The Shaman of Dorokha Conquers the Bokshies
by Ellen Winner and Mohan Rai
The following story is compiled from
autobiographical accounts provided to me
by Mohan Rai of his life growing up under
the tutelage of his father, Oil Bahadur Rai,
a renowned Bhutanese shaman who was,
at one time, shaman to the Queen of Bhutan.
The story is a report of an incident that
occurred during the early 1940s, in the days
before foreign ethnographers invaded the
region. In polishing this story for inclusion in a forthcoming book, I have added
some details of setting and dialog to provide a sense of immediacy, but I have not
altered the basic events reported to me by
Mohan, and he has approved the account
for publication.
During my training in shamanism with
Mohan and the teachers in his school, the
Shamanistic Studies & Research Centre of
Nepal, I have often observed ceremonies
between a shaman and a suspected bokshi,
similar to the one reported here. The word
bokshi, pronounced "boak-shee," is used
in this article-and not the English word
witch, as it is sometimes translated-because the term "witch" has been applied
indiscriminately by missionaries and anthropologists as a label for a wide range of
non-Christian spiritual practitioners, including shamans. Bokshies (male or female) are sorcerers who delight in practic-

ing malevolent magic, more like the witch
in Hansel and Gretel than the Good Witch
in the Wizard of Oz, but the distinction
isn't quite that simple. Although they
mostly do harm, they occasionally, like shamans, do healings. The fundamental difference between shamans and bokshies is
explained in the myth of Lord Shiva and
Parvati related by Mohan's father in this
story. The key distinction is that, unlike
shamans, bokshies cannot-or, as I was
taught, will not-use the mantra Om, which
calls upon God, for their power.
To accuse someone of being a bokshi in
Bhutan and Nepal can tum the person into
a social scapegoat and outcast-a practice
so destructive that it is prohibited by law.
Thus, the shaman's task is to make the
bokshi voluntarily confess to practicing bad
magic, but the shaman's methods should
remain humane and, as this story shows,
ideally result in reintegrating the bokshi
into society.

•••
It was late summer in the village of
Dorokha, a small group of houses and outlying farms set in the forested foothills of
Bhutan. The monsoons were long past, and
the air was dry and dusty. The leaves on the
trees had taken on a faded green color and

were brittle to the touch. It was sometime in
the early 1940s, and Mohan, no longer a
little child, was looking forward to the day
his voice would begin to break and deepen.
When neighbors came to visit Mohan's
father, the Rai shaman Dil Bahadur whom
everyone called "Elder Brother" out of respect, the talk inevitably turned to the
troubles in the nearby village of BasantE'.
Too many people were sick. Cows and buffalo had been found dead in the pastures.
When the Divisional Officer-or any outsider-walked through the village, he would
see knots of people gathered, speaking with
quick, jerky gestures and cutting their eyes
Sideways. However, everyone knew it was
against the law to accuse someone of being a
bokshi, so the groups would break up and
fade into their homes and gardens as the
Divisional Officer passed.
Bokshies, who could be male or female,
knew many mantras and could call the powers of the dead and of the gods themselves to
curse their enemies. Sometimes, when they
wanted to test their powers or impress their
students, they would harm anyone, not just
those they hated.
Mohan knew very well the story of how
the bokshies came to be, for he had heard it
many times. He fondly recalled one evening,
early in his childhood, when his father had
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set aside his plate of rice and lentils and sat
him on his lap to tell him the story.
"Once, a long time ago, God, whose name
is Shiva and who always liked to drink rakshi
(rice wine) and smoke ganj (cannabis), was
sitting in his home high up on Mount Kailash
with his beautiful wife, our Mother Parvati,"
the shaman had related. He threw a fond
glance at his own wife, Oil Maya. "I don't
suppose you have some rakshi set aside for
me?" he asked.
Oil Maya stood, ignoring the layer of
pungent cook smoke that hung near the low
ceiling, and poured him a cup of her homebrewed rice wine. She was proud to be
married to the most famous shaman in all
the villages around, even though she had to
admit he drank too much and he was gone
so often helping the sick that he could spare
little time for his own fields and livestock. It
was a good thing people bought rakshi from
her in the market.
"Now, where were we? Lord Shiva had
just married our beautiful mother and
brought her there to his tiny hut," the shaman had continued. "As usual, he was drinking and smoking, and before long, he fell
asleep. The beautiful Parvati soon got bored
and hungry, so she woke him up and asked
for food. He said, 'I'll give you anything
you want; kick open the door.' Parvati kicked
the door, and it flew open. Outside were a
bitterleafbush and every kind of food. Then,
she complained that she was thirsty, so Shiva
made the Ganges River come out from the
tangled locks of his hair, and the water
flowed down for her to drink.
"Then, Lord Shiva went back to sleep.
Again his beautiful wife was bored, so she
called nine sisters to her and began to teach
them mantras, all for doing mischief and
making people sick. These sisters were the
first bokshies. The bokshies spread out over
the earth and began to use their mantras.
Cattle and people died, children got paralyzed. There was so much sickness that
finally the people got fed up and asked
Narada, the messenger of the gods, for help.
"Narada went first to Vishnu, but Vishnu
said, 'No, Shiva is the only one who can help
you.' So, Narada went to Shiva, but he was
still asleep. Narada tried and tried to wake
him. Finally, after a long time, Shiva opened
his eyes and frowned. When Lord Shiva
heard what was happening down on earth
and how all the people were suffering, he
called seven brothers to be his shamans and
taught them his mantras for healing. Now,
24

