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On the Road to Find Enlightenment and Peyote with the Huicholes
 Published: Sunday, May 3, 1992

 Edition: Morning Final

 Section: West

 Page: 8

 Memo: KATHERINE ELLISON is the Mercury News Mexico City correspondent.

 Dateline: ALONG INTERSTATE HIGHWAY 49, Mexico

 Source: By Katherine Ellison

 The gods are talking

 Yes, the gods are talking to us,

 But no one can understand

 them. -- Huichol Peyote Song

IN THE SILENT CHILL OF A high desert night, a band of Huichol Indians, decked out in big, round, tasseled hats and clothes stitched with red deer and butterflies, headed east on an empty road to keep an ancient promise. 

Led by their 73-year-old shaman, Don Alfonso Robles, they'd left their thatched huts in the western Sierra Madre to make a pilgrimage to sacred spots nearly 300 miles northeast. There, in the desert they call Wirikuta, they would pour deer blood in holy streams, dance, pray and hunt peyote.

''Peyote is life," explained Salome de la Rosa, 57, Don Alfonso's nephew. "It's our duty to hunt it, and bless it, and eat it."

As sacred journeys go, however, this was a weird trip. The pilgrims piled into the back of a pickup and a van driven by gringos: me and my husband, Jack. Rather than fasting, as tradition dictates, they snacked on sweet rolls and soft drinks, while their shaman communed with spirits in the form of 96-proof cane alcohol mixed with orange soda. And still, the strange caravan -- careening from holy place to holy place -- was clinging to a tradition nearly as old as Christ.

Anthropologists say the 9,000 to 10,000 Huicholes dwelling in the red cliffs and canyons of Jalisco and Nayarit states are heirs to Mexico's best-preserved ancient culture. Huicholes don't just live close to nature; they see themselves as nature's guardians. The world order would collapse, they believe, if they stopped honoring the Deer God and Grandfather Fire and the Rain Mothers. Yet the Huicholes have won fame outside Mexico less for this credo than for their peyote hunt, a yearly ritual that combines personal quests for enlightenment with a communal duty to celebrate the birth of the Sun God and meet with deified ancestors.

For most of this century, the Huicholes have maintained such traditions thanks to their splendid isolation on half a million acres of mountain wilderness, largely lacking in oads, schools, clinics, electricity and even crude latrines. Visiting Huichol territory without a helicopter can mean driving several hours on bone-jolting dirt roads, then hiking or riding mule- back for several more. 

Recently, however, the 20th century has been catching up with the Huicholes. I joined the modern world's invasion last winter, after I won Don Alfonso's permission to accompany his group of pilgrims.

I was seeking something less than ecstasy, but more than magazine material: at the very least, a glimpse of a culture uncorrupted by stocks and sitcoms, and a people who treat nature with respect -- however hopelessly outnumbered they are by others bent on destroying it. 

I did end up seeing all this in the Huicholes, but along the way I also was to find just how transitory holy simplicity can be.

THE FIRST HURDLE FOR seekers of spiritual romance with the Huicholes is that their old, austere glamour is long gone. 

Right up until the 1980s, peyote pilgrims still walked to the desert each year, a round-trip taking as long as 40 days. But now, fenced-in private property has cut across the old routes, and the devout take trucks and buses along main highways, for a journey of less than 10 days. The new, motorized rhythm often makes the trip seem as holy as driving around on errands.

More importantly, the Huicholes now must spend money on the trek -- for bus fare and for bulls to sacrifice to their gods. They have hunted their former sacrifice, deer, into scarcity. Such expenses, combined with other costs of modernity, like track shoes, Tequila and boom boxes, have driven cash-hungry Huicholes to work seasonally on alien, lowland plantations, which has loosened community ties. Many of today's peyote hunts are smaller and less formal than before. Don Alfonso's trip included only his extended family, and several of those pilgrims ignored traditions such as those forbidding consumption of sugar and salt in the days before the hunt. 

