
The takeover of a town drew 
worldwide attention, and a fleet of 
Rolls-Royces fueled an image of 
eccentric excess. But for the 
sannyasins, Rancho Rajneesh is 
the culmination of. . . · 

li t>piritual Quest -1n an 
ltge ol ltllluence 

Story by Larry Colton, 
photographs by Randy L. Rasmussen 

T be sign on the side of Oregon Highway 18, four miles 
east of Antelope, reads: Rajneeshpuram - 18 miles. It 
is riddled with bullet boles. 

Conflict in paradise. 
Like dirt under their work boots, controversy has traveled with 

Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh and his red-clad disciples on their path to 
an unlikely promised land - Rancho Rajneesh, a God-forsaken 
chunk of barren, ravaged land near a small, church-going communi-
ty in the Oregon high-dtsert country. · 

The San Francisco Examiner labeled them a sex cult. 1000 
Friends of Oregon slapped a you-can't-build-a-city-here lawsuit on 
them. Citizens for Constitutional Cities bit them with questions 
about conflicts of church and state. "60 Minutes" fired questions at 
them about anti-Semitic jokes and jaw-breaking therapy sessions. 
The U.S. Immigration Service denied their leader's request to remain 
in the United States (the decision is being appealed). And a popular 
bumper sticker around conservative Antelope reads: "Better Dead 
Than Red." 

Rajneesh rumors abound: An orgy every night. A Jim Jones 
brainwash. A _l~bor camp. A Penthouse morality. A nuclear-sur.ival-
ist enclave. A self-awareness scam for a lot of people whose self-
images stink. 
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Who are these people? 
-Why have they bought 
into the mast~r-disciple 

scene? And just what 
are they up to, besides 
spending, out there in 

the middle of nowhere? 

l) owntown Rajneesbpuram, called Jesus 
Grove by its neo-settlers, looks a bit like 

Dodge City seen through rose-tinted glasses - a 
dirt road, a couple of wooden storefronts, a post 
office and smiling people in red greeting their 
neighbors. New pre-fab trailers, the city offices, 
bookend the main drag. 

Parked in front of one of the trailers is a mud-
dy, 4-wbeel-drive Bronco, a Rajneesh company car. 
Its bumper sticker reads: "Jesus Saves, Moses In-
vests, Bhagwan Spends." And, oh good guru, does 
be spend. 

The Rajneeshees aren't just whistling through 
their ledger when they talk about spending. They 
arrived in Oregon looking and talking like flower 
children caught in a time warp, but they came with 
far more than rose petals in their pockets. 

The sex, the politics, the religion, the ecology, 
the '60s slang and the trendy cosmic trips are all 
intregal parts of the Rajneesh whole, links connect-
ing the spiritual and material worlds that Bhagwan 
says are so important. They are parts that are just 
starting to unfold for outsiders to see. The cash 
already ·has unfurled. It comes frcm contributions 
and the sale of Bhagwan books and paraphernalia. 

Since moving to Oregon, the Rajneeshees have 
pumped an estimated $35 million into a sick econo-
my. Those bucks, along with their vegetable gar-
dens, have helped in the greening of Oregon, put-
ting smiles on the faces of more than a few local 
businessmen. 

Ma Anand Sheela Silverman, the head honcho 
of the Rajneesh corporate empire, has stated quite 
clearly that the R~jneeshees have no use for the 
poor. Beggars are despised; the work ethic is em-
braced. 

One theory has it that Bhagwan's 27 Rolls-

Royces, at $150,000 a unit, are but an investment, a 
capitalistically subtle way of trickling currency 
into the economy, spawning it at the ostentatious 
top of the mountain, rather than feeding it directly 
to the poor begging fish at the bottom of the pool. 
Reaganomics dressed in red. 

In the final judgment, riches for Bhagwan Shree 
Rajneesh may very well be riches for the Rajnee-
shees. But there is much more to the Rajneesh 
experiment, phenomenon, mystery, blight-what-
ever - than just the corporate ledger's bottom line. 
Who are these people? Why have they bought into 
the master-disciple scene? And just what are they 
up to, besides spending, out there in the middle of 
nowhere? 

Sannyasin Ma Prem Veena, 37, contact-Iens-
blue eyes, sun-frosted hair, slides behind the wheel 
of a Rajneesh Bronco, the one with the "Bhagwan 
Spends" bumper sticker. She starts the engine, 
ready to give another tour of Rancho Rajneesh, 
Oregon's newest and most-controversial tourist 
attraction. Veena, an ex-model, is a Twinkie, Raj-
neesh-speak for hostess. 

Her job is tour guide, showing off the 100-
square-mile former cattle ranch once used to film a 
John Wayne movie. She also charms the bad ink 
out of journalists who come snooping around in 
search of sex, violence and religious weirdoism. 
She is the buffing machine to smooth over head 
spokesperson Sheela Silverman's double-grit sand-
paper approach. 

Driving slowly down Yoga Road, the wash-
board main street, she stops behind a yellow school 
bus, one of 30 recently bought at an auction. Two 
men dressed in burgundy sweatshirts and apricot 

A man walks dov.m the main street of Rajneeshpuram. Buildings from old Big Muddy Ranch stand among the new mobile homes. 



jeans, both 6-feet tall and full of honest muscle, 
step off, stealing quick goodbye hugs from the bus 
driver, who's wearing a red bandana in her hair. 

Veena, whose husband is a sannyasin working 
as a studio rock musician in Los Angeles, eyes them 
walking toward the welding shop. "I've never seen 
so Illal!Y good-looking_men in one place," she says, 
speaking in a Southern-soft British accent· that 
· makes her sound as if she's reading Chaucer, which 
she did when she majored in English literature and 
psychology at Durban University in South Africa. 

She turns left onto Zen Road, a major Rajneesh-
puram highway. In another city the rut-filled dirt 
road probably would be cfosed to traffic. She drives 
past the soon-to-be-completed solar green house. It 
will be the largest in America, bigger than the Rose 
Bowl. A little farther down the road, a lush green 
field waves an unexpected greeting, like a country-
club fairway calling out from a dirt-brown course. 

"When I look at these fields and hills," she says, 
--1 get the feeling they are laughing, laughing be-
cause they're so happy to be turning green." 

In the past year, thousands of fruit and shade 
trees, 1,200 acres of grain crop, 50 acres of vegeta-
bles and a vineyard have been planted. Previously, 
the hills around Rajneeshpuram were alive, but 
only with sagebrush and scrawny juniper trees. 
The rocks didn't even want to be there. Geologists 
have labeled much of the bnd grade vm, meaning 
there's not much chance for anything to make it. 