The shaman dispersed
liquid plant gum in strings
from a bamboo brush
for protection and sliced
ginger root with a feather to
amaze the crowd and divine
the success of his efforts.

Shiva had taught Parvati all of her mantras,
as well, but there was one special mantra for
which he had kept back the power. What
mantra is that, Mohan?"
Almost before his father finished the question, Mohan had replied" Om," for he knew
the story by heart. His mother had already
removed their plates and washed them in
the basin by the cooking stones. She sat
down beside them, smiled, and proudly
smoothed the boy's hair.
"That's right," Mohan's father had said,
his well-grooved face crinkling with laughter. "Om is the most powerful mantra. I
think someday you may come to know just
how powerful this mantra is and what it
means. That's the special mantra Shiva gave
his shamans, so they could defeat the bokshies
wherever they found them."

• ••
Mohan had grown much since that time;
he was now wiry and energetic, and he had
shown so much aptitude for becoming a
shaman that his father had taken him on as a
helper. Now, they had been called to Basante
to perform a ceremony for a dying woman,
to cut the curse of the gods that was upon
her. Following the shaman's orders, the
patient's family tied a sheep outside their
house door and decorated it with colored
dyes and ribbons. They set out offerings on
a large woven tray before it. Then, Mohan's
father tied a thread from the dying woman's
head to the sheep's neck. Inside the house,
the family had prepared an elaborate altar,
and several drummers sat and drummed
the ancient rhythm of the shaman's rniddleworld work-da Dah d', da DAH d', da DAR
d', da Dah d' -beating with alternating sticks
in a steady cadence. Outside, Mohan's father made sweeping motions with the sa-
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cred gourd along the thread from the sick
woman to the sheep, transferring the curse.
Then, grasping something from the ear of
the sheep, he carried it to the woman and
put it into her right ear, while covering the
left with his other hand.
Houses for the spirits-rows of squares
drawn with rice flour and wheat flour-had
been laid out on the ground. Mohan's father
danced around them, whistling mantras and
scattering various offerings of rice, com, millet, soybeans, peanuts, wheat, and mustard
seed, as well as charcoal powder, bits of
iron, pieces of red cloth, and holy water
poured from the gourd. The shaman dispersed liquid plant gum in strings from a
bamboo brush for protection and sliced ginger root with a feather to amaze the crowd
and divine the success of his efforts. "Solo10, solo-la, raga, raga, raga," the people chanted,
calling for blessings and health. Mohan noticed that his father's visage had taken on
the concentrated, aggressive look he wore
for serious battles with unseen forces.
By now, hundreds of people from the
village had gathered. It was nearly eleven at
night, and his father had been working since
sundown. The sheep was supposed to absorb the woman's curse, and if it failed to
die, Mohan and his father would have to
leave and walk back to Oorokha that night
At last, the shaman threw a final handful of
rice on the sheep. It jumped once and collapsed . Within fifteen minutes, it was dead
"Bury it near the house," the shaman
instructed. "Plant three kinds of fruit trees
nearby. I have given her five more years of
life." In fact, Mohan later recalled that
woman lived six years past that day.
Mohan and his father spent the night in
Basante, and the next day several of the men
took Oil Bahadur aside. "We want to know
who the bokshi is. We want to kill and eat
her," they said, making fierce expressions.
Mohan's father was quiet. Then, he
laughed. "You are all good shamans," he
said. "Why don't we walk through the village and find out who the bokshi is?"
As they walked, others joined them, whispering and looking around. All the people
in the village seemed to have come out (j
their houses. Even Oilli Ram, a Brahmir
who worked in the government District Of
fice, and his elderly sister, Mrs. Narila, canv
out to see what was happening. However
none of the men were able or willing b
name the bokshi.
That evening, as the sun went down, D
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Bahadur set up an altar in the house of Kumar
Rai, a man who had lost cattle and buffalo in
recent days. The man's mother and two of
his children were ill, also. Starting his divination, Mohan's father sat down, holding a
brass plate against the handle of his drum
and beating both at the same time. Usually,
he would first dance his way to the
lowerworld to greet Sessnag, the sevenheaded snake, and his companions, and then
he would jump up-with both feet landing
together on each step of a stairway-to the
upperworld where Shiva dwelt, but this time
he kept breaking off his dance to go outside.
Grinning and showing his teeth at the crowd,
he shouted into the people's faces, "Nonsense, bokshi. Trying to test my powers!"
Then, he spoke more calmly. "I don't
normally do bad things for which 1 will be
punished by Mother Parvati. But you have
asked me to deal with this bokshi and to kill
all his or her power. It won't take long to fix
whomever it is."
However, it was already 2:00 A.M. by the
time a second altar had been set up. Its
charcoal-colored rice piled on a black cloth
contrasted with the white rice on the first
altar. Mohan's father had been dancing furiously for some time, with the people yelling, "5010-10, solo-lo."
Dil Bahadur stopped and looked around
the room. He spoke quietly. "I promise to
bring in the bokshi and reveal everything in
public, but only on two conditions. First, no
one must hit or shout at the person when he
or she comes to the altar. The person will be
from your own village, and will be invited
here as a shaman. Secondly, you must offer
anything the bokshi may ask. The owner of
this house is responsible for making the offering, so that 1won't be punished by Mother
Parvati if the offering is not acceptable."
The people agreed among themselves that
the bokshi must be brought forward, so that
the sick people in the house could be healed.
"Then everyone must sit down," Mohan's
father said. "No one can move until 1 finish
my dance and mantras. If you want to go,
you can leave right now, but not during my
travels." He smoked some tobacco and
drank a glass of rakshi.
Then, for an hour, Dil Bahadur danced.
Mohan knew his father was traveling in the
upperworld from the drumbeat being made
by his father's senior helper. Both sticks
were hitting the drum together in a more
energetic version of the sustaining middleworld rhythm. Finally, the shaman grabbed