More and faster change is certain: Mexico's government is poking into the Huichol wilderness, building airstrips and roads; timber companies have bribed community leaders to let them cut down thousands of acres of pine trees under Huichol control.

Meanwhile, younger Huicholes are leaving the communal lands for good, or simply ignoring their ritual duties. ''I'd like to go on a hunt, but I have to work," Casimiro Robles, a young nephew of Don Alfonso, told me. "I'm saving for a cassette recorder."

But just as the Huichol culture is eroding, their popularity outside Mexico is taking off.

In the San Francisco Bay Area, Huichol bead earrings and yarn "paintings" depicting peyote visions are beginning to sell briskly, while gringo gurus glorify Huichol shamanism as a cure for fin de siecle angst.

Posters in San Francisco's Haight-Ashbury tout evenings of Huichol slide shows and an overnight Medicine Ceremony for "advanced students" with $100 to spare. A Willits magazine called Shaman's Drum gives the Huicholes frequent coverage, among ads for crystal energy or Philippine psychic surgery. In Soquel, the Dance of the Deer Foundation offers classes in Huichol mysticism. And in Mill Valley, a married couple sell shaman-guided tours of Huichol "power places."

''We non-Huicholes are desperately seeking to understand what the young Huicholes are abandoning," says Jay Courtney Fikes, an anthropologist at the Smithsonian Institution who speaks Huichol and has studied the Indians since 1976. Yet Fikes is vexed by "pop anthropologists" whom he charges with distorting American Indian spirituality in order to sell it as a quick fix.

''We're all looking for something our own culture doesn't provide," Fikes says. "And the Huicholes seem to have a more satisfying spiritual life. Yet it's trivializing to claim I can go back into the mountains and in an hour have the same experience as a shaman who has trained for it all his life. It takes enormous sacrifice. You don't get there with 10 easy lessons."

I DEVOTED JUST EIGHT DAYS to traveling with Don Alfonso, but in a sense had been preparing ever since I moved to Mexico City in late 1987. That's when I began reading up on the Huicholes, and lobbying a Huichol yarn painter named Refugio Gonzalez, a liaison with the Sierra Madre communities.

Refugio told me no U.S. journalist had ever gone on a peyote hunt, and I soon learned why. The Huicholes are tremendously wary of outsiders, and famous for their resistance during the 16th-century Spanish Conquest, which forced them deep into their mountains and canyons. Though they later nominally converted to Catholicism, they camouflaged their true spiritual life, making insights into their lives as inaccessible as their remote homes.

Today, aware that foreigners see their culture as a valuable commodity,  they have taken the additional steps of banning cameras and tape-recorders in their communities, and have thrown disobedient visitors into their locally run jails.

On the advice of a Mexican friend, I began my campaign by taking Refugio to lunch, and was soon going to his exhibits, buying his beautiful, if costly, pictures, getting my friends to buy his beautiful, costly, pictures, translating documents for him and attending his son's baptism.

Each winter, we'd try to set up a trip, but it wasn't until last December that I got my chance. Don Alfonso had given his permission, but there was a catch. The Mercury News would have to pay the Huicholes $850, said Refugio, to allow me to enter their land and take photographs.

My editors and I were reluctant to pay for access to news, but finally coughed up the money, reminding ourselves that U.S. Native Americans also charge a fee for photographs. Refugio gave me stamped receipts, but I later had reason to wonder where the money went.

Once we'd entered Huichol territory, Refugio told us not to tell anyone that we were journalists, and a Huichol official we met by chance seemed alarmed when Jack announced it anyway. Worse than that, Refugio was suddenly shelling out extraordinary sums of money on beer. 

I might have asked him to explain all this, but by then I knew that would only have made things worse.

