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WILDERNESS VISION QUESTS:
THEY TAP THE SPIRITUAL VALUES OF WILDERNESS

MARILYN RILEY

Introduction

I think T have one of the most interest-
ing and most important jobs of any
woman in natural resources. For 18 years
now I have led about six programs a year
called Wilderness Vision Quests. I take
paying clients on eight-day trips into
mountain and desert roadless areas and
wilderness in California and Nevada.
Generally, my clients attend four pre-trip
meetings and take an all day “medicine
walk” in nature to prepare for the eight-
day experience, which includes four days
by themselves. During their solo, questers
usually fast with only water and engage in
reflection. Sometimes they use ritual and
ceremony in search of insights about “who
they are” and to focus on pressing issues
in their lives.

This modern “Wilderness Vision
Quest” simulates an activity at least 8000
years old that was practiced in many, if not
most, indigenous cultures around the
world (Cruden, 1996; Foster, 1995; Foster
and Little, 1988). The vision quest was
often used as a rite of passage from one life
stage to another, or in preparation for a
serious event. But the basic process is the
same-—tq affirm, through solitude and
fasting—who one really is, and to ascertain
among life’s choices what rings most true.
This is a beautiful, natural, healthy, time
tested, ancient yet modern way to find and
create meaning in life.

How I Started Doing
Vision Quests

I learned about vision questing from
my brother Steven Foster in the mid-to-late
1970’s. I was living on an island in British
Columbia, occasionally receiving letters
from Steven and his wife Meredith Little,
about a new wilderness business they
were starting called Rites of Passage. They
sent literature to me which looked sort of
stark, primitive, and strange—about
spiritual practices in the wilderness? The
ritual enactment of a rite of passage? The
vision quest? I could not relate. Thad a
family to raise, a garden to grow. I was
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busy building a house in a green island
paradise, gathering stones from all over
the island for a fireplace. There was never
enough time even then to sit down to
poﬁder and reflect, which is what my
brother’s literature suggested I do.

¢ But it na longer surprises me that a
yéar later L-arrived at my brother’s
doorstep, participated in my own vision
quest, trained and studied, became a
guide, and eventually took over the Rites
of Passage youth program. From hun-
dreds of presentations at Bay Area high
schools, and hundreds of days and nights
in the wilderness with youth from all
backgrounds, I came to know how
desperate young people are for some rite
of passage to help them make the leap
from adolescence to adulthood—a ritual
path to maturity. I learned too how
desperate many parents are for help in
letting go and finding meaning in their
own lives as their fledglings prepare to
leave the nest.

The years went by, I earned a Master’s
degree in Psychology focusing on vision
questing and human healing (Riley, 1986),
and I began my own vision questing
business. I joined in 1988 with my dearest
friend, Betty Warren, who is now 80, in
creating our current company, Wilderness
Transitions Inc., a non-profit educational
organization. Betty and I lead an average
of five or six trips a year, plus some special
events, and are proud to demonstrate with
our perfect safety record and hundreds of
satisfied customers that women too can be
competent wilderness guides for men and
women.

Like many women, I was denied
equality in outdoor activities, usually
staying in the campground or at home
with my mother and sister when my
brothers and father headed down the trail
to manly adventures. Today, I see many of
my women clients with impacts on their
self esteem from similar treatment based
on gender; the joy in my work is com-
pounded by the empowerment they gain
from completing a vision quest. The
hero’s journey that the vision quest
represents is also a heroine’s journey. But
it seems no accident that over half of my
clients are women, many of whom also
missed the chance for such journeys that
were available to their brothers.

Ritual and Ceremony

In my former life, I could not have
imagined spending 18 years participating
in, let alone leading others in, an ancient
wilderness ceremony. Though my family
enacted many rituals, especially around
the holidays, they were not called that.
They were traditions—clean, neat, white,
orderly affairs with the paternal figure
presiding.