....
Vii Bahadur laughed.
Holding up a gourd decorated
with feathers, plant gum,
leaves, and bamboo brushes,
the shaman chanted
the mantra for Bir Hanuman,
the monkey god.

a pail of rice mixed with plant gum from the
altar and took it outside where people were
drinking and talking around a big fire at the
center of the courtyard. "Now, 1 am building a fence," he announced, scattering the
rice and gum in a circle around the people.
"Do not get scared when something runs or
flies around you. And do not move outside
of my fence."
He returned indoors and danced for fifteen minutes more, traveling through the
upperworld . "Now, 1 am going to call the
bokshi," he said. "I can see inside and outside, but 1 cannot see well because of all the
darkness. 1 am throwing holy rice and holy
water on everyone. The rice and water are
my police. They will uncover all the shamans and bokshies and bring them walking
to my altar by themselves." Still danCing, he
threw rice over the people inside, then he
ran outside and did the same.
In a few minutes, a man, a young woman,
and a boy of fifteen walked up to the altar,
pressed their hands together, and bowed.
"Namasknr," they greeted Mohan's father,
using the most respectful form of address.
Allowing them to sit in the shaman's place
before the altar, Mohan's father put a necklace of ritual Ylldraksha beads around the
neck of the fifteen-year-old . When he tried
to do the same to the man and the woman,
they shrank back, waving the necklaces
away. They would neither wear nor touch
the holy beads.
Dil Bahadur laughed. Holding up a
gourd decorated with feathers, plant gum,
leaves, and bamboo brushes, the shaman
chanted the mantra for Bir Hanuman, the
monkey god. Then, he threw holy rice over
the young people at the altar, and all three of
them began to shake. "Who are you? What