Refugio, we soon found, was even more ill at ease than we were among the Sierra Huicholes. Born in a city outside the traditional mountains, and married to a Polish woman, he seemed, more and more on the trip, a suffering microcosm of his whole culture's transition.

For years, he'd spoken of his plans to move to the Sierra, but he settled for short trips and long binges. When he drank, his rage erupted at the non-Indian world he could neither adapt to nor leave behind. He mocked my romantic notions, tossing his empty beer bottle to shatter in the stream the other Huicholes used for bathing.

I'd had hints of his turmoil before we left Mexico City. Initially, he seemed shy and soft-spoken, yet soon he was calling me late at night, to announce himself as "Refugio, the Great and Powerful." Constantly drunk on the pilgrimage, he'd remind us that he was "in charge," call Jack his chauffeur, and refuse to translate our questions. I never knew, however, if that last was his own quirk or part of what seemed a Huichol pact not to explain themselves to outsiders.

For most of the Indians, the dilemma of dealing or not dealing with outsiders is resolved automatically by their lack of Spanish, and foreigners' ignorance of their ancient dialect. For others, it comes down to a struggle of wills.

Don Alfonso, the mara'kame or shaman for 100 Huicholes in the small rancho of Taymarita, is a master of the latter category. Though he speaks passable Spanish, he'd pretend not to understand my questions, or else he'd flirt exuberantly: leering, blowing kisses, and sighing, "Ay, a woman."

I'd prepared for my journey, in part, by re-reading Carlos Castaneda's tales of his gentle Yaqui Indian teacher, Don Juan, and I suppose I  half-expected an articulate, Sensitive Male shaman who'd unselfishly guide me to  mystical revelations. Instead, I got wild-eyed Don Alfonso, who delighted in goosing me with his ceremonial eagle feathers whenever he got within reach.

Only later did Juan Negrin, a Mexican citizen who has worked with and studied the Huicholes for 20 years, explain to me that it's a secret of Huichol survival to keep foreigners at a joking distance. "It's too much to expect that they'd reveal themselves completely to you, to show you their path, after knowing you so little," he told me.

Don Alfonso did open up just a little on our last night together, over beers in Wadley, the small mining town outside the Huicholes' sacred peyote desert. He told me then that he'd received his spiritual call at 15, when, after five years of eating peyote, he had a vision in which he was surrounded by wild animals that didn't frighten him. Tradition then required him to study his new profession for 15 years. Today, he says, "I talk to the gods. When I sing on the mountain, it rains."

Still, Alfonso is what Jews might deem a reform mara'akame. He carries a leather briefcase inside his traditional woven bag, and spends considerable time hanging out in restaurants and sleeping in. On frequent trips to Mexico City, he sells Huichol mystical cures at $60 a pop to fashionable matrons. On the peyote hunt, he favored short ceremonies, and seemed glad whenever he could avoid sleeping under the stars.

When a pre-arranged truck failed to show up, Alfonso quickly recruited Jack and me as chauffeurs. We ended up driving around with six pilgrims for the week, buying them food, and sleeping with them in the van.

''The Huicholes know they are deeply admired," says Nancy Boice, a high school teacher from Santa Cruz whom we met in Wadley. She added what by then we knew well enough: "They sometimes take advantage of that."

WE HAD HIKED FIVE hours to the bottom of a deep river gorge to get to Taymarita, where we stayed for the two days it took to prepare for our journey. Don Alfonso's sons and daughters stitched yarn on bamboo rings and tied feathers to arrows for offerings, while his wife, Maria Elena, kept busy grinding and kneading blue cornmeal. Blue tortillas appeared at breakfast, lunch and dinner, along with frijoles, sour cheese and Coca-Cola.

Don Alfonso's large family lived in small huts around a courtyard, where dogs slunk near a low fire, and the only sounds were the constant shrieks of some highly agitated roosters and the crackle of leaves from rooting pigs. Vultures circled soundlessly overhead. When once a plane flew by, everyone ran out to watch.