Sparse vegetation, insufficient rainfall and 
overgrazing had turned a rugged, · dramatic land-
scape into an ecological sissy. Flash floods often 
transformed the place, formerly named the Big 
Muddy Ranch, into slop. 

"A lot of experts thought we had taken leave of 
our senses to try to farm here," says Veena, point-
ing toward several dozen acres of winter wheat. 
"But our irrigation system is proving to be success-
ful." 

She stops the car, pointing again, this time 
toward a cluster of double-wide, three-bedroom, 
$30.000 mobile homes nestled against a hillside. 
They are part of the 60 modular homes purchased 
from a then-about-to-go-belly-up dealer in Albany. 
It's six sannyasins to a home . 

.. That's where I live," she says, a mother show-
ing off her new baby. "A lot of ~pie seem to 
think we all live in a big• dorm and sleep in a big 
pile. It's not true. I have my own room; I like my 
privacy, thank you." 

LJ 
Veena, whose name means a musical instru-

ment played by the gods, was reared by her di-
vorced mother in a Sunday-school conservative, 
South African environment. In high school she 
involved herself in art, music, theater, dance, good 
grades, beach parties and a little messing around 
with her boyfriends. 

"Actually. I was a little rebel," she recalJs. "But 
I kept it bottled up, like sitting on a volcano or 
keeping the lid on a boiling teapot." 

She helped put herself through college working 
as a fashion model. After graduation. she moved to 
England for a while and worked as an educational 
psychologist. That wasn't for her; so she moved to 
Toronto, Canada, to teach English to tough kids in 
an alternative school. She burned out on that, too, 
and went back to England where she dabbled brief-
ly in drugs, hung out in art galleries, listened to the 
RoJJing Stones and met the beautiful people. 

"I was leading the good life," she says. "But I 

couldn't shake the feeling there was something 
more." 

In 1971 she met a man who asked her to meet 
him in India. Why not? She threw her jeans in a 
backpack and caught the Orient Express. 

"The further east the trains went, the more I 
felt the shackles and chains of Western civilization 
dropping away," she says. "But when I got to India 
I got depressed. It was ugly and there were so 
many beggars. I couldn't stand them. 

"The Westerners I met all seemed to be there 
on some kind of a search, going through all the • 
spiritual trips - gurus, transcendental meditation, 
yoga, .acid. I felt like I was committing emotional 
suicide." 

Then she met another man. "Sometimes it 
seems my life is just a series of meeting guys," she 
muses. "We were on a beach, making plans to fly 
back to London together when a film crew making 
a documentary on hippies in India asked if they 
could take our picture. 

"A lady in the crew, dressed in red and wearing 
a necklace with some strange looking. guy's picture 
on it, started tuning into me, telling me about this 
unbelievable guru. I told her I'd heard enough guru 
trips and I thought they were all totally fake." 

As it turned out, however, Veena and her boy-
friend had an afternoon to kill in Bombay before 
heading back to England. He talked her into taking 
a taxi to check out the guru. 

"We went to a high-rise apartment," she re• 
members. "I thought, 'No guru lives in a high rise.' 
We went inside and while we were waiting v . .-e met 

'People are sex-era.zed 
because they've been so 
repressed. We don't do 
anything different than 
they do in Portland, but 

we don't feel guilty 
about it.' 

1'4a Anand livana and Swami Ananddip, top photograph, take morning break to enjoy the 
sun on the porch of their A-frame. Above, mobile homes dot the hills around Rajneeshpuram. 



a couple of Western sannyasins. I thought they 
were talking complete and utter garbage. 

"When we finally went into meet Bhagwan, he 
started talking to my friend. Within two minutes, 
he cut straight to the core, opening him up like I 
hadn't been able to do in two months. 

"My first impression was that he was the great-
est psychologist I'd ever met. My second impres-
sion was that he was the greatest intellect I'd ever 
met. 

"When he turned to me and asked what I was 
looking for, I drew myself up in full righteousness 
and said, 'I'm not consciously looking for anything. 
I'm quite happy as I am, thank you. I'm just wait-
ing to fly home to London.' He'looked me straight 
in the eyes and t1Jld me to cancel my flight." 

She did just that, saying goodbye to her friend 
and signing up for Bhagwan's dynamic meditation 
course, a daily one-hour exercise with stages in 

e h3S 2iO_ .OOU disci~!es '."orldwide, 
27 Ro!!~Royces m his dnveway and 
a farm in 1h13 centrai Or~on desert 

thaf s bigger than the ~ity of San Francisco. 
Depending on who·s speaking, he's described 
as a spiritual savior. a ;J.!orified pimp, a corpo-
rate aenius or a bio. ·at hoax. 

Who is this guru? What has Bhagwan Shree 
Rajneesh, a 5 't-year-olc 'form~:- ;:;hilosoplw 
prof turned "enHghtened master·· and reHgtous 
mystic. said or done that makes his oeilev-ers, 
called sannye>sins - most of them high scor-
ers on their college entrance exams - want to 
dress fn red and wear his pieture around their 
nec~s? What's so hot about·him th&t theSe 
p«>pfe work tfke mutes, for no pay, 12 hourS-a 
day, seven days a week. trying tc build·hkn ·an 

rapid breathing, jumping around and screaming, 
shouting "boo, boo," standing still and dancing. 

"The second day in meditation they told us to 
let it all hang out. After we started, I began to 
panic. I was blindfolded and I could hear all these 
Indians rolling around the ground and freaking out. 
I whipped off my blindfold and ran out of there. 

"I thought I'd made the mistake of my lifetime. 
I stormed back to my hotel, packed my bags and 
went to the train station. I was furious." 

While she waited for her train, a woman ap-
proached her and told her Bhagwan wanted her to 
come back. Veena gave in. 

"When I went back, I explained to him that I 
hated Indians and I wanted to leave. He convinced 
me to give it another try. He told me to stay away 
from the Indians. 

"I went to see him again the next day in his 
room. When I looked at him, I suddenly went into 

agricultural, political and spiritual oasis in the 
middle of sage~JSh an juniper? 

Bhagwan was born Chandra Mohan Raj-
neesh on Dec. 11, 1931, in Kutchawada in 
northern India, the son of a cloth merchant. He 
hoids a bachek>r's degree in phtlosophy trom 

, JabaJpur Universtty in Jabalpur, Jndia. and a 
· master's degreejn philosophy from the Univer-
sity of Saugar in Saugar, India He taught phj. 
losophy at MahakoshaJ Arts Co11ege· in Jabal-
pur before settling in Bom~y and then Poona 
to lecture to hiS disciptes. 