do you want?" the shaman shouted.
"Speak!" He threw a handful of sacred
sunpati incense on the fire, so the fragrant
smoke would reach their nostrils.
The boy spoke first, his words forced out
in short bursts as he shook violently, eyes
rolled up in his head. "I want my ... my
shaman's things," he said, "my ... malas and
... sacred lamp."
"Where are they? " Mohan's father
shouted. "With my uncle," the boy jerked
out. He named a village three days' walk
away. The boy's father, a shaman, had
drowned in the Turccha River several years
before, and his mother had died soon after.
Now, his father's spirit was on him, demanding that the boy recover his shaman's
gear and study to become a shaman.
Mohan wondered without jealousy if
something like this would happen to him, or
if he would have the good fortune, as had
happened to his father, to be kidnapped by
the Wild Forest Shaman, the spirit who made
shamans out of children. If Mohan was not
abducted by the spirit before his father
passed away, he could still follow in his
father's footsteps with the help of his father's
spirit, or perhaps with the help of another
ancestral spirit while his father was still ali'"e.
Mohan's father promised to help the boy
recover the ritual objects and offered to become his teacher. "I will help you find your
way," he said. The boy's shaking stopped
suddenly, and he looked around "ith a
dazed expression. Then, lowering his. head
in embarrassment, the boy retreated 5h~i~"
back into the audience.
Now, Mohan's father motK-ned ~ard
the sullen-faced young man and --cman..
who remained sitting before theahar.• ~
1 will make these two speak and 1eiI --00
they are, but 1 need permi.."-..q..-n i:rt:sn their
parents if they are here--or we rru.N ~ to
them for permission if they are ~ _~" •
A short, thick man with dart ~ ~
up. "Janika is my daughter.- he sai. "We
have no objection. We ask ~-C'U S) fnl (Q
what's happening to our child.. - _-\ ~lJIIa1
with lighter skin and sorro\,iuI ~.:D his
face rose. "Please do so~ ix ~
nephew," he said. "His fa~..:i.....ea
are dead. For a long time ~---. lie flI'W5 ~
speaks roughly to his auntie. an1 ~
for days at a time."
Mohan wasn't sure what ~~ . . .
up, but suddenly his gaze Wa5- . . . . . . .~
the courtyard to Dilli Ram ·; siI!a!!:.. ~
Narila, who was staring fi.~
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her eyes gleaming like those of a wild animal caught in the firelight.
The shaman motioned the two to sit before the altar that held the black rice. Then,
he sat before his own altar and slowly began
to drum. After a short time, he stood up and
handed his drum to his helper, and the helper
continued beating the middleworld rhythm.
The two persons sitting at the black altar
had begun to shake. "Speak!" shouted the
shaman. "Tell us who you are!"
Their bodies were hunched over and their
eyes downcast, but the two continued to
shake, stopping from time to time and then
shaking even more violently than before.
Mohan's father alternately shouted at them,
chanted mantras, and danced. More than
two hours passed.
"I have come to know," the shaman said
at last, speaking to the crowd, "they are only
students of sorcery. Their teacher has not
yet made them full-fledged bokshies. Now, I
want to make them tell us the way of their
learning and, if possible, the name of their
teacher."
Again the shaman danced and chanted.
Then, he stopped to blow on a hollow human thighbone, and Mohan heard him say
the mantra used to call the King of the
Massans, the terrible ghosts of those who
had died violent deaths while still young.
Then, as his father danced again, Mohan
recognized that he was chanting the mantra
for the most dreadful forms of the goddess
Kali. "He's calling Blood Kali," Mohan whispered to one of Kumar Rai's sons, who sat
beside him, and the boy shuddered.
At that moment, the young man at the
black altar began to shake more violently
and laugh, his teeth gleaming in the dim
light. "Speak!" shouted Mohan's father.
"Tell us who you are!"
The young man began to spit out words.
"I am ... Tsering ... Oolmo," he gasped. The
people murmured and exchanged glances.
Tsering Oolmo had been a well-known Tibetan sorceress who had died two years
back. "I ... take revenge ... on those ... who
have harmed me." Sweat rolled off the
young man's face, and he groaned-the
shaking was too much for his body to bear.
"Enough," the shaman said. "We'll stop
now." He called for water and gave it to the
young man. Now friendly, Mohan's father
sat down next to the two student bokshies
and talked to them qUietly. From time to
time, he spoke loudly to the young woman,
demanding answers, which she gave only
26
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Again the shaman
danced and chanted.
Then, he stopped to blow on
a hollow human thighbone,
and Mohan heard him say
the mantra used to call
the King of the Massans.