The pilgrims packed their best clothes: for the women, bright red or green full cotton skirts and blouses and embroidered scarves, and for the men, white cotton pants sewn with red and green designs, tasseled belts, tire-tread sandals and straw sombreros, with dangling aluminum triangles cut from beer cans. (On some, you could still read "Coors Light" or "Modelo.")

Round about 3 a.m. on Dec. 31, Jack and I were roused from our small storage hut by loud music from Don Alfonso's son's new boom box. Eight hours later, the group was ready to leave. Refugio, Jack and I rode mules for four hours, while the sinewy Huicholes scaled the mountains on foot in about the same time.

At the top, 15 Huicholes crowded into our van for the ride to Tenzompa, the first village outside Huichol territory. 

Jack drove, and I talked with Salome, whose permanently shut right eye, and the green bandanna folded over his forehead, heightened his resemblance to Sneezy of the Seven Dwarfs. He was making his 15th pilgrimage, and bringing his daughter, Marisela, 9, for the first time. "We do it for luck," he told me. "We do it to have life, so that we may last long."

Modern scholars of the Huicholes offer more esoteric theories. Anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff, who wrote a 1974 book on the peyote hunt, speculates that before the Spanish Conquest the Huicholes may have lived in Wirikuta, today part of San Luis Potosi state, and now return as if to a paradise lost. But Fikes believes the Huicholes originally came from the west coast of Mexico, and that their peyote hunt is the vestige of a ritualized trade route.

Except for Salome, who seemed to enjoy explaining Huichol rites, the pilgrims were reticent. Don Alfonso's half-dozen children and children-in-law, who spoke almost no Spanish, hardly made eye contact, seeming alternately embarrassed and haughty. For our part, the memory of having paid to come along acted as a subtle poison. In paranoid moments, I wondered if the hunt was just a ruse. Other times I felt that instead of seeing something put on for our benefit, we were seeing just a fraction of all that was really going on.

IN TENZOMPA, REFUGIO FOUND A friend with a truck to help transport half the Huicholes, while we took the rest, so that the women and babies could be sheltered from the cold and rain. Refugio and Don Alfonso rode in the Ford's cabin, the other men jumped in back and pulled a plastic sheet over their heads.

We drove four hours on dirt roads to Huejuquilla El Alto, a cowboy town in the throes of beer-drenched New Year's Eve revelry, scored by queasy charro music in the plaza. There, we had a snack and hit the road again just after midnight, driving across the Jalisco state border and on to Fresnillo, a medium-size city in the state of Zacatecas. At 3:30 a.m., Don Alfonso abandoned his plan of pressing on a few more hours in favor of lodging his clan in the tiny, dirt-floor, spare room of a woman who worked at the Fresnillo church. "They know me here," he told us, smiling confidently. Strolling to the woman's front door, with his blanket thrown over his shoulder, he looked vaguely like a Huichol Linus. Luckily, the woman's son was still awake, celebrating the New Year, and amiably opened her iron gate for our mini-convoy.

On the road the next day, the scenery had changed from Sierra pines to flat desert with groves of prickly pear cactus, agave and yucca trees. We followed the highway into San Luis Potosi, where we turned off onto a dirt road leading to a rancho called Villa Ramos, for our first ceremony. 

The Huicholes put on their best clothes, with Refugio's the most grand. Instead of beer-can cutouts, his hat was adorned with shiny pieces of carved wood, and he wore a majestic blue coat lined with fake fur.

Just as we arrived, Don Alfonso ordered us all to stop and get out of the car. Chanting, he swept his feathers over the tires and engines of both vehicles, then over each of us, a “cleaning" to ensure our safety as we neared holy Wirikuta. Dark clouds gathered over the plains all the same, as we started up again for the few hundred yards more to Ramos, and a small, muddy spring the Huicholes call Tatei Matinieri, translated by Fikes as Where our Mother Dwells. 