I have a brief early memory that now
reminds me of the importance of cer-
emony. My father’s father died when I
was five years old. My father was sitting
at the kitchen table. He was crying,
sobbing, and I was not able to comfort
him. Maybe he thought I couldn’t possibly
understand his sadness. Maybe he
thought he would lose his strength by
showing his feelings to a litle girl. The
children were cleared from the room and
not allowed to attend the funeral. Many of
my questers have similar experiences,
growing up without closure on so many of
life’s transitions. If our family had had
some kind of ceremony to share thoughts
and feelings, to sing a song in my
grandfather’s memory, to learn more
about his life, to lay a flower at the grave
and give thanks for his life, it would have
helped a lot. It would have drawn us
closer, to share the grief, to talk openly
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he . arrived, blind and alone, at his destination,
where the ultimate transformation awaited him.

MODERN WILDERNESS
RITES

The modern wilderness rite, called the “Vi-
sion Fast." is a process that my wife, Meredith
Little, and 1 have been involved with for over
twenty years. Qur work tn this area began by
leadingVision Fasts and, for several years now,
training other leaders. The Vision Fast is an
attempt to bring back, at least pardally, the
therapeutic effectiveness of indigenous rites of
passage in the wilderness. However, full effec-
tiveness of such rites cannot be attained until
they are again sanctioned by the culture. Such
acceptance, while still limited, is emerging. At
the present time, the numbers of people who
recognize the intrinsic value of these experi-
ences are growing, reflected by the increasing
numbers of wilderness experience progranis,
even as*“‘ecopsychology”” courses multiply within
institutions of higher learning.

The modernVision Fast, as we practice it,
is rooted in several disciplines: the humanities
(folklore, mythology, philosophv. and symbol-
ism); the social sciences (anthropology and
psychology); the natural sciences (ecology); and
outdoor, experience-based education (e.g.,
Qutward Bound, National Qutdoor Leader-
ship School). A deeper taproot connects the
Vision Fast to what Jung called the “collective
unconscious,” the ancestral memories of our
species, graven 111 our genes.

In a practical sense, our wilderness Vision
Fast program was developed in response to the
blinking red lights on our phones in the Marin
County Suicide Prevention Hotline Room.
Our tutors were several Native American
“medicine men,” a couple of excellent field
biologists, psychotherapists, a prominent so-
cial anthropologist, thousands of people who
came to our school, and, of course, all those
years we spent in the field, exposed to the
therapeutic influence of nature.

As the years passed and we gained experi-
ence in what we were doing, various aspects
of our program changed to reflect our new
insights about the three phases of the ancient
Initiatory process and how to best present them
today. But the core process remained the sanie,
involving the three phases: severence, thresh-
old, and incorporation.

THE CORE PROCESS OF
THE VISION FAST

Severence: Like little Jumping Mouse, our “cli-
ents” sever from the past. Some of this sever-
ance involves preparation to enter and survive
the wilderness experience or threshold phase.
We prefer that clients spend six months an-
ticipating and preparing for their Vision Fast
experience. Emphasis is not placed on the life
1ssues or problems that brought them to the
program per s, but on the intent—that is, what

-

Sitting in council, Vision Fast particpants integrate
the wilderness expenence (incorporation) to refum to
ordinary life with a new level of sell-understanding and
acceptance.

he/she would confirm by this act of leaving
the past behind and taking on the “taboos” of
the threshold, such as fasting alone. When the
person returns from the threshold phase to
begin the incorporation phase, this intent is
then fully “owned” according to the ancient
therapeutic formula.

Threshold: When our “client” enters the
threshold phase, she/he goes into the wilder-
ness for a period of time up to four days. Dur-
ing this time of “threshing,” three of the old
liminal taboos are observed: no food (hunger),
no company (loneliness), no shelter (expo-
sure}—except for a small tarp and some rope.
Though the safety of the participants is care-
fully monitored, they have no contact with
each other or the guides uness they chose to
initiate it. Alone in the great body of the wil-
derness, without social distractions, they ex-
perience a heightened awareness of their bod-
1es, their emotions, feelings, and thoughts. They
are compelled to be more inward and reflec-
tve and develop a more careful, clear-eyed
attention to the details of the natural world.
With nothing but water to fill their bellies,
their senses become more acute. Emotional
states such as fear, boredom, anxiety, euphoria,
and feelings kindled by memories of the past
become the basis for insight and internal
changes leading to personal health and vital-
ity. Transcendent or psychedelic visions are not
encouraged, although participants sometimes
bring back such stories.