in grudging monosyllables. She refused to
look at him.
Mohan squeezed near to his father, in
time to hear the young man say, 'Tm not a
bad person. Truly. At night, thedeadbokshi's
spirit comes on me and wakes me up. There's
no satisfying her. Please, Elder Brother, help
me get out of this bad way and give me
power to forget these things 1'm learning."
"Be a good boy," Oil Bahadur said, slapping the young man on the shoulder and
sending him back to his family. The young
man smiled shamefacedly at his uncle, but
his eyes were now clear.
When it was the young woman's turn to
be returned to her parents, Mohan saw that
her shoulder twitched where the shaman
touched her and that she met no one's eyes.
Her eyes still seemed dead, as though her
soul had gone deep inside to hide and nurse
its wounds.
"Now," said the shaman, "I will start my
real show." He was looking directly at Mrs.
Narila. Mohan saw her lips flatten and her
nostrils flare as she threw back the challenge
with her eyes.
The shaman called for a big pot of boiling
water, some nettles, and fresh kaulo leaves,
all of which were brought quickly. "Keep a
path two feet wide from my altar to the
door," he said. He sat down and began to
drum, invoking the Wild Shaman. Then, he
went outside and whistled three times in the
direction of the people sitting in the courtyard. A small man with his face masked by
a piece of blanket got up. Mohan didn't
recognize him. The man went directly to the
altar, using the path that the people had left
open, and he sat down and began to shake.
The shaman shouted at the man and, unexpectedly, the man began to cry.
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He bowed down to the shaman's fed
and cried, "Bum me out with the boiling
water. Beat me with the nettles. Touch me
with the red-hot spoon. 1am a bokshi. 1 ha\~
hurt people and killed animals in this \-illage and outside. 1 have been challenged by
shamans before, but your knowledge of the .
ancient ways has captured me. I promise I
will go away from this village."
"I should punish you," Mohan's father
said. "But if you surrender to me, 1 will not
hurt you." The shaman held out his hands.
and the man hesitatingly handed him 5e\-eral rudraksha necklaces and a small cloth
bag with several articles inside. The shaman
carefully counted the beads on each necklace. Instead of the usual 108 found on
sacred necklaces, there were only 107, a sign
of bad magic. Everything was consigned to
the fire, where it smoldered, sending up
odors of incense mixed with burning hair_
"1 will block your way to power," the shaman said, and he began to drum and chant.
"1 promise I will never hurt anyone
again," the man said.
"You should leave the village," Mohan's
father told him. "Now, you are no longer a
bokshi; you can no longer use your mantras
and power."
The sky began to lighten. Mohan's father
took a long drink of rakshi and took off his
beads and feathers. He went out into the
courtyard to gossip and laugh with the
owner of the house. Most of the crowd was
leaving to go home. Mohan watched Mrs..
Narila leave with her brother, and he saw
her throw a haughty glance at his father as
she passed-starting at the top of his head
and moving down to pin his soul to the
earth. Then, she pulled her shawl close to
her face and walked away. Mohan's father
spat on the ground.
"She is a bokshi, for sure," Mohan said to
Mr. Namchu from the clinic, who had come
to watch.
"That's ignorance," the medical worker
said. "If there is sickness in the village and
among the livestock, it is caused by the little
'worms.' You won't see the cows in Basante
recover because these poor people have confessed to witchcraft. But 1 must say, your
father puts on a good show."

•••
In the fall, Mohan's father had to perform
the twice-yearly ceremony to honor the ancestors who had become guardian deities to
the family. Mohan's relatives gathered at
his parents' house. His father opened the

.. e.

box in which the list of ancestors' names
was kept, and he recited the names. Only
the best ancestors were named: good men
and women who had shown an abiding
concern for the family while they were alive,
and whose spirits had told the shaman preSiding at their death ceremonies that they
wished to stay and take care of the family,
instead of going on to the next world.
After the rituals, while the family feasted
on pork and drank Dil Maya's rakshi,
Mohan's uncle, Mani Raj, came in looking
angry. "That bokshi is here," he said.
"What's she doing here?" Mohan's grandmother, his father's mother, exclaimed. By
now, she had drunk much rakshi, and she
shouted, "Give her the fire with hot ash!"
Mohan's father went outside and saw
Mrs. Narila sitting on the rock wall facing
the house, staring at everyone and showing
her strange, few teeth, which leaned every
which w ay in her mouth. "Bokshi," he
shouted. He ran to the garden and picked
up a big bamboo stick "What the hell are
you doing here? Get out of here." He ran at
her and she jumped off the wall. He chased
her across the field and almost a half mile up
the hill, shouting all the while, "Bokshi! Evil
woman!"
The Rais came out of their houses, laughing and encouraging him. Even some Brahmins came to their doors and shouted, "Get
her, Elder Brother!"
Mohan's father soon came back panting.
"I've had enough of her bad tricks," he said.
The next day, two policemen from the
District Office came to arrest Dil Bahadur.
Mohan walked with his father and uncle
down to the Divisional Officer's small headquarters, with its tiny attached jail. It was
only a ten-minute walk, but by the time they
arrived, a crowd had gathered, and many
people pushed into the office, behind them.
Dilli Ram was there waiting for them.
"Why did you chase my sister, and who the
hell are you to name another's wife a bokshi?"
he demanded.
"Who the hell are you to ask me that
question?" Mohan's father replied hotly. "1
came here to see the Divisional Officer, not
to see you."
"Crazy Rai," Dilli Ram shot back "1 will
put you in jail for forty-five days without
question. 1 will take away your rakshi. Pah.
All Rais are crazy." No sooner had he finished speaking than several Rais rushed out
of the crowd and began to beat him, severely bruising his face and shoulders, be-
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The shaman was in
a good mood, and he assured
his associates loudly that,
by his power and his mantras,
he would bring Mrs. Narila to
his altar, walking on her own
to confess herself a bokshi.