Everyone took offerings out of straw baskets, methodically tucking them under the banks of the pool. Many Huicholes had been there before us: The banks were lined with feathers, arrows and small yellow and orange yarn god's eyes.

Salome took out an old Corona bottle filled with deer and cow blood, and poured it into the spring. Don Alfonso began chanting, and passed his feathers over us all once more. Then, with a large brush made from a deer tail, he dabbed the holy water on our faces and chests. Salome stood off to the side, tenderly patting the water on his daughter's bowed head. 

Before we left, just at sunset, we all had to take off our right shoes and put them in a line. Don Alfonso sprinkled water on them with his deer-tail brush, for even more good luck on the journey.

Our plan was to spend that night in Santo Domingo, a small town 40 miles north. That meant four slow hours on deeply rutted roads.

I swerved gaily around the potholes until the sound of retching in the back of the van slowed me down. Three times we stopped for Don Alfonso to relieve himself on the side of the road; twice he fell over in the process. The day's ceremony over, he'd been hitting the Tecate.

At 9:30 or so, we arrived in Santo Domingo, but there was no place to sleep. We drove on eastward to the mining town of Charcas, which took five hours, counting time to get lost twice.

By then it was too late to ask anyone for a room. We ended up sleeping in the truck and van, under bright streetlights surrounding the town plaza. Contorted around the steering wheel, I woke just before dawn to hear the Huicholes munching on tangerines, filling our van with a pungent citrus smell that mixed with the stale human odors of the long trip.  Enlightenment seemed more elusive than ever.

THE NEXT DAY, HOWEVER, brought us to the spiritual heart of the journey, when we visited a second holy spring in the desert just a couple miles southeast of Charcas. The nearest rancho was San Juan del Tuzal, but the Huicholes call the spring Tuymayahu, which Fikes translates as Support to Know Father. Here the Huicholes paint their faces yellow, a way of letting the Sun Father recognize them.

This spring was larger and cleaner. Don Alfonso, Salome and Juan once again led the rituals, with the feathers, blood- pouring and water-dabbing. This time they also sprinkled ground corn and chocolate into the water, to feed the gods living there.

The Huicholes suddenly seemed much more relaxed and happy, swimming and washing their clothes in the stream, which Alfonso said the gods didn't mind. 

After that, it was back on the road, due north, for five hours to our final stop in Wadley (pop. 809) just east of the peyote desert, Wirikuta. There, we'd stay the night at a new hotel being built by a stooped grandmother-entrepreneur named Dona Monica Ramirez.

Dona Monica long ago deduced that between the Huichol high season, from autumn to spring, and the year-round stream of young international travelers, a $5 per night, 14-room, one-bathroom hotel could be a gold mine. Indeed, we found several rooms already taken by hip Mexicans and foreigners. The Huicholes took their quarters on the top floor, where the unfinished rooms lacked doors and windows.

In Wadley we met Santa Cruz travelers Boice, who described herself as an archaeo-astronomer, and LeBurn Maddox, a beatific reggae musician who wore a small crystal pinned to his wool cap. There was also a curly-haired young Frenchman who had never forgotten the peyote he'd once eaten in Acapulco, and several young Mexican men who worked at a Guadalajara aquarium.

''My neighbors are like this," Dona Monica said, making jealous clawing motions with her hands.

As for herself, she said she had never eaten the cactus. Yet of the youths she clucked over and fed, for a few extra pesos, she said, generously: "Everyone has their own customs."

Anthropologists like Fikes are less patient with non-Indian peyote hunters. 

For one thing, the small, blueish, spineless cactus, formally known as Lophophora williamsii, has been endangered by unschooled harvesters who rip out the carrot-shaped roots, preventing it from growing back. The Huicholes carefully cut it with machetes.

Fikes also complains that recreational drug users mixing with the Huicholes prejudice the Indians in the eyes of Mexico's drug-fighting federales.

