eighty years. He wore the traditional
red-and-white costume and drummed the
Rai rhythms I had learned from Jebi. After
the lengthy ceremony, he began doing divinations for the villagers, one after another.
There was much laughter and gossip, and
the roxi flowed freely.
The old shaman continued to dance and
shake throughout the night, showing no
sign of fatigue. Sometime in the middle of
the night, while Vhim and his uncle leaned
against each other lightly snoring, Vhim's
younger brother nudged me forward.
"Your turn now." I sat cross-legged before
the shaman. He passed two bamboo
brushes over my body, then combed something from them into his hand. Although
Vhim had told me one must never look at

what falls out of the brushes (usually small
brown stones or seeds), this time the shaman held them in front of my eyes, and I
saw that they were grains of rice. ''White,
white!" some people cried. The shaman
spoke too quickly in Nepali for me to understand, and then Vhim's brother took
me back to my seat. "He says a deity is
coming to you," he told me. "But something is in your way." I wanted to ask for
more information, but a new person had
taken my place in front of the shaman, and
Vhim's brother had already gone to join
his friends.
On my return to Kathmandu, Maile
agreed that there was something in my
way. Then I became ill with vomiting and
diarrhea. She explained that the deities
often became angry at one who was learning the mantras. Then Maile, too, got sick,
and Jebi had to return to Jappa because of a
death in the family. Much time was lost.
At last, after we were well again and
Jebi had returned, Maile performed a ceremony in which she identified the goddess
Kali as the one standing in my way. "Kali
wanted to protect you," she said. "But I
told her I would be responsible." Still, the
deities failed to possess my body.
"If I cannot shake," I said, "there is no
use in going on. My visa runs out in a
week and a half anyway."
"Some people heal only with mantras,"
Jebi said. "They never shake."
Mohan spoke up angrily, "Don't talk
about that kind of healer." I knew he had
been praying to his father's spirit to help
me. By now, I was certain that the reason
Mohan wanted to make me a true shaman
was in order to expiate his guilt for failing
to follow in his father's footsteps. Now he
told us he had had a dream in which I went
with him to a Shiva shrine and we had
drummed together on the grassy hillside,
until both of us became possessed and
shook. He had often said, "I could be a
shaman, only I cannot shake," but in this
dream, even he shook. "You will work
only with Maile for a week," he decreed.
The next day, Maile had everyone leave
the classroom. "The deities are shy at first,"
she said. She had me sit beside her in front
of the altar and drum while reciting every
song and mantra she had taught me. There
were songs for the shaman's clothing, songs
for the drum, songs for things on the altar,
songs for the spirits, deities, holy places,
ancient times, and first things, and mantras for illnesses and divining. After hours
of sitting cross-legged, my feet fell asleep,
so Maile taught me a cure--grab another
person's ear and pull to make her cry out.
For almost two hours, I drummed and
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chanted until my brain was overloaded
with the concentration of recall.
Finally, I sensed a white-gold light at
the top of my vision, as though it had entered my head down to the level of my
eyebrows-and then my legs began to
tremble. My stomach was so tight that the
trembling did not reach it. Maile whispered mantras and threw rice over me to
increase the shaking. At last she put her
drum down and told me to stop. "What
did you experience?" she asked.
"Only light," I said.
She asked the color, and I told her. "It's
Mahadeo,,,6 she said. We embraced.
Each time we practiced, the shaking began sooner. Mohan was pleased. "You
will be a great shaman," he said. "An
American shaman, our first graduate.,,7
"She still does not speak," Maile reminded him. In Nepal, persons cannot
perform as shaman healers unless they are
able to speak for a deity. When someone
begins to shake, other shamans demand
that the entity speak and identify itself.
Shaking may be a sign of possession by a
deity, or it may be a ghost or malevolent
spirit which must be exorcised. Even if the
entity is a deity, the person must learn to
control the possession in order to become a
shaman. The deity will demand-and must
be given-offerings in return for its help.
The deity who has chosen a particular person to be its shaman may be an ancestral
deity, a recognized Hindu or tribal deity,
or even a ghost. No one knew, as yet, what
sort of entity had come on my body and
caused me to shake.
Now that I was beginning to shake, my
visa was about to expire. Mohan and I
begged the government to extend my visa,
and finally they granted me one extraabsolutely final-month .
Each night the shamans made me drum
until the trembling took over, then they
shouted questions at the possessing entity:
"Who are you? What do you want? Where
did you come from?" There was no response. I tried to speak, but could not.
Alone in my room, I prayed. I even
pricked my fingers and dropped blood offerings on my altar. I decided to fast, but
Maile's husband, a Buddhist lama, lectured
me sternly not to take my own way when
my teachers had shown a different path.
"There are many deities who live in our
bodies," Maile said. "They will not be
pleased if you fast or hurt yourself."
But time was running out. Thoroughly
swept up in the drama, I almost forgot to
doubt my experiences. I prayed and made
vows to Shiva, trying with all my heart to
surrender. Then one day in December I