fore the police could stop them.
Mrs. Narila shouted at Mohan's father.
"You thought you could get away with chasing me and calling me bokshi. But I'll show
you. You'll soon be in jail."
"Bokshi I called you, because bokshi is what
you are," the shaman answered. "1 will
fight you now."
The Divisional Officer intervened. "Separate them, and take statements from each,"
he said. "Then, we'll decide what to do."
Mohan's mother and aunties called him
outside to eat some rice. By the time he was
finished, Mohan was unable to squeeze back
through the crowd into the District Office.
"What's happening?" he asked the people
pressed around the door, but no one seemed
to know.
After a while, Mani Raj came out grinning. "They've come to an agreement," he
said. "By his own power, Elder Brother has
to bring the bokshi to his altar. If he can make
her speak and admit she is a bokshi, she will
be shunned by everyone in these villages. If
he fails, he will get forty-five days in jail and
a big fine."
"How can she dare?" someone asked.
"Everyone knows she's a very bad bokshi.
Elder Brother will make her speak"
"She is very proud of her own power,"
said Mani Raj . "But he will do it. Right,
Mohan?"
"Right," said Mohan. He certainly didn't
relish the idea of his father being jailed.
The following morning dawned bright,
with a thin white haze lying halfway down
the mountains. The air smelled fresh .
Mohan's father came out of his house and
stood by the path, drinking a cup of milk tea.
Before he could take even two sips, he was
surrounded by a group of supporters, who

must have been watching the house, waiting for him to come out. The shaman was in
a good mood, and he assured his associates
loudly that, by his power and his mantras,
he would bring Mrs. Narila to his altar, walking on her own to confess herself a bokshi.
"What if she doesn't come?" Mohan's
young auntie Ganchi whispered. "Will Elder Brother really go to jail?"
Mohan turned on her furiously. "Shut
up! " he snapped.
His father laughed. "Don't worry, children. By my power and the promise of Lord
Shiva, that old woman will come and bow
down to me today. If I should rip open my
chest like this" -he raked his clawed hands
outward from his heart-"what will be there
inside? You will see Lord Shiva. Then you
will know who 1 really am! Why else do 1
have a drum and a trident and rudraksJw
beads around my body?" He grinned, flashing his strong white teeth.
At about 2:00 that afternoon, the villagers began to gather in the cow pasture next
to Mohan's house. There would be room for
everyone to watch. Some brought food and
drink, and a party atmosphere prevailed,
with loud talk and laughter. Occasionally,
someone shouted challenges to the "old
bokshi" and threatened that the shaman
would "bum" her.
Mohan's father began his ceremony as
usual, drumming and calling his spirits and
deities. Then, he passed the drum and brass
plate to his main helpers for them to continue the beat, while he stood and danced in
the three worlds-upper, middle, and lower.
Because it was an important ceremony.
Mohan sat with the older helpers and
drummed the rhythms, carefully watching
his father's movements in order to know
which rhythms had to be played. If the
drummers made a mistake, the shaman
might lose his way on his travels, and then
he would shout at them in anger.
After an hour or two, Dilli Ram arri"ed at
the cow pasture with the Divisional Officef'.
his friend Mr. Dorje, some other gO\'ernment officials, Mr. Namchu and another
medical worker from the health post. and
the school teacher, Mr. Lepcha. Mohanmade
a mental note that Mrs. Narila wasn't \\ith
Dilli Ram, but that her brother had a faint.
disdainful smile on his face. Gesturing toward the altar, the man spoke down his
nose to the others, as though distancing himself from such "primitive" doings.
There was still no sign of Mrs. ~aril.a.,.
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and Mohan's father was sweating heavily
by now. He cried, "Ho, Ha!" and motioned
for the drummers to stop. Mohan reluctantly set down the drum, making sure it
rested upright on its side, with neither of the
faces touching the ground. He watched as
his father walked slowly through the afternoon heat to the house. Following his father
inside, he saw the shaman take his seat before the sacred stone tripod where Dil Maya
cooked their food, which no outsider was
allowed to touch, not even a non-Rai wife
who had married into the family. Mohan
heard his father begin to chant in a low voice
from the sacred mudhum (tribal laws) to invoke the Rai gods and goddesses from the
time the tribe was created as children of the
great god Shiva. Afterwards, the shaman
went outside, blew three long whistles, and
threw ginger root, holy water, and uncooked
rice over the gardens and the house, completely circling them for protection.
Then, Oil Bahadur simply sat and waited,
smoking paluwa tobacco from the hills and
drinking rakshi. Almost four hours had
passed. The Divisional Officer approached
the shaman and asked politely when they
could expect something to happen.
"Please let me take my own time," the
shaman answered. "It is not that easy. She
is doing a big ceremony with her students
and fellow bokshies somewhere. If you want
to see her, you can go to the Ranuite shelter
place by the roadside." The Ranuite shelter
was a resting place constructed several generations before by a wealthy merchant in
honor of the memory of his wife. When
grateful travelers paused there on their journeys, to spend the night or take refuge from
bad weather under the tangled trunk of a
huge boa tree, the merchant gained merit for
his next life.
Mohan jumped up and ran with his two
young aunties, his favorite playmates, to the
stone bench at the shelter. On the way, they
met Janika, the young woman who had been
called to the black altar in Basante but who
had never confessed herself to be a bokshi or
a bokshi's pupil. When she saw them, she
turned her head away, drew up the end of
her sari to hide her face, and hurried on,
looking Sideways down at the path so as not
to meet their eyes.
"Hey, Janika," Mohan shouted, "where's
your teacher? Tell her my father is calling
her now at his altar."
On the cool stone at the shelter, they
found broken fruit and traces of charcoal,
28
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Whispering, he recited
the nettle mantra, blew on
the leaves three times, and
began to beat them fiercely
against his own face and body,
especially his cheeks, his neck,
and the area around his eyes.