''What I'm worried about is these clowns -- let's call them New Agers -- giving the real peyote hunters a bad name," says Fikes. "When the Mexican authorities see the hipsters with the Indians, they figure the Indians are getting paid off, and throw them in jail."

Freely sold in Mexican markets in the '60s, peyote is now banned throughout the country, even for use by Huicholes, though officials say they look the other way when it seems clear the peyote is to be used in rituals. 

In the United States, peyote's legal status is similarly precarious. A 1990 U.S. Supreme Court ruling said there is no constitutional right to use the hallucinogen, leaving regulation to the states. While more than half the states have granted exemptions for use in religious rites, Native American advocates are pressing for a federal law to amend the American Indian Religious Freedom Act of 1978.

Manhattan art critic Carlo McCormick wrote of his personal challenge to Mexico's peyote laws in the November 1990 issue of Spin magazine. Having traveled to Wirikuta with several Huicholes, he was nabbed with a load of peyote in Tepic, at which time, he wrote, "Our party was surrounded by a number of huge ugly assholes who searched through our belongings, found the peyote that had been gathered for the entire Huichol community, and hauled us away. It was a few days later that these grotesque, violent human-ape forms informed us that they were the notorious Mexican federales."

Another write-up of McCormick's odyssey, appearing the previous summer in the Village Voice, put a different spin on the trip. It noted, for instance, that the art critic had not only chewed peyote buttons in the desert but smoked the dried secretions of a desert toad whose toxin produces an effect "somewhere between nitrous oxide and Ecstasy." It also mentioned that McCormick had somehow lost his pants in his desert wanderings, and that the federales had seized a whopping 88 pounds of peyote from his group.

OUR NEXT-TO-FINAL morning with the Huicholes dawned with the Indians excited and happy at the prospect of the hunt. We all crammed into the Ford, and set out for the desert at about 9 a.m., a relatively early start since the Huicholes were by now, at last, fasting.

We drove around the empty plains for an hour and a half, until Don Alfonso found a small lake he remembered as a landmark. On the shores, we gathered wood to build a fire to be kept burning until we returned from the hunt.

The men all pulled out stocks of white turkey feathers -- to honor what Huichol legend says is that sacred bird's knowledge of the name of the Sun -- and attached them in buoyant circles on their hats. Then Don Alfonso instructed us to stand in a line, in an order that seemed meaningful to him alone. His brother Juan tuned up his violin, while Juventino, a son-in-law, strummed a crude guitar. Alfonso chanted a few prayers, then pointed for us all to walk counterclockwise around the fire and out into the desert.

Suddenly we were all running, with Juan playing a high-pitched, frenzied tune. But a few hundred yards into the desert, everyone slowed down, lowering their eyes to the ground.

The Huicholes called the peyote "deer," and the men stooped low, and whispered, as they stalked it. We fanned out quickly, with the costumed Huicholes becoming bright bursts of color in the desert's paleness, moving to the wind-chime music of the beer-can ornaments.

The desert was a cactus museum of yucca trees, prickly pear and golden barrels. Tiny cactus spines stuck on our hands and clothes. Don Alfonso pointed out where to find the peyote, hidden under two-foot-high creosote bushes.

Each time someone found his first peyote cactus, Don Alfonso would come over and stick a feathered arrow in the ground, while we cut and dug out the peyote, carefully, with our machetes. After about two hours, we regrouped in a circle at a clearing, where Don Alfonso was assembling the largest bounty of offerings to date.

''Now," the shaman said, raising a cactus in his hand, "We all get stoned! All of us!"

One by one, each of us was given a small piece of peyote. Don Alfonso first touched our cheeks and foreheads, as if with sacramental wafers. 

His grandson, Felipe, 11, and grandniece Marisela ate the cactus for the first time, as did his 2-year-old grandson, Juanito. I had never eaten peyote before, and hadn't clearly decided beforehand if I would this time. I worried about what would happen to my camera if Jack and I did an Altered States number among virtual strangers.