The old'shaman conducts a divination for the author, using two bamboo brushes.
awoke with a sense of calm. That afternoon, I climbed a sloping dirt path past a
nearby temple. As the sun slipped beneath the horizon behind me, I felt something touch my shoulders, and I heard a
loud thought, "I think we can use her."
That night, the deity not only spoke, it
answered its name and correctly named its
companions and favorite places. Most of
the answers were already known to me
from the mantras, but not all. Afterward,
Maile felt my icy hands. "This deity makes
our hands cold," she said. That little detail
comforted me, for even as I spoke from
trance, I had doubted.
Before I had to leave Nepal, there was
time for me to do only one divination. In
trance, I learned that my first patient had
lost an important female friend fifteen years
earlier and had not been strong since. The
sick woman's friends confirmed the truth
of what I learned. I myself had known
nothing of this fact; it had come to mind
like a deduction or memory.
Many times since then I have correctly
divined facts that I could not have otherwise known. Other times, the answers have
failed to come. But the presence of the
gold-white light-which carries with it a
sense of love-has never failed to come
when I do healings using eggs and rice and
incense. I cannot speak with authority to
tell what it is or what it means, but people
have often experienced relief from both

physical and emotional pain. It is a technology,8 but not of cold and lifeless machines. It thrills me when I perform the
prescribed actions and speak the mantras,
and they work. My bag of doubts is getting lighter.
A Ceremony for My Mother
After returning to the United States, I
offered to perform a long and complicated
massan ceremony for my mother, who has
a history of tuberculosis and asthma, and
who was suffering from frequently recurrent lung infections. Myeighteen-year-old
son, Evans, agreed reluctantly to serve as
my helper and then showed unexpected
talent in learning all 00ebi' s difficult drum
rhythms in one sitting. I spent the afternoon constructing an altar and sculpting
sixteen small representations of important
deities. I was nervous. I would, for the
first time, be performing a traditional Rai
ceremony without my teacher, in my parents' living room, in front of the very people
whose pragmatic approach to life had
dosed my mind in childhood against belief in spirits or deities.
My audience of family and friends was
curious and polite. My mother, always a
good sport, was willing to try anything
that might help her condition. My oldest
son, Tom, a student of anthropology and
medicine, was perhaps the most interested.
My father watched the football game on
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television until the very last moment. As I
donned the red-and-white costume my
teachers had given me, my fingers trembled
over the ties. What if the deities failed me
in this most difficult test?
But as I lit the flame of the oil lamp,
smelled the incense, and began the familiar mantras for the beads and other objects,
my fears faded. As I recited the mantras
calling for foreign shamans, sorcerers, and
unfriendly spirits to be put down, I looked
around the room. Maile had taught me
that if anyone looks at you with ''bad eyes,"
or if people don't believe in your power,
you must place them beneath your body
so that they cannot interfere. No ''bad
eyes" met my gaze, however, so I continued with the mantras, now using the drum,
until the shaking overtook me. While my
son drummed, I danced and shook again.
Then I did divinations in the Rai tradition. Holding the two-sided drum horizontally, I spread a handful of rice on top
and watched the patterns move as I beat
the underside of the drum. When I described a military man with a white crewcut
entering the life of a friend of my mother,
there was much laughter and teasing.
The massan ceremony came next. I recited a series of mantras while my mother
and I threw an offering mixture of seven
grains toward the small mud statues. Afterwards, the little figures were taken outside and left among the trees. Several
months later, my mother told me she had
been free of infection since the healing.
Remarkably, she remained well for a year
and a half-through the following winter
when the infections were usually at their
worst. She and I considered the healing a
great success.
Although sOl]1etimes the visions that
come during divinations are vivid, I have
learned that the future is not set in concrete, and not to treat visions as predictions for the future. The military man, for
example, has yet to materialize for my
mother's friend. In another vision, I saw
my friend Bill, a frequent leader of whitewater rafting trips, in the mountains with a
friend who was badly injured and bleeding. I warned him to be careful that summer; he was, and no accident occurred. He
later told me he had kept my warning in
mind every time he went out. Then his
wife told me that a few years earlier, a
woman on one of his trips had been in- jured-through no fault of his own-and
the woman had, in fact, died. It had taken
him a long time to get over it. I realized
that the vision I had seen might have come
from that incident, and that I might have
ruined his summer for naught. I often
30
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Maile begins to shake as she enters trance.