but no sign of Mrs. Narila or her other followers. "They were here," Mohan said,
drawing his finger through the black dust.
It was already beginning to get dark, so
Mohan and his aunties hurried back to the
cow pasture near Mohan's house, just in
time to hear his father calling for a large fire
to be made, water to be boiled in a copper
pot, and three bunches of nettles to be cut
and bound. Many hands hastened to do his
bidding.
"Heat a spoon red hot in the fire," the
shaman ordered. He instructed three drummers to begin drumming the upperworld
beat. "Keep drumming until you hear me
say, 'Ho, Ha.' Only then stop drumming,"
he told them. Mohan picked up the drum
and pounded furiously, his elbows flying
up and down, repeating a four-part rhythm
-da da d', da DA d', da DA d', da da d'; da da d',
da DA d', da DA d', da da d'-like the sound of
horses galloping, coming closer.
In about twenty minutes, two women
from Dorokha whom Mohan had not noticed previously in the crowds came close.
They sat down near his father and began to
shake. Then, a third woman approached
and sat with the others-it was Janika. The
three women shook silently, sweat pouring
off their faces and their hair flying.
Still Mohan's father waited, while the
drumming continued. Finally, after about
forty-five minutes, Mrs. Narila herself appeared, walking stiff-legged, and noticeably
angry. She carried a bunch of dried leaves
from the sage-like basaki plant.
"Now, why does she have those leaves?"
Mohan wondered to himself. "If she thinks
the basaki leaves will protect her, she is
wrong."
Mohan's father called for the bunches of
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nettles, and eager hands reached out immediately to supply them, holding them gingerly so as not to be stung by the poisonous
bristles that covered the stems and leaves.
The shaman closed his hands around them.
Then, he set one bunch on the floor near
Mrs. Narila and one near his left hand, and
he held the third in his right. Whispering.
he recited the nettle mantra, blew on the '
leaves three times, and began to beat them !
fiercely against his own face and body, especially his cheeks, his neck, and the area
around his eyes.
Normally, as Mohan knew, the nettles
caused small, painful blisters as soon as they
touched skin, but he watched as his father
beat himself all over his exposed face and
ears, and nothing happened. His skin remained smooth, although he was flailing
himself as though striking an enemy in
deadly fury. Instead, it was Mrs. Narila
who fell down and rolled on the ground,
crying out and howling. While the shamal1
beat his own body, she was the one WN!
suffered.
"Now, I will give you a gift of the red-ho
spoon," Oil Bahadur shouted, "unless yo.
speak and tell us who you are!" He lifter
the glowing spoon and brandished it at he
in a threatening gesture. Then, he brought i
near his own cheek, where it cast a red glo~
and made as if to touch it to his face.
"Ayeee!" the old woman squealed. "A
right, all right, all right. I will tell eve!')
thing. Don't bum me down." She sat u
and began to tremble.
"Who are you?" the shaman demande
"I am a deity," the woman grunted, tJ
words forced out against her will. She w.
now shaking so violently that the dried ShE
of basaki leaves rattled in her grip.
"And what do you do?"
"I live in the woods; I am Kalchur
People gasped. Kalchuri was the name 0
particularly powerful forest spirit.
"How long have you been Kalchur
the shaman asked. His voice became ca
and confident. Mohan, still beating the dn
in a steady rhythm with the other helPf
noticed how the questions and answ
seemed to fit inside that beat, how it SI
ported and carried the back-and-forth
change between the shaman and the boi
like a rocking boat on a gentle current.
"Since I was six years old."
" And how did you learn this?"
"With Dari Kami." Mohan was too yo
to remember this woman who had t