Maybe Jack could be the designated camera-watcher. As Don Alfonso made his way around the circle, I hissed in Jack's ear: "Don't eat it! Or at least, don't eat all he gives you!"

He hissed back: "I'm going to eat whatever I get!"

I WAITED GLUMLY FOR MY TURN, STILL NOT knowing what I was about to do. But by the time Don Alfonso reached me, a little button in his hand, two considerations pushed me ahead. First, my portion was no bigger than Juanito's. And as Jack understood, in that setting it would have been the height of discourtesy to just say no.

I bit. It was foul but edible.

After a few dogged minutes of sour-faced chewing, we all did a stomping dance in a circle to Juan's violin, then returned to the fire. 

Peyote, as I had read, contains mescaline, related to amphetamines, and can either intensify emotions, like euphoria, anxiety or serenity, or, with a larger dose, produce hallucinations.

The Huicholes seemed to be falling in on the euphoria side, chattering happily, all except for Refugio, who after gobbling two large cactuses, lay down under a tree, alone, with a shawl over his face.

All I felt, consciously, was calmer and happier than at any time in the past week. Later that afternoon, I found myself picking up and saving a great number of rocks that seemed to be exceptionally beautiful, even significant, but which now seem to be just rocks.

The pilgrims spent the next few hours cutting peyote and arranging it in boxes and baskets to take back to the Sierra. Salome told us they would plant it there, in a secret place, to keep it fresh and safe from thieving neighbors.

Another brief ceremony required all of us to drink some holy water, after which we got back in the truck to return, at sunset, to Wadley. 

Back at the hotel, Juan and Salome, who'd be returning to Zacatecas with us the next morning, urged Don Alfonso to lead a concluding ceremony. They prepared for it well into the night, placing offerings, arranging peyote, and generally sitting around.

Meanwhile, outside the foreign travelers' rooms on the ground floor, Europeans and Americans and Mexicans were getting to know each other over cigarettes and a bottle of Baja California red wine. They sat in a circle on the ground, like the Huicholes, yet cocking envious ears toward the sounds of the ceremony upstairs. 

Nancy Boice was to join the Huicholes in a four-hour hike up the sacred Cerro Quemado, the Burnt Mountain from which the newborn sun emerged, in Huichol legend. That night, she seemed thrilled by the idea of following the pilgrims, whom she'd reverently studied in Santa Cruz. A few days later, however, she told me how Don Alfonso had pestered her all the way, and how Refugio had gotten drunk and lost his hat, making the group wait two hours while he looked for it. 

''I had no idea Tequila was such an important part of their ceremonies," Nancy mused. "I guess they're not demigods, after all."

And yet for me, it was on that last night in Wadley that the Huicholes for the first and only time seemed truly spiritual. 

As midnight came and went, Don Alfonso got out his feathers and started to chant in front of a thick yellow candle.

He sang long, involved stories of history and myth, while Juan and Salome joined in repetitive, melancholy chorus. 

At first, the men were distracted. Juan napped, and Salome interrupted his own singing to whine complaints. "I have a thorn in my hand I can't see!"

But at a certain moment -- as if by some invisible cue, or the peyote coming on -- their concentration sharpened and their singing became rhythmic, hypnotic. The women, squatting with their babies enfolded in their shawls, closed their eyes and swayed. Don Alfonso, all traces of his Bacchanalian grin gone, rose, trancelike, to wave his eagle feathers in blessing over the cactus.

Enthralled, and sad, I watched them long into the night and the next morning. It had been a long, hard trip, with just a little bit of beauty at the end. And what made me sad was not the trip, but the beauty. Had the peyote hunt really been just a ruse, and our Huicholes consistent jokers, I'd never have seen, on that last night, the embers of a fire that might once have warmed the world.