receive information in surprising detail, but
I've learned to not use divinations for fortune telling, only for healing.
My friend Vhim told me my divinations were much more detailed than those
usually performed by Nepali shamans.
"They usually just tell what spirit or deity
is causing the problem and do the healing," he said. Maile, however, had occasionally made predictions, such as "Someone in your family will die in the next
year," or "Your son will start making
money in the next few months." Since
Americans seem to be more demanding of
"meaningful" information than Nepalis, I
began to also ask for visions during the
divinations in order to help explain their
problems to them.
A Wild Shaman Appears in Colorado
In the spring of 1992 I arranged to bring
Maile to the United States. She had never
before left Nepal and was excited about
coming to Colorado, even though she
couldn' t bring her little son, now five years
old. I was thankful that my friend Vhim's
mother-a warm, cheerful woman of sixtyone whom everyone calls "Ama" (the word
for "mother" in Nepali)-was living with
me, because Maile had someone to speak
with in her own language and to spend
time with while I was at work.
Maile spoke no English and was unfamiliar with how our western bathrooms
and kitchens worked. The shower, the
washer and dryer, the microwave, and the
stove were all exciting and mysterious toys.
Before long, the word got out through
friends that she was here, and a steady
stream of people began coming to the house

for healings. Maile's life here would have
become as busy as her life in Nepal, but for
the fact that she could only do healings
when I was available to translate.
Every evening before the patients started
to arrive, I would pour her a glass of wine
as my "guru offering" and ask her for teachings. To my question, "What do you think
I need to learn now," she would reply only,
"Whatever you think," explaining that it
was improper for the guru to direct the
teaching. I decided to concentrate on learning the many songs and mantras that she
used during her regular divinations and
healings, when she used an egg, rice, and
incense instead of going into a shaking
trance. This involved intensive memorization, which could only be done during the
times my translation services were not required for healings or entertainment.
Everyone loved Maile. Many people
told me the healings provided immediate
relief, and some people came back repeatedly just to feel her relaxing presence. Maile
was shocked by some of the stories people
told her of incest and abuse. "This never
happens in Nepal," she said. Most of the
people who came were divorced, and
whenever Maile heard the word "divorce,"
she would laugh and look at me sideways,
as if to say, "Not another one." Divorce is
rare in Nepal.
Sometimes people came and told her
long stories of their experiences with
strange spirits and entities from other planets, expecting or hoping that she would
validate them. Maile would nod politely,
saying only that she knew nothing of these
things. She never challenged anyone, but
when they focused on such things to the
extent that they could not lead a normal
life, she didn't hesitate to call them "crazy,"
a word I usually neglected to translate.
But she was never judgmental, and her
compassion was a healing force.
In fact, none of the shamans I saw in
Nepal ever blamed patients for their conditions. Even if a person was lazy, or rude,
or antisocial, the problem was diagnosed
as the effects of bad spirits or "bad planets." The shaman would take away the
patient's shame with the appropriate ceremony in the presence of his family and
friends.
Curiously, Americans seem to feel that
illness is a punishment for some sin, or
that they have "created" it, and that they
must take responsibility and do something
about it. Maile never encouraged anyone
in this view; nor do I, in my own healing
work. "There is no reason the deity is
hurting you in this way," Maile told people.
"From time to time the deities bother
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people. No one knows why. There is nothing you need to do about this. The shaman
takes care of it with the mantras."
Although we worked hard that summer, I particularly enjoyed showing Maile
the Sights of Colorado, taking her hiking in
the mountains, horseback riding, and visiting friends. Several times, in the mountains, Maile told me she had seen the wild
shaman, her teacher, among the high rocks.
"Do you see him in your mind," I probed,
"or just like a real person, as you see me?"
"Just like a real person," she answered.
"He looks like a little man, with his drum.
But he can look like anything. He can look
like your friend, or your mother or father."
"How do you know it's him?" I asked.
"I feel a shaking inside," she said.
I was curious to see how a traditional
Tamang shaman would respond to other
shamanic practices, so I invited Maile to
come to our Harner-method healing group.
After she understood what we were doing,
she did not hesitate to join in, and she
would sometimes report visions of her own,
often of animals. Visions of animals are
rare in her system, which brings forth
mostly deities and ghosts.
"This is very easy shamanism," she said.
"Just drum-dang-dang-dang-dang-and
go to 'sleep.' No mantras and songs to
learn, no shaking, no offerings." When it
was time to begin the journey,she would
laugh and ask, "Do we 'sleep' now?"
Once, after witnessing a spirit extraction, she asked us to work on her as well.
Suddenly, in the middle of the ceremony,
she began to shake. She sat up, calling for
incense, rice and water. She announced
that her deities would not permit her to be
healed in this way, and they required her
to make prayer flags and to give offerings
instead.
I was sad when Maile's visa expired
and she decided to return home, but I also
knew that she greatly missed her little son.
After we put her on the plane, I finally had
time to work on memorizing the new songs
and mantras. At first, my life felt empty
without her-but not for long.
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Carrying On the Tradition
"After I am gone," Maile had told her
patients, "Ellen will do these healings for
you ." Soon people began calling for
healings. As Maile had instructed, I began
each session by calling on not only my
helping deity but Maile as well. "You must
remember that it is your guru [deity1that is
doing the healing, not you yourself," she
had told me. "And think of me also, and I
will help you."
The healings start with a divination, us-
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this form of healing, and having seen dm
it operates independently of the patieDl's
belief in or knowledge of what is being
done, I have come to trust in it as much as I
trust in the familiar faces of my friends.
This much evidence of the Great Mind's
workings has been granted to me. StilL I
have yet to see a man turn into a jaguar, an
object dematerialize, or a person levitate.
Should this occur, I might give up my
doubts entirely.
Notes
AI1en,
"Shamanism Among the Thulung Rai" in Spirit Possession in the Nepal Himalayas (J.T. Hitchcock and RL
Jones, eds.), Aris & Phillips, Ltd., Wiltshire, England,
1976. pp. 124·140; and Larry G. Peters, "The Tamang
Shamanism of Nepal" in Shamanism (Shirley Nicholson,
ed.), The Theosophical Publishing House, Wheaton,
illinois, 1987. pp. 161·180.
1. For anthropological accounts, see Nicholas