· Since leaving india ano coming to Amertca 
in 1981, Bhagwan has remained silent. The 
following quotes. just a few plums from his 
philosophlcal supem,art<et, have been gleaned 
from his books, vtdeo tapes and tectu.'"8S. an 
avaHabfe by mail order. 

On wheth« M Is God: "Tr,ere is no God, 
hMce the question does not arise. Bhagwan 
does not mean God. it simply means The 
8h3ssad One. The very--idea of God is- non• 
democratic. EHMr everything is God or noth-
ing ls God. 

On faith: ··Faith has nothing to do with re!i-
gion. faith is rooted in believing in something 
you i<now nothing of. it is a way of covering 
your ignorance. 9e!igion is not betief or taith 
but knowing. The whole of history has been 
99.9 percent just stupic - because of faith. 
But aH the so-caHed religions preach it, be-
cause that :s ihe easiest way to exploit. 

On communism: •·communisrr. Is :;giy; a is 
a great epidemic. The sooner it disappears 
from the worid .. the better:· 

On soetaUsm: "i am against socialism be-
cause it destroys something which is ver; pre-
cious; it destroys the lndividuai. Socialism 
means society is the goal. not the individual." 

On capltallem: ''Capitalism ls basicaliy in-
dividualism. 11 is more than a ~at structure; it 
iS democtacy and freedom. Capitalism simply 
gtves you the freedom to be yourseff.'' 

On .Amet'tca: 0 America is trle. future. of the 

another dimension. I sat there staring for an hour. 
Nothing was said. Everything fell away; I bei::ame 
bodiless. I sat .there knowing myself, knowing I 
·needed this man, knowing that this was what I 
was looking for all my life. That was 11 years ago. 
There has never been a moment's doubt since." 

D 
Non-sarinyasins have their doubts, however. 

The Rajneesh trip has been described as "Jesus and 
Buddha meet Lenny Bruce,'' or "I'm OK, you•re 
OK, just get your assets in gear." Veena is aware of 
the skepticism. 

"Religion is such an invisible thing," she offers, 
driving slowly past the new dairy and the chicken 
coops that yield 500 eggs a day. "Outsiders are 
suspicious. A lot of it has to do with the notion we 
are a sex cult on their doorstep. 

"They are disappointed when they discover that 

• 

world." 
On NX: "The simpje truth is that sex is the 

starting point of fove. Never repress it. Rather 
go deep into it with great clarity and with great 
love. Go as an explorer. Search all the nooks 
and comers of your sexuality and you will be 
surprised and enriched and benefited. Know-
ing your sexuality, one day .you will stumble on 
your spirituali_ty." · 

On men: "There is a great Med for a men's 
liberation movement - not liberation from 
women, but liberation from au the nonsense 
that has been taught to hfm down the ~= Be 
hard! Don't bend! Break but don't bend! Man 
has been taught to be hard like a rock - man 
has missed much." 

On wom.n's HNratton: "The women's lib-
eration movement is not reaHy a liberation 
movement. !t is in fact just the opposite; tt is 
tr;ing to imitate men, to become as· hard as 
men are, to do whatsoever men are doing ... 

Oft eco(ogy! "The way to regain the ba~-
ance of nature is not by renouncing technolo-
gy. it is not by becoming hippies., no, not at all. 
U is through superior techno!ogy. We can bring 
an even better ecological balanCe than nature 
itself.'' 

On the rofe of a Master. "This is the whole 
effort of ail the Masters: to create a sudden 
ciash of thunder so those who are fast asleep 
can be awakened:· 

On JHus: "Christ is the flute on God's lips. 
So whatsoever has ccme from Christ is gods-
pe¼, is gospel" 

On RaJnHShpuram: ·'Not only -.,,,.m things 
"ct oe possessed, but oersons wm .also not be 
possessed in trie commu"le. if you ;ove a wom-
an. iive with her - out of sheer !ove. out of 
sheer joy - but don't become her husband. 
You can't. To become a wife or husband is ugly 
beCaUSe it brings ownership, and then the oth-
er iS reduced to:property~" 



sex is only 5 percent of what goes on around here. 
When you work 12 hours a day, there's not a lot of 
energy left over for wife-swapping and orgies. 

"We have all sorts of different types of rela• 
tionships going on here. It's definitely not static. 
But we're not hung up on sex; it's society that is. 

"People are sex~razed because they've been so 
repressed .and told it's something to feel guilty 
about. Here at the ranch, we don't do anything 
different than they do in, say Portland, except we 
don't feel guilty about it." 

On the wood•paneled walls of Ma Anand Sheela 
Silverman's triple-deluxe prefab pad, pictures and 
posters of Bhagwan watch over the room. ~e of 
his 300 books, a large glossy copy of "Book ol 
Secrets," adorns the glass coffee table. His framed 
messages - pearls of Rajneesh wisdom - sit atop 
shelves. 

It's almost lunch time. Sheela's li\•ing room, 
which doubles as a comfy social lounge and board 
room for Rajneesh Foundation International, clat• 
ters with the sounds of big business in motion. 
Hanging on one wall is a large world map, with red 
pins to show the location of the 325 worldwide 
Rajneesh Meditation Centers. Most of the pins are 
in Western Europe and America. 

On the living room couch, Ma Prem Sangeet, 
who was Therese Wendling at Roseburg High and 
the University of Oregon, and is now the Rajneesh• 
puram city attorney, confers with Ma Prem Karu• 
na, recently elected mayor of Antelope and the only 
politician to wear glitter on her face on election 
day. Across the wall to wall.carpeted room, Sheela 
sits in a plush leather chair, talking to a lawyer in 
Los Angeles. There is mention of a possible lawsuit 
against "60 Minutes." 

Another woman, Ma Prem Isabel, the head 
Twinkie and editor of the Rajneesh Times, enters. 
There are affectionate hugs all around, even though 
it's been only a few hours since they were last 
together. Everybody is in sunrise.colored stockings 
- shoes are always left on the front steps to keep 
the ranch dirt out of the carpeting. 

Sheela, 33, hangs up the phone. She joins the 
other women, taking her seat at the head of the 
tasteful, Sunset•magazine table setting in the adja· 
cent dining room. She is clearly the ranch ma-
triarch. Not surprisingly, she is tt.e one sannyasin 
who gets to talk with Bhagwan. 

"We talk about things that trouble me in my 
heart," she explains. "We never talk about any-
thing to do with business. We talk about how the 
people and children at the ranch feel and how he 
feels." 