..

known before her death as a particularly
strong bokshi, but from the exclamations of
recognition corrting from the older people
behind him, he understood what she was.
"Why do you hurt people?"
"Because I am greedy."
"Do you hurt humans only, or animals,
as well?"
"I used to hurt both, but since I have lost
my strong teeth, I hurt only mankind, and
not animals."
" Are you a bokshi?"
"Yes."
Mohan exchanged a triumphant glance
with Mani Raj.
"But all my students call me Grandmother
Goddess."
Mohan's father then turned to the other
three women, still sporadically shaking
nearby. A man had now come up and joined
them before the altar, and he also vibrated
and shuddered. All four looked upset but
kept their eyes steadily downcast.
"You all seem like good people," the shaman said. "So please tell me who you are
learning witchcraft with. Is it Grandmother
Goddess here? For how long has she been
teaching you?"
The man spoke first. "Always, for a long
time ... in the dark of the moon," the words
spurted out.
"And where do you meet?"
"At the resting place by the road
Ranuite ... in graveyards .. . at shrines to the
... goddesses, and caves."
"And how long have you been studying ?" Mohan's father directed his next question to Janika.
Her shaking increased, and she gave a
little shriek. "Three years ... only," she
gasped.
"And why did you go to the Ranuite
shelter this afternoon?" The steady drumbeat continued.
"Grandmother Goddess called ... us there
this ... morning," Janika answered. Her
shaking began to subside. "She wanted us
to make a ceremony so you would have no
chance to get her." As her body came to rest,
she looked up for the first time into the
shaman's face, and she spoke in a more normal voice. "But we couldn't hold out against
your stronger power-like a burning firesomething jerking us against our will. We
tried hard to hold out, but then we had to
give up and come here to see what was
happening. When we got here, we could
not stop ourselves from coming over to the
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Mrs. Narila began to shake
violently, and the shaman
took up a bamboo brush and
sprinkled plant gum over
her until she calmed.
She dropped the basaki leaves
and pressed her hands together.

altar." Mohan noticed that Janika's oncedull eyes seemed to have cleared. "Please
forgive us," the girl pleaded.
Mrs. Narila began to shake violently, and
the shaman took up a bamboo brush and
sprinkled plant gum over her until she
calmed. She dropped the basaki leaves and
pressed her hands together, bowing low before him. "Ho, Haf" he cried. At the Signal,
Mohan and the shaman's other helpers set
down their drums.
"Now, Grandmother Goddess," the shaman said quietly, in a friendly way, 'Tm not
going to hurt you any more. You are our
neighbor, and you are an elderly lady, besides. You must be over sixty-five years old.
I do not need to put a sign on your cheeks or
on your tongue for people to know you as a
bokshi, for the entire village knows you are a
terrible bokshi. From this day forward, it has
been declared. Do you agree?"
Mohan saw her nod, and bow once more.
Some people in the crowd began to shout
that the bokshi should be marked, but
Mohan's father said, "Calm down. This is
my problem. Let me negotiate with this old
woman in a peaceful way."
The old woman and the shaman then
had a long discussion about the sickness,
deaths, bad luck, and accidents that had
plagued Dorokha, Basante, and nearby villages in recent times, and maybe about other
things as well. Mohan thought they must
have come to a good understanding, because at the end, his father clasped her shoulder in a friendly way, and they bowed to
each other.
Mrs. Narila got up and walked off into
the darkness. Janika and the other students
watched her go. Her bent body no longer
seemed frightening, only frail. Suddenly,

Janika stood and went after her, putting an
arm around the old woman's waist to support her.
Afterwards, the Divisional Officer came
over to Mohan's father with Mr. Dorje and
Mr. Namchu from the health post, and the
school teacher, Mr. Lepcha. "I never believed in shamans before," Mr. Lepcha said.
"This really surprised me."
Someone pressed a glass of rakshi into the
shaman's hand, and he took a drink. "Where
is Dilli Ram?" the shaman asked. "He
wanted to put me in jail, and now he must
admit I was right." But Dilli Ram was nowhere to be found .
"He left a long time ago," Mr. Dorje commented. And from that day on, Mr. Dorje,
Mr. Lepcha, and Mr. Namchu began to call
on Mohan's fa ther whenever anyone in their
families fell ill. Back then, there were no
doctors in the villages, only the compounders of medicines at the government health
post. The uneducated compounders always
prescribed the same two mixtures for everyone, but Mohan's father had many herbal
remedies in his bag, and he knew how to use
them. In time, Mr. Dorje, Mr. Lepcha, and
Mr. Namchu began to believe, as did everyone else in the village, that the deities and
ancestors of Dil Bahadur-Mohan's father
and the shaman of Dorokha-were strong
and wise.
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