The author prepares to walk on fire.
ing rice thrown on a plate, to tell what
deities or spirits are causing the patient's
problems. Then, seated cross-legged opposite the patient, I sing appropriate songs
while passing handfuls of rice over the
patient's body, particularly the afflicted areas, and casting the rice on the floor. Following this, I whisper mantras while passing an egg over the patient in order to
extract the illness and bad effects caused
by the offending spirits. I blow on the
patient to transmit the mantras. Finally,
the egg is rolled along the floor. If its small
end points away from the patient, the healing is deemed complete. If not, additional
mantras must be said, and sorcery is suspected. Maile told me that, in Nepal, there
were many people who had studied sorcery and knew malevolent mantras, but in
America there were few real sorcerers.
Nevertheless, she said, it was possible for
someone to unintentionally cast a bad spell
on another through unconscious jealousy
or ill-will.
Whenever people ask me to explain how
the healings work, I am hard pressed to
answer them in words. The healings typically cause the patient to relax, and they
appear to activate the person's immune
system. One woman told me that after a
healing she experienced a massive die-off
of a severe candida infection she carried
for years. The healings seem to be especially effective in treating respiratory problems and nightmares in children. I have
used the mantras for gum infections and
joint pain as well. Remarkably, they
work-whether the patient understands
them or not.
Having experienced the effectiveness of

2. Shaking is considered by shamans and others in
Nepali culture to be an authenticating sign of divine
possession.
3. When the Aryan Hindu peoples moved into the
Himalayan regions and imposed their caste system,
the more oriental mountain tribes, including Rais and
Tamangs, were placed in the middle, below the Brah·
mans and Chetris but above the "untouchable" blacksmith and tailor castes. It is common for shamans in
Nepal to learn from a teacher of another caste or tribe.
4. Maile-under the pseudonym "Chamelee"-tells
her initiation story in "Called by the Spirits," by Peter
Skafte, in Shaman's Drum #27, Spring, 1992.
5. Apparently, abstaining from garlic is a widespread
but not invariant rule for Nepali shamans. The reasons
for the prohibition against garlic have never been adequately explained to me and may be lost in antiquity.
Mohan Rai says garlic keeps the shaman from smelling
illness. Vhim Raj's aunt, who is a shaman, eats garlic.
She says that Brahmans and Chetris don't eat garlic
because if they die within three months of eating it they
don't fare well in the afterworld. Maile, however, is of
neither caste and does not eat garlic.
6. "Mahadeo" means "Great God" and refers to Shiva,
the principal god of the Himalayan shamans. Tradition has it that Shiva, or "Kiratishwarmahadeo," the
great god of the Kirati (Rai and Limbu) people-who
ruled Nepal from the time of Buddha until a few hundred years ago-was indigenous to the mountain people
and was later adopted by the Aryan Hindus as one of
their three principal deities, along with Brahma and
Vishnu (Personal communication, Vhim Rai. 1990).
7. I was the first and last graduate of Mohan Rafs
shaman school, which is no longer in existence.
8. One could postulate that Nepali shamarUsm ...-odes
because it is ancient, traditional, and believed in bv 50
many-a sort of consensual reality of the urtSie'e!l ~
that allows one to effect change by pel fat miDg ~
even without understanding, just as anyone caD dfed
light by flipping an electric switch, whether or DOt hr
understands electricity.

Ellen Winner is a patent atto~' -.iIo pnctices shamanism in Boulder, Colorado. She is
presently at work on a book detailing her experiences with shamanism in Nepal
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