Born in India, educated in America, Sheela is 
the ranch spokesperson, the one who goes on the 
Merv Griffith Show or takes on the "60 Minutes" 
crew. Her deceased first hu&band was a successful 
New York businessman. Some say her present hus• 
band is the silent force behind the Rajneesh busi-
ness success; some say Sheela's sometimes arrogant 
tell-it-like-it-is public image is rubbing a lot of 
people the wrong way. 

A young man in his early 20s, part of the Raj-
n eesh domestic crew responsible for daily 
housekeeping, sets the salad. homemade bread, 
natural fruit iuices and souffle on the table. None of 
the women, ~ll part of the ranch's inner circle, say 
thanks-be-to-Bhagwan for this gourmet vegetarian 
meal. They just dive in. 

The phone in the living room rings again. It's 

another call for Sheela about . "60 Minutes." She 
takes the call, then returns to the table. 

"I don't know how long I can stay mad about 
this," she says. "But rd sure like to nail that .... " 
She is referring to Barbara Tucker, the producer 
for "60 Minutes," whom Sheela describes as "an 
uptight, silicone phony who knew what kind of 
story she wanted before she ever got here." 

"She cut the interviews to make it look like we 
break each other's jaws in our group therapy ses-
sions. That simply is not true." 

The Rajneesh group therapy encounter sessions 
have gained a reputation • for their anything.goes, 
let•out-:all•your•anger· t~hniques. 

''Ten years ago, we let people touch each other 
in our sessions," Sheela explains. "Now we have 
pillows for people to project their anger on. We 
also have a trained counselor there to monitor. You 
won't find anyone walking around here with a 
broken jaw." 

· She pauses to sip her juice, then calmly contin· 
ues. " '60 Minutes' never bothered to deal with 
what we're all about. What this place offers is 
obvious in the faces, the actions and the style of 

living of the people here. Nowhere will you find 
such happy people. 

"We're all about creating a beautiful agricultur• 
al oasis. We're all about great vegetarian food, 12 
hours of work a day, a lot of fun, games and nice 
people. We're not violent; the exact opposite is 
true. 

"We're not hippies either. Bhagwan teaches us 
the Rolls•Royce style. We're a bunch of capitalists. 
I say let's act like it. If we're going to offer a gift, 
why·offer less than a diamond or a Rolls? 

"People have said we attract people with a low 
self-image. My God, these people here have known 
success, yet they had the ability to recognize some-
thing was missing. 

" '60 Minutes' implied we are anti·Semitic. 
How can they say that? Over 25 percent of our 
sannyasins are Jewish. I married a Jew. Can they 
be serious? 

"Sure, we make jokes about Jews. And blacks. 
And Polacks. Bhagwan teaches us not to take life 
too seriously. People have to be able to laugh at 
themselves and be able to take life as a joke. You'll 
find people here with senses of humor. One of the 

/\,,fa Prem Veena, left, and .Ha Prem Isabel sen:e as Ti..:inkies - tour guides. 

The community maintains the Rajneesh Airport and an Air Rajneesh lvf itsubishi prop jet, 
which help link it to a sprawling web of outside interests. 
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To the joyful attention of Rajneeshees, Bhagwan Shree Raineesh makes daily afternoon drive in a Rolls-Royce. 

only rules we have around here is that each city 
council meeting has to start with a joke." 

Two more women enter the room. One is wear-
ing a slinky, low-cut pink evening gown, hardly 
appropriate attire for a weeknig~t in Antelope. 
Like a model past her prime, she twirls around, 
offering to let Sheela wear the gown when she jets 
to New York for a film festival where a Rajneesh 
documentary is up for an award. 

"I'd freeze," replies Sheela, declining the offer 
as she swats a fly, Rancho Rajneesh's Public Ene-
my Number One. 

The second woman, Ma Prem Shannon, sits 
down next to Sheela and shows her a knitting 
project she is working on. She tries to convince 
Sheela knitting is the latest ranch rage. Sheela isn"t 
going for it. 

Shannon, 30, is a '74 graduate in art from the 
University of California at Davis. She has a plain, 
soft, pleasant smile. Her hair is dishwater blond. 
Under her rnala - the official necklace of the 
sannyasins - she wears a silver necklace bearing 
the optimistic inscription: "yes." 

In one way, Shannon's is a typical sannyasin 
story. She ran into an old friend, saw how happy 
she was, and three weeks later was on her way to 
India. • 

In another way, however, Shannon's presence 
at Rajneeshpuram is jolting: Her father was Leo 
Ryan, the California congressman who was mur-
dered in Jonestown, precipitating the Jim Jones, 
Kool-Aid suicides. 

Dessert is brought to the table. It's cappucino 
and homemade chocolate chip cookies, the Rancho 
Rajneesh answer to the jelly bean. With a sly smile, 
Shannon picks up a cup of cappucino and offers it 

to Sheela. 
"Want some Kool-Aid?" she asks. Everyone 

laughs, the Rajneesh we-can-laugh-at-life chuckle. 
"No tacky KootAid for us," Sheela says. "We'll 

go first class with cappucino." 

The intersection of Nirvana and Zen roads, such 
as it is, is lined with people who act as if they've 

Sannyasins embrace after Bhagwan has 
driven by. 

just been chosen to guess what's behind Door Num-
ber 3. Everyone is in red and orange except the 
brown-clad United Parcel Service driver making a 
delivery to Rajneeshpuram City Hall. It's 2:15 and 
the sun is shining brightly for Bhagwan's early 
drive-by on bis 60-mile round-trip cruise to Madras. 
Work has stopped. Bulldozers, Skil saws, and cal-
culators all t.ave been turned off. 

A small, olive-skinned boy starts to dash across 
the street to greet a playmate. Then, realizing 
Bhagwan is coming, he stops dead in his tracks and 
clasps his hands together under his chin. Rock 'n' 
roll music blaring from Noah's Ark boutique 
abruptly dies. Only the sound of gravel under ap-
proaching car wheels hovers over the scene. 

A gleaming, silver-and-black Rolls-Royce Silver 
Spur slowly turns the comer. Inside, the driver, the 
Bhagwan himself, smiles softly, knowingly. His left 
hand rises and waves like a slow pendulum. His 
nails are long. 

The sannyasins lining the street are ecstatic. 
Some giggle; some cry softly, like they've just 
proudly watched their little girl star in the school 
play; some hug, a joyful wedding-reception em-
brace; some dance, an unhinged shimmy. It's like 
it's 1965 and the Beatles have just driven by; it.'s as 
if they all have just been dusted with an invisible 
religious aphrodisiac; it's as if they have just 
achieved simultaneous, multiple orgasms. 

