	
	
	



The Peyote Deer Hunt of the Huichol
[bookmark: _Int_spwr6oLI]In this case study I will be exploring the Huichol or Wixaritari peoples of Western Mexico and their interactions with the environment.  In particular I will be focusing on the hunt of the sacred deer/peyote ceremony. This is an ancient religious pilgrimage involving a select few participants from the Huichol community home in the Sierra Madre Occidental on an annual journey hundreds of miles back to their ancestral homeland of Wirikuta, located in the state of San Luis Potosi. The ceremonial journey is a reenactment of the original mythological journey of the sacred blue deer, the Kauyumari , who first revealed the sacred peyote to the Huichol peoples.  The peyote hunt is an intrinsic component in the identity of the Huichol. I will look at the spiritual components of the journey and its relevant value and purpose to the Huichol society. Finally, I will examine some of the ongoing threats the hunt faces from external agencies.
[bookmark: _Int_jO0cfaps]The Huichol community stretches across the Western Mexico states of Zacatecas, Nayarit and Jalisco. They identify themselves as the Wixaritari. They were known of by the Aztecs as the Chichimeca ; nomadic hunters who lived north-east of their present location in the Sierra. Unlike most native peoples of the region, the culture proved successfully resistant to the Aztecs as well as the religious imposition of the Catholic Franciscan missionaries who arrived with the Spanish in the early part of the sixteenth century. This was in some part due to the landscape that proved particularly difficult to navigate, formed of deep canyons and high peaks (Negrin 1979). A more pertinent explanation was that the Huichols spiritual identity was so completely enmeshed in their cultural being, the two were inseparable. The Huichol live in scattered communities or ranchos which consist of numerous families. There is no centralised government as such, thou the shaman-priests, the mara’akame hold high status positions in their society. They follow the path of the ancestors and being able to communicate within the realms of the spirit, are vital messengers between the Huichol and their gods. Having the ability to see into the spirit bodies of mortals they are therefore able to recognise the influence of negative spiritual energies and subsequent causes of illness and disease. Central to this ability is the ritualistic use of the peyote cactus (lophophora williamsii) which contains psychoactive alkaloids. (Schaefer, 2023)
The peyote is one of three vital and reoccurring themes in the religious and ideological makeup of the Huichol. The others being Maize and the Deer. The Deer-Maize-Peyote complex is a central spiritual and cultural triad in Huichol cosmology that symbolizes the interconnectedness of life, sustenance, and divine communication. Each element in this complex holds deep religious significance. The Deer, Maxa represents the messenger, the divine spiritual guide towards the true way. The Maize Iyekame, is the sustainer of life, representing nourishment and fertility. The Peyote, Hikuri , provides the portal to the gods and an opportunity to communicate with them. Yet it is the collective relevance of all three that come together in the Peyote Hunt, the major Huichol ceremony that marks not only a mythical but an historical return to the sacred land of Wirikuta; birthplace of the sun and the Huichols ancestral home. (Myerhoff 1970)
The Deer hunt takes place between the maize harvest and next year's crop, typically in October. The Mara’kame  or shaman, decide who is to participate on the journey. The decision who to choose can have been indicated by the dreams of the shaman or others. Offerings may be paid before the journey at the shrines of Kauymáli, the Elder Brother Wolf, with candles and arrows, for it was the wolf the Huichol believe who first taught humans to hunt. Shrines to the gods can be found throughout the landscape and often signify the location of a relevant episode within the Huichol mythology.
An important aspect of the ceremonial journey to the sacred land of Wirikuta is the processional order. At the head is a shaman who has taken on the identity of Tatawari , Grandfather Fire and original shaman. Behind him is Matsuer  the shaman assistant in charge of the welfare of the pilgrims. Other Mara’kame shaman follow, they are representative of other deities, then finally the matewamete  or primeros the first-time uninitiated. Along the journey the purpose is to begin the shedding of everyday life and to prepare for nierika. This is the preparation to develop the divine inner personality which is helped by the physical restriction of food, water and the arduous trek across the landscape. This helps the inner Iyare or spiritual heart to flourish and in doing so begins to dismantle the facade of social propriety and identity which according to the Huichol, is illusionary. (Negrin 1979)
The further the pilgrims travel the further they are from their old reality. It is a symbolic reenactment of an ancestral legacy. At the Jalisco-Zacatecas border further purification demands are made from the shaman that individuals confess all past sexual encounters. The shared confessions attempt to unburden the participants of any lingering impurity before continuing. As the journey progresses the shaman convene the group and agree with others new names for various things such as the sky and earth. Words are often replaced with their opposites. These are expected to be memorised by the group and used on the journey. The old worlds dismantling becomes systematic. In the evening fires are lit using sacred flints from Wirikuta, the logs are laid east to west in honour of Grandfather Fire Tatewari  and follow the path of the sun. (Allen 2015)
[bookmark: _Int_nR7cbQwf]On the verge of entry to the sacred land of Wirikuta the procession is said to be at ‘the clouds’ and then when the pilgrim's step over the threshold, they are where ‘the clouds open’. The first important site in Wirikuta is reached at Tatei Matinieri; where ‘our Mother of water’ dwells. Once a lake, now a vital watering hole in the desert (Lumholtz 1903). The primeros are blindfolded at this point as the spiritual power of the site is considered overwhelming and liable to blind them. Believed by the Huichol to be an abode of the spring Goddess who transformed into water to help them survive the droughts when they once lived there as nomadic hunters. The water is used to anoint the pilgrims as a further act of purification. Finally, the water is collected in gourds and used in ceremonial practices back on the ranchos throughout the year. As the group near their destination the bows and arrows of the shaman are prepared. Cattle ranchers have claimed much of the land in Wirikuta and the pilgrims face not only barriers and fencing barring their way but a dwindling supply of peyote as many ranchers harvest it to sell as an additional income. (Allen 2015).
The hunting grounds are a further two days travel. In the evenings by the campfires further prayers are offered to Tatewari  and ‘food’ in the form of wood collected on the journey and imbued with prayers and offerings fed to him in the flames.
 In the morning as the group approach the sacred hunting ground the leading shaman who represents Tatawari  is the first to fire his arrows at first sight of the deer, elder brother Kauyumarie (peyote), surrounding it with four arrows one for each of the world's quarters. Respect and sorrow are expressed by the onlookers as the deer/peyote flesh is broken up into segments and passed out among the group. The Huichol say the life essence of the deer, the kupuri like a spectacular rainbow leaps out of the deer, the shaman having to placate it with offerings they have brought and promises it will live again, and using his eagle feathered wand (the muvieri ) sends its spirit back. The shaman then proceeds to harvest other peyote, carefully slicing the top section to leave the roots intact to be reburied.  This is something all the pilgrims do to ensure future preservation. (Zingg 2004)
The peyote is then able to be freely collected by the rest of the group, often in large wicker baskets tied to their backs. The peyote is shared amongst the group and will be taken home and used until the next journey. In the final nights camp, the peyote continues to be ingested. Those that have not already done so paint their faces with a yellow paint called uxa, derived from a local plant root.
’ The Huichol consider the face paintings to be prayers to the spirit world for sun, rain and abundant crops. While sitting around the ceremonial fire the reflected images of each other's paintings are retained on their retinas while they close their eyes’ (Collings 2000).
 Prayers are offered up to Tatewari  and the evening passes with intervals of personal reflection as well as songs and stories of the creation by the senior Mara’akame. 
In the morning the culmination of the ritual pilgrimage calls for the party to ascend the hill of Leunaxu, also known as Cerro del Quemado (The burned hill). This in Huichol mythology, is where the sun was born and first rose, marking the beginning of time and sacred order. Prayers and offerings of decorated arrows,candles,corn and feathers are placed in varied locations across the hill to honour Tayaupa, Father sun. From herein the pilgrims must follow the path of the sun as it tracks east in the direction of the Sierra Madre, back to the present home of the Huichol. On their way (still consuming the peyote) they look for the ‘snakes of water’, mythical serpents often found in sacred caves on the hill. These represent the water that will follow them home in the form of rain clouds thereby ensuring the survival of their crops.