The threshold state is not particularly dan-
gerous and our several thousand “clients™ have
endured it without a single serious accident.
[t 1s nevertheless a “'perceived risk.” Fasting,
for example, is beneficial to the health of most
people. But fasting in the wilderness engen-
ders sensations of existential exhaustion, faint-
ness, and vertigo. For many. death is perceived
as looming close, even when it is, in reality, far
awav. The perceived sense of death, or mortal-
ity, becomes an invaluable catalyst for selt-dis-
covery and change. The entire being is atfected:
body, psyche, mind, and spirit.

Incorporation: The third phase, incorpo-
ration, involves a process of integrating the par-

ticipants with their ordinary lite at a new level
of selt-understanding and acceptance. They are
welcomed back from their threshold experi-
ence (received) with a challenge to live what
they discovered. In an informal council set-
ting (known as the School of Lost Borders).
they tell cheir threshold stories to the others.
The guides respond with comments about
various elements (from practical to mythical)
in each story. Intent—the reason clients chose
to participate in the Vision Fast rite—is tor-
mally declared to have been attained. Partici-
pation never ends in failure, and those who
return early from the fast are also helped to
understand what they have learned.

The role of the guides is not to psycholo-
gize, nor to point out weakiesses or short-
comings in the person or their story.” Person-
centered listeniing,” such as that developed by
Carl Rogers, is the rule, The guides basic thera-
peutic task is “maieutic.” That is, they assist
the individual in giving birth to a new form
of self~understanding. As in traditional elder
councils. held when initiates in primitive times
returned trom their threshold passage, the
councils at the School of Lost Borders seek to
identify the gifts, abilities, propensities, syin-
bols, values-—the “medicine"——inherent in the
clients’ stories. This identification of “the gifts
within the story” empowers the person to use
those gifts.“Visions” (transcendent or psyche-
delic) are considered to be of minimal value
unless tied to practical action in the world at
large. For exanple, the vision of a new
of being™ with a spouse, friends, parents, or
coworkers could be the basis for practical ac-

“way

tion, as could visions of a new career or life-
style. Insights surrounding such issues are not
uncommon in the stories brought back from
the threshold experience.

LONG-TERM
THERAPEUTIC BENEFITS

Invariably, illumination occurs on aVision Fast,
People get“high.” Many protess to be “reborn,”
“regenerated,” or “revitalized.” Separated from
the evervday confusion of their lives by the
wilderness, they are enabled to see more clearly
their path ahead. But the “high” is short-lived.
They have to return to the context of their
lives, the routines, the work, the day by day
demands of environment and peers. Sooner
or later they fall into a predictable depression.
The depression is essential, for without it the
experience cannot be truly integrated into the
ongoing saga of their lives.

Despite the fact thar people generally re-
turn to a culture that does not value or un-
derstand wilderness passage rites. they rarely
completely forget their experience, but hold
on to it. sometimes like a shipwrecked sailor
clutching a piece of the mast. Even twenty
years later many are likely to say such things
as,"This was the most important experience
of my life.” Only recently we learned that when
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one of our early students had succumbed to
cancer, an arrow point he had found during his
Vision Fast was clurched tghtly in his haud.
An inescapable long-term benefit of the
wilderness Vision Fast is a lifelong love for
wildlands. A young man, who at age 17 con-
tirmed his passage to manhood in Death Val-
ley, later became director of the National
Outdoor Leadership School in Kenya. A young
woman confirming her passage to woman-
hood in the Inyo Mountains later became a
professor in bioecology. Another young man
marking the attainment of manhood in the
White Mountains became an environmental
botanist absorbed in the reclamation of mili-
tary bombing ranges. Many others come to
mind: the real estate salesman who joined the
Nature Conservancy; the college student who
became a forest ranger; the television director
who decided to produce nature films; the
housewife who became a bird watcher; the
carpenter who became an ecologist; the teen-
age boy on probation who became an expert
in Stone Age technology; the Disney execu-
tive who became a Vision Fast guide; the
woman who spent her inheritance on a project

releasing captive delphins to the wild. The list *

goes on and on among the clients we have
guided and expands among the clients of
guides we have trained.