"The love of Bhagwan is why I'm here," echoes 
off of their eyes and hearts and lips. "He is the 
speaker of truth." 

A few moments after Bhagwan, like a whiff of 
laughing gas, has passed, the sannyasins slowly 
float back to e2.rth. Contented smiles, an afterglow, 
crease their faces. Swami Wadud, 37, the Rajneesh 



city planner, stands silent, still deep inside his 
heart, one of the last to land. He is a man who bas 
shopped gurus and this is the real thing. 

Dressed in shades of soft pink, with the clear 
blue eyes of a Marin County psychologist, curly, 
light brown hair and a trim beard, he looks like he 
could have just stepped off his yacht. H sannyasins 
owned cars at Rajneesbpuram, Wadud's would be a 
top-of-the-line BMW. 

He earned his master's in environmental design 
at Harvard and bis bachelor of fine arts in sculpture 
at the University of Michigan. He gained experi-
ence in city planning on the job at Rajneeshpuram, 
designing Bbagwan City from scratch. His previous 
experience bad been in new-age, energy-awareness 
counseling. He is the son of a wealthy Long Island 
nurseryman. 

''I feel blessed to have an enlightened being 
drive down my street every day," be says, in a 
voice so calm the words seem to slow-dance on his 
lips. "Bbagwan is a daily reminder of what my 
highest potential as a human can be." 

The concept of an enlightened being is some-
thing Western religions have never much cottoned 
to. According to Wadud, being enlightened is the 
highest form of man. It is coming to understand the 
whole of life. Bbagwan became enlightened on 
March 21, 1953, according to bis official biography. 

On that night, the man born Chandra Mohan 
Rajneesh, the son of a cloth merchant in Kutch-
awada, India, couldn!t get to sleep. He walked out 
to a nearby garden and sat beneath a "tremendous-
ly luminous" tree. It was there.. be was enlightened 
and experienced a "virgin reality - uncorrupted, 
untouchable, unmeasurable." 

"The idea of an enlightened being is one reason 
why a lot of people don't understand us," Wadud 
says. "But I don't worship Bbagwan. He's not a god 
I gave myself to. He doesn't have followers, he has 
companions. H:e is just here to help_ me celebrate 
life. 

"It isn't dogmatic like other religions. It is not a 
faith; it's an experience. That's the beautiful thing 
about having a master. You don't have to go on 
faith. He's right there fot you. Either you feel it or 
you don't." 

Not everyone has felt it, however, including 
some of bis contemporaries in India. From 1970 to 
1981, every day, monsoon or shine, Bhagwan lo-
quaciously lectured bis companions for an hour and 
a half at his ashram in Poona. He rapped it all 
down, everything from Nietzsche, to loving a tree, 
to the price of eggs in Bombay. Perhaps that is 
why, when asked to explain his vow of siJence 
here, he replied, "I have said everything." 

His Western disciples grew in number and so 
did the offerings in the plate. Seekers from all over 
the world flocked to his ashram. To conservative 
Hindus, however, he was a Hugh Hefner talking 
religious jive about sexual energy, group therapy 
and the bottom line. 

There was an assassination attempt with a 
knife. Then, when his health started to fade -
diabetes, bad back, allergies - he decided to head 
for America the beautiful. It was bye-bye beggars 
of Poona, hello Jersey, Sheela's old stomping 
grounds. 

A few months later, Bhagwan, heeding the 
advice of Horace Greeley, his doctors and Sheela's 
realtor, headed West. The controversy followed 
and so did 500 of his companions. 

For city planner Wadud, it was a unique oppor-
tunity to plan a city -from the Grade-Vlll ground 
up. 

"What your job is here at the ranch isn't the 
important thing," be explains. "The goal isn't to be 
a lawyer or a mechanic er a city planner; it is to do 
whatever is best for the commune. 

"I have a bousemate who beaded a university 
psychology department but now be drives a bus. 
He's totally happy with it. That's the way it works 
around here. Before be gets bored another oppor-
tunity will open up." 

Giving up some of the old is part of becoming a 
sannyasin, although nothing is written in stone. Old 
names, old money, old cars, old jobs, old egos are 
accepted by Bbagwan · when a new sannyasin signs 
on the red dotted line, although it is not necessary 
to give anything, according to the party line. W a• 
dud gave up his old name, David Lovegarden, even 
though it bad a nice Rajneesb ring to it. 

Wadud's wife, Waduda, 32, and daughter, Tara-
ka, 3 ¼, also get their mail at the ranch, making 
them a typical Rajneeshpuram family. Waduda 
coordinates the Rajneesh Airport, booking flights 
and making sure the new $2 million Mitsubishi jet 
will have a hangar in which to hide from the cold. 
Taraka attends nursery school every day. 

"Before we moved here, I wondered how Tara-
ka would adjust," says Wadud. "But she's very 
happy here. I spend more time with her than before 
we moved here. I eat lunch witft. her five days a 
week. I pick her up from school and we go home 
together. She has lots of nice little friends here." 

Swami Richard, a construction-crew foreman, 
shifts his mud-splattered Bronco into compound 
low and grinds through the sloppy, bumpy goo. He 
is on his way to check a building site. On the 
dashboard is a picture of Bhagwan. On the front 
seat is a hard hat, a blueprint and a two-way radio. 

A Rajneesb cowboy on his two-ton pony, Rich-
ard reaches in the pocket of his maroon parka and 
pulls out a package of Zig Zag rolling papers. With 
one hand still on the wheel, be rolls a cigarette -
of the legal variety, not the funny stuff. Dope of 
any kind is about the only ironclad no-no at the 
ranch. 

If city planner Wadud is a smooth, Marin-Coun-
ty hot-tub type, Richard is the dude down at the 
local tavern, having a couple brews after work. He 
has disheveled long hair, a long, ragged beard and 
dirt under his nails. He looks like he's earned all 36 
of his years the hard way. But under his aviator 
sunglasses and his aqua-green eyes, be is Bhagwan-
smart. 

"To be here is a bitch," he states, taking a long 
drag from his cigarette. "It's tough to have to look 
so close·,y at yourself every day. It's intense. So 
why am I here? It sure as hell isn't for the job or for 
the orgies. I'd be crazy if it was. There are no 
orgies and I work like a maniac. 

"No, the best part of this place is the people 
who are here," he continues, swatting a fly. "What 
I get out of this place isn't available for money. 