I have mentioned earlier in this essay that the Huichol face many present-day obstacles on their journey to Wirikuta. There was a time that the Huichol would make the journey entirely on foot, today this is not the case, and a hired bus transports them some way on the Mexican highway to the edge of Wirikuta. Walking however, entails trespassing properties owned by the Mexican ranchers, the  ejidatarios, to reach their goal. As well as Wirikuta, Haramaratsie and Huaynamota are other important religious sites where the community can reconnect with their ancestors, and each other.
 In as far back as 1988, UNESCO, The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization along with the San Luis Potosi government recognised Wirikuta as a protected area and part of the Global Network of Sacred Natural Sites, for its environmental and spiritual value. However, some years later in 1994 the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) was made between America, Canada and Mexico and subsequent commercial rights were granted by then neo-liberal governments to allow for extraction of natural resources in the area. By 2011 mining concessions had been granted in the Wirikuta lands to gold and silver mining companies, including 15,632 hectares to the First Majestic Mining Company of Canada. (D,Negrin 2018)
 Opposition Huichol leaders including Margarito Diaz led a march to the Mexican capital in protest. In 2013 a judge ordered suspension of all 78 mining concessions. In 2014 the National Indigenous Congress met to confront the Mexican government regarding the many land disposition projects that were planned and to challenge the proposals to extract resources from the land in Real De Catorce (including Wirikuta) by, again, the Canadian mining company, First Majestic Silver. (García-Weyandt 2015).
 Margarito Diaz was shot in 2018. Arsenio Diaz his eldest daughter reflected:
“We knew that he was not making friends defending the water and the culture of our Indigenous people, but we never imagined that it could cost him his life.”
 (Paloma de Dinechin 2024)
Dwindling rainfall and the preservation of existent water supplies are a continuous issue of concern to those living within the Wirikuta region. 
The growth of agro-industries within the region have seen enormous physical changes to the aspect of the landscape. Changes that offer a stark reminder of earlier degradations left by the previous silver mining in the area, when huge swathes of woodland were razed, the charcoal used to fuel the furnace fires. Whole mountains left bleak and barren the soil left eroded and lifeless. (Hollander,2017)
 Hectare upon hectare of greenhouses now grow tomatoes and cucumbers and gigantic nondescript steel farming factories housing thousands of chickens and pigs. Industries such as these not only make huge demands upon the local water resources but cause sever environmental degradation from their waste by-products. As an example, to produce one kilo of pork meat requires 6000 litres of water alone. According to CONAGUA (Mexico's water commissioning agent), the Vanegas-Catorce aquifer, which is utilized as a water source, is already suffering a near 5 million cubic metre annual deficit. (D, Negrín 2021)
All these changes are impacting the Huichol in their noble attempts to maintain the traditions of their ancestors and their own way of life. Yet in the face of constant adversity, they fight to remain true to the values of their culture whilst the landscape around them is manipulated in a shifting play of power and politics. 
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