There are also other long-term benefits:
positive shifts in seli~esteem, self-conrol, self~
reliance, and personal values. Participants tend
to harbor more constructive atticudes about
past crises than thev had before. “Victims”
crawled out of the swamps of helplessness and
began the arduous trek to the sacred moun-
tains of resolution. Decisions are made and
courses of action are taken that forever alter
lives. There are changes in priorities, spouses,
and jobs, changes in housing. relocations of’

1.See A.van Gennep, The Rites of Passage. See also | Henderson, Threshholds of Initia-
tion. L. Mahdi. S. Foster. and M. Little, Benvixt and Between: Patierns of Maseuline and

Feminine Initfation,

residence, new vocations and avocations, cre-
ative retirements. Sonie end the vicious cycle
of addiction. Some sustain a renewal of their
faith in matters spiritual, declaring that their
experience had taught them something about
dying.

THE FUTURE OF
WILDERNESS
PASSAGE RITES

The future of the Vision Fast and other wil-
derness passage rites appears secure. After all,
this dynamic has been around for at least a
hundred thousand years. Today there are a
thousand Raccoons who conduct Mouse
down to the Sacred River. Each year we train
50~75 of them at the School of Lost Borders,
and there are scores of other training programs
and apprenticeships throughout the world.
The number of Raccoons are growing and
adapting well to the back alleys of modern
civilization. But their work is not yet fully ac-
cepted by Establishment intellectuals and turf-
conscious professionals. This might be expected.
In ancient times such passage rites were for the
benefit of all the people, even little Jumping
Mouse, but the intelligentsia were the ones who
told the person that if they heard a roaring in
their ears, they must be crazy.

Thus, the effectiveness of the rites are di-
minished by the absence of universal cultural
sanction. Graduates of experiences like the wil-
derness Vision Fast will continue to return to
social contexts that do not-make allowances
for their selt-perceived, new life status. Peers,
colleagues, even loved ones may not under-
stand or even appreciate any personal discov-
eries or changes that have occurred.

Ecologically, wilderness passage rites are a
“soft” use of the wilderness, even though the

FOOTNOTES

Big Pine California. in the Owens Vailey, east of the Sierra
Nevada Range and vest of desert wilderness in Death Valley
This is where Steven Foster and his wife, Meredith Little, train
wilderness Vision Fast I2aders at the School of Lost Borders.

personal experience can be hard. The solo
experience leaves virtually no trace after a year’s
rain. They can be conducted in various kinds
of terrain, from pure wilderness to multiple-
use public or private lands. Of all the forms of
wilderness therapy and outdoor adventure,
Vision Fast rites most directly stimulate the
full range of complexes within the human
psyche. The three-phase dynamic (severence,
threshold, and incorporation) and the three
taboos (food, companionship, and shelter) po-
tently convey the participant to what Thomas
Moore calls “the soul of nature”

They rarely forget their experi-
ence. Only recently we
learned that when one of our
early students had succumbed
to cancer, an arrow point he
had found during his Vision Fast
was clutched tightly in his hand.

In the regions of the human psyche are
found the inward tools of change, adaptability,
survival,and growth.These regions have names
like self-consciousness, feeling (as opposed to
reactive emotion), reflection, conscience,
anima, animus, dreams, personal and ancestral
memory,and shadow. They coniposc the mor-
tal darkness from which the light of insight and
self-discovery spring. They conpose what we
frail humans can know of the soul of nature and
are the foundations of maturity and species sur-
vival.-One psychotherapist we know estimated
that a wilderness Vision Fast was worth a year
of psychotherapy. How can we resist such a chal-
lenge? Humans will always be drawn to the
source of the roaring in their ears. IJW
STEVEN FOSTER, PH.D., is codirector of the School of
Lost Borders, PO. Box 55, Big Pine, CA 93513, USA.

2. See Hyemeyohsts Stormy, Seven Arrows for an excellent version of the Jumping
Mouse story. See also 8. Foster and M. Little, “The Roaring of the Sacred River.”
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