"The people here could be compared to a group 
of guys climbing one of these cliffs around here. 
It's a bond. If one guy screws up, everyone goes 
down. And just because Uncle Harry, or Bhagwan, 
is underwriting the climb for us, we're not climb-
ing for him. We're doing it for ourselves. in the 
process, a city will happen. 

"This isn't a Berkeley, off-the-pig commune 

'Bhagwan has a 
practical, 

nuts-and-bolts 
approach to a new 

concept of being. The 
old politics and the old 
religions have taught 

disharmony.' 

SWAMIWADUD 

SW AMI RICHARD 
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'How do we get people's 
attention? If Jesus -

who isn't the only 
begotten son, just one 
of them - came back-

-tomorrow, I doubt he'd 
be driving a Chevy~' 

Bumper sticker on Sheela's Mercedes Benz 
reads "Jesus Saves, j\,f oses Invests, Bhagwan 

Spends." 

either. Nor is it the rah, rah Bhagwan trip. I really 
have no idea what he wants to accomplish. I'm just 
here for my own persona.I growth;" 

Richard pulls over to the side of the road while 
a road grader struggles to make a dent in the muck. 
He waves a friendly greeting to. the woman at the 
controls. When he pulls out to pass, two sannyasins 
in a Datsun fly by him, like the Dukes of Hazzard, 
arms waving out the window, wheels throwing up 
dirt and mud. Just a couple of red-collar, country 
boys out for a joy ride. 

The fact that Richard is a sannym,in might 
come as a surprise to a few of the good old boys at 
the frat house in Florida. In 1964, he was a button-
down b~iness-administration major, guzzling beer 
and knocking up his girlfriend. They got married. 
He kept going to school and, to feed the wife and 
baby and the regents of the University of Florida, 
he·worked two full-time jobs, pumping gas and 
pushing Kentucky Fried. 

"This 12-hour-a-day stuff is a breeze compared 
to that," he says, pulling up next to the Dukes of 
Rancho Rajneesh. They have a flat tire. 

Leaving the Datsun abandoned in the middle of 
the road - there is a zero crime rate in Rajneesh-
puram - the Dukes, who are really geologists, hop 
in the Bronco. One of them opens a backpack and 
pulls out a bottle of tequila and a jug of vino. 
Everybody takes a couple nips from the jug to take 
the bite out of the gathering chill of the late after-
noon. Booze isn't a taboo at the ranch; it's just that 
it's a iong hike to the closest liquor store, and 
besides, working 12 long, hard hours with a hang-
over isn't popular in anybody's book. 

After college graduation. a divorce and a shot at 
selling insurance, Richard took off for the glitter of 
Los Angeles in '67. The 60s were in full riot and he 
had trouble connecting with his job as a stock 
broker. He moved to San Francisco, but not being 
into dope, or long hair. he wasn't quite ready for 
Haight-Ashbury. He moved back to Miami and 
went to work for Southern Bell Te~phone Co. 

When Uncle Sam came calting, offering a trip 
to Saigon, Richard remembered an old hearing 
problem and missed the boat. Instead, he took a job 
as an East Coast salesman for a door company, 
complete with a cushy expense account, air travel 
cards and a closet full of snazzy suits that wouldn •t 
sell at a Rajneesh rummage sale. 

He moved to Cambridge, Mass., and started 
dropping acid. He wasn't ready to be a crash-pad 
hippy, but he was ready to say goodbye to the 
suit-and-tie routine. He quit his $30,000-a-year 
sales job and went to work as a buck-an-hour clerk 
in an occult bookstore. 

He read prolifically, especiallY. books on philos-
ophy, psychology, Eastern mystics and spiritual 
guidance. He started studying energy yoga in New 
York, eventually teaching classes himseH, getting 
good enough to gain a bit of a reputation as a 
mini-guru of yoga energy. He moonlighted as a 
carpenter. • 

Then one morning in 197 4, he decided to start 
over. He moved to Taos, N.M., took all his cash and 
plunked it down on a motel and bar. He went 
bankrupt faster than he could say 1974 gas crisis 
and had to borrow $500 to buy a VW bus so that 
he'd have someplace to sleep. 

Busing tables and leading therapy groups saw 
him through until he scraped together enough 
money to buy a few acres of land and to begin 
work on building a house. He camped out on-site 
long enough to build three houses. selling each for 
$100,000. 

Then in 1979 Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh came 
into his life. 

"A girlfriend gave me one of Bhagwan's books 
and told me I was going to like it. I read the first 
chapter and felt a prickle. I'd read thousands of 
books but none hit me like that one. 

"I was awestruck at the clarity and the poetry 
and what was between the lines. I went out and 
bought all his books I could find. I wrote to India 
and said I had to meet this guy. A couple weeks 
later I was on a plane for Poona. It didn't take long 
for me to realize this guy was for real. I called back 
to New Mexico and told a friend to sell my house, 
close my bank account and send me the cash. I was 
staying." 

Three years later, Swami Richard is pulling his 
car up to the A-frame assembly line site where they 
churn out seven new two-person units for the new 
Rancho Rajneesh subdivision. Two women are tak-
ing a hug break. The other 30 workers are all 
smiling and joking as if it were a party rather than 
a boring, repititious job in the cold dusk. 

"People here doIJ.'t cheat on their coffee 
breaks," says Richard. inspecting the area to see if 
any supplies are needed. 'There's no mind control. 
They're not mesmerized. They can leave anytime 
they want. 

"There's no boss. I may be the foreman but 
that's only because it's a job that needs doing. 
Everyone is the same, yet everyone here is an 
individual. And it's not for the Rolls-Royce stuff." 

It is that "Rolls-Royce stuff" that many outsid-
ers are choking on, however. No matter how many 
times Sheela tells the world that Bhagwan deserves 

Lineup of Bhagwam' s Rolls-Royces before gift of more of the luxury cars for his Dec. 11 birthday. 



the very best because he has done so very much for 
his sannyasins, it isn't going to wash with Mr. and 
Mrs. Average Working Stiff. Richard has a slightly 
different interpretation of the Rolls controversy. 

"Look," he says, revving the motor behind his 
penetrating eyd. "The world is going bonkers. 
Everybody's building more bombs. People are get• 
ting knocked off in the streets. It's insanity. 

"Bhagwan has a message, a practical, nuts-and-
bolts approach to a new humanity, a new concept 
of being. He's saying enough is enough. The old 
politics and the old religions have taught disharmo-
ny. It's suicide. 

"So how do we get people's attention? If Jesus 
- who isn't the only begotten son, just one of them 
- came back tomorrow, I doubt he'd be driving a 
Chevy. . 

"The Rollses are just little slaps in the face 
saying, 'Hey, wake up, folks, there•·s something 
-more going on here. Come and check it out and find 
what the buzz is. There's something cooking here. 

"Sure it's a contradiction, us claiming material 
goods are of no importance yet flashing Rolls· 
Royces around like salt. But if you want to make a 
case against Bhagwan, you can find contradictions 
in tons of things he says. You think Ronald Reagan 
doesn't have a few contradictions? 

"The cars are just a symbol of wealth, a capital-
ist prop to get people's attention. If Bhagwan had 
just one Rolls, nobody would notice. It has to be a 
ridiculous number, an absurd, take-it-to-the-limit 
number. And what it really symbolizes is how 
many TV spots, how many news stories it takes 
before somebody finally figures it out. Is it a rip-
off? Or is it something more subtle? So far, every-
body, including all the super journalists, has missed 
it." 

Snuggled up next to the jlhagwan books and 
the framed Bhagwan messages on the shelf, the 
other books on municipal bonds, securities regula-
tions and banking credit look like dark pinstripe 
suits at a poetry reading. Ma Prem Prabodhi. 30, 
brown hair, almond eyes, stretches across the mat-
tress on the floor of her temporary office in one of 
the back rooms of Sheela's place. 

She sits up to greet a friend stopping in to off er 
a chocolate-chip cookie. Her voice is like caramel 
syrup pouring over bright vanilla teeth. Mellow is 
too rowdy a description of Prabodhi. 

Night has fallen with full-moon quickness at 
Rancho Rajneesh. It is Prabodhi's first chance of 
the day to relax. But then, how does she unwind 
from being laid back? 

Prabodhi doesn't look like a skydiver. Yet that's 
exactiy what she used to do for a living. 

A former cheerleader, English teacher and sky-
diving instructor, she is now an assistant account-
ant for Rajneesh Foundation International. She's a 
woman who has been through some changes in the 
last 2 ½ years: She graduated from co Hege, became 
a sannyasin. changed jobs three times, relocated 
three times and got married. 

"In many ways," she says softly. "becoming a 
sannyasin was like jumping out of a plane the first 
time. I was petrified. yet there was something 
compelling and exciting about it. 

"When you're freefalling, there's jus~ no place 
else to be. Nothing else exists. Ir s the tc•tal experi-
ence, just like what Bhagwan is always talk;ng 
about. 

Continued on Page 23. MA ANAND SHEELA SILVERMAN 
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I t is perhaps the most-expensive ~gricultur-
al experiment ever undertaken in Oregon, 
a vision of ecological redemption- on a tru-
ly grand scale. _ 

Some 350 disciples of Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh 
have poured nearly $35 million into central qregon 
in an effort to carve out a livable agricultural oasis 
in the arid, rocky hills and flood-ravaged canyons 
of the 64,000-acre Big Muddy Ranch, an isolated 
and desolate property that lies 60 miles east of 
Madras. 

If money, determination, research and hard 
work have anything to do with their prospects, 
Bhagwan's disciples may well pull it all off. 

Up to now, the ranch has been nothing more 
than a tax loss. Its hills have been overgrazed for a 
hundred years, abused to the point where there is 
little left but sagebrush and juniper. Its denuded 
canyons have belched forth so many flash floods 
that most of the topsoil on the adjacent hills bas 
long since been· washed into the John Day River. Its 
elevations, ranging from 1,350 teet to 4,300 feet, 
are swept by early and late frosts that wreak havoc 
with anything but grass crops. Its winters are 
bitter cold and its summers stifling hot. 

Its soiis range from tiny amounts of Class m to 
large amounts of Class IV-VIII. In Soil Conserva-
tion Service language, Class III is mediocre for 
farming and Class vm is good for nothing. With an 
annual rainfall of about 12 inches, one-fifth of the 
amount that drenches the Willamette Valley, it is 

KIRK BRAUN is a free-lane,· writer who lives in Wm 
Linn. He writes an opinion column/or 14 small Oregon newspa-
Pt"rs and is a former photographer for The Oregonian. 
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1\1a Deva Mradula, a former model, left, inspe, 



-----------------------------------------------..... ---------------............ 
st a desert. 
11. short, it is hardly a locale for fulfilling a 
11 of bountiful land and agricultural abundance. 
lut since the Rajneesh Investment Corp. bought 
anch a year and a half ago for $6 milion, work 
~ng the 6,000 acres of marginally farmable 
f into production has proceeded at a frenzied 
( creating a self -sufficient agricultural com-
!tY that is intended to support up to 2,000 of 
rwan's faithful. . 
tast summer the ranch looked like a major 
truction site. Heavy equipment - bulldozers, 
fers, dump trucks. excavators, pipe-layers, 
·• and . farm tractors - were busy every-

. Buildings sprang up almost overnight. The 
and canyons were alive with workers, clad in 

uired bright-red garb of the religious order. 
planted trees, built fences, laid pipe, pulled -
and performed the dozens of other tasks that 

the place hum. Work appropriate to the sea-
proceeded through the fall and into the win-

- good weather. Bhagwan's followers - the 
·ns - work 12 hours a day, taking time out 

· gs and afternoons for a tea break and at 
for a hearty - but meatless - meal. 

88,000-square-foot greenhouse, said to be 
est in America, has been nearly completed. 

miles of creek have been riprapped for era. 
trol, a scheme that employs rough stone or 
· ers to trap the sediments that otherwise 

wash out to sea. The sannyasins have re. 
an additional 26 miles of creek bank and 

spotted the drainage course with small earth 
to check erosion and flooding. They've built 
·gation systems. with several miles of under-

ground pipe. 
They've drilled several wells, including one that 

produces more than 300 gallons a minute. But the 
key to the• irrigation system is Krishnamurti Dam 
on Current Creek. The dam is virtually complete, 
and its reservoir already has begun to fill. Built 
from 243,000 cubic yards of compacted earth, it 
will create a 45-acre lake, three-quarters of a mile 
long and capable of holding 330 million gallons of 
water for irrigation, domestic uses and recreation. 

Most of the food needed for the commune last 
summer came from 50 acres of intensive tnick 
gardens; a 600 loaf-per~ay industrial bakery; a 
50-cow dairy with modem milking _machines and a 
methane generator that turns the manure into ener-
gy and fertilizer; and 2,000 chickens, protected 
from rodents, rattlesnakes and coyotes by two 
imported emus, flightless Australian birds that re. 
semble ostriches. 

The hubbub of production turned out enough 
surplus produce to ship some to two Portland or-
ganic food stores and to sell more to the hundreds 
of visitors who toured the ranch during the sum-
mer. The corporation now markets baked goods in 
Portland, Bend, Madras and The Dalles. 

The second phase of a _two.part farm plan in-
cludes facilities for 150 head of cattle, which will 
provide fertilizer and cash. The sannyasins, vegeta-
rians all, will sell the cattle for beef. 

The ranch planners also envision a 25-goat 
herd, 15 to 20 horses and six llamas that will 
supply fine wool. 

In addition to 2,500 acres of new land that has 
been cleared and put into grains, the plan calls for 
25 acres of of fruit trees and 10 acres of vineyards, 
much of which is already planted. In fact, the 

sannyasins now have about 3,500 fruit and nut 
trees~ as well as 14,500 shade trees, in the ground. 
Sonie 3,000 acres already are under cultivation and 
protected from the numerous deer on the ranch by 
17 miles of New Zealand-type electric fences. 

Every phase of the operation seems to be in 
keeping with Bhagwan's stated philosophy that 
"man should live in complete harmony with his 
environment." Even the new city, Rajneeshpuram, 
the incorporated part of the ranch, provides for 
wildlife corridors through the city. 

The sannyasins call all this a demonstration 
project, one that could be copied by others to carve 
liv~ble space out of inhospitable wasteland. But 
critics point out that even if successful, the demon-
stration will prove only that given enough money 
and free labor, any man could work miracles in the 
desert. 

The money for all this comes from three inter-
locking corporations, boasting assets of $23 million 
and an operating budget this past year of $15 mil-
lion, most of which went into the development of 
Rancho Rajneesh. 

The parent corporation is the non-profit 
"church," Rajneesh Foundation International. Ma 
Ananda Sheela, the .articulate, 33-year-oid Indian 
beauty who serves as corporate president, looks 
like anything but the stereotype of her corporate 
counterparts. 

RFI's income, which last year totaled $6 mil-
lion, comes from the sale of tapes, books, bumper 
stickers, pictures and other printed material, as 
well as from contributions supplied by the organi-
zation's 300,000 worldwide members. The corpora-
tion claims assets of $20 million, $12 million of 
which is· the value placed on the archives contain-

ven and earth on the Big Muddy 
Story by Kirk Braun, photographs by Randy L. Rasmussen 

s peas grown in Rajneeshpuram greenhouse. Above, a new 88,000-square-foot green_houu, said to he the largest in America, lies waiting for clear panels. 
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A glimpse of the i:.0rk dar at R,-:_i,vo:hpur1F~l- from fr,p of page. includes hea;_-:. e,1uif>r>1.e-nt 
clearing land for an earthc n dam. ;~·,;rJ:. crs carrying produce from the fields and a ·zeork crew at 

an airplane hangar gathering at thf> end of the day. 

ing the yet-to-be published lectures of their spiritu-
al leader. 

When Bhagwan and his shock troops landed in 
central Oregon .and the local residents raised a 
howl heard round the world, the resulting publicity 
caused the sales of books and tapes to rise dramati-
cally. Income from that one source reached 
$200,000 a month. 

The actual owner of the ranch and its buildings 
is the Rajneesh Investment Corp., a for-profit, tax-
paying subsidiary of RFI with assets valued at $7 
million. Because the principal source of income for 
RIC is the leasing of the real property to the com-
mune, RIC doesn't expect to show a profit until the 
farming operation becomes profitable. 

Sheela's husband runs the investment corpora~ 
tion. Swami Prem Jayananda is a former sales 
executive with a New Jersey heating and air-condi-
tioning firm and a shrewd businessman, as many of 
the ranch's suppliers have learned. 

But if the Rajneeshees drive a hard bargain, 
they also have provided plenty of business to Ore-
gonians who might otherwise be out of a job. Bob 
Bauer, director of sales for Golden West Mobile 
Homes, notes, "The $3 million in sales we have 
enjoyed from Rajneeshpuram has not only kept 35 
to 40 people employed in Albany and Pendleton, 
but conversely saved the state from as much as 
$200,000 in unemployoment benefits." 

He notes, too, that the Rajneeshees up 
cheap units with aluminum roofs in favor of top-of-
the-line homes with soft exteriors and shingle roofs 
that blend in with the surrounding country. They 
also were ~eful to place them where they would 
not waste productive land or conflict with the 
environment. 

· · third organiz.ation is the commune itself, 
Rajn~esh Neo-sannyas International Commune 
(RNSIC). structured as a cooperative or partnership 
in which all the residents are partners. It has ~ts 
of $3 million, most of which consists of the equip-
ment and vehicles used on the ranch. RNSIC leases 
the ranch from the investment corporation and in 
turn performs services for RlC, including the con-
struction of buildings and other improvements. 

The young woman who keeps an eye on all the 
numbers is Ma Prem Savita, a 32-year~ld English 
accountant who works out of another corporation, 
Rajneesh Services International of London. RSI 
provides financial services for the 400 meditation 
centers scattered throughout the world; so Savita 
spends most of her time either on the telephone or 
on a jet airpJane. 

Little formal organization characterizes the va-
rious corporate structures and the Rajneeshees con-
tend that the organizations feature none of the 
typical scratching and clambering to climb the 
corporate ladder. 

"There is no room for hostility, competition or 
negativity,'' Sheela says. "We are here because of 
Bhagwan and our work here is performed out of 
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love and respect - love for Bhagwan and respect 
for each other." 

The so-called business meetings seem to bear 
her out. Every Sunday morniJm, Sheela gathers the 
50 "coordinators," who might be called supervi-
sors, of the various departments. She laughs, jok~ 
and listens. 

The entire commune occasionally meets as well. 
One such gathering took place on a hot summer 
evening in August. It was 8 o'clock and the work· 
day was winding down. Dozens of vehicles loaded 
with red-clad sannyasins converged on the Mag-
dalena cafeteria from all comers of the ranch. 

The main hall of the huge building soon was 
jammed to the walls with permanent and tempo-
rary residents of the commune - some 600 in all. 
A sea of smiling faces waited to hear from Sheela. 

She began, as any good comedian might, with 
an off-color one liner that brought the house down. 

She faced a tough audience. The men and :wom-
en in front of her had been working in the oven-hot 
central Oregon desert for 12 hours a day, seven 
days a week. It was the end of one such day, and 
the sannyasins were still waiting for dinner.· But 
Sheela had their rapt attention. 

For the next hour she teased, informed and 
inspired her audience. She spoke of the recent 
death of a sannyasin while on a rafting trip on the 
John Day, and advised the disciples to avoid similar 
adventures. "Tell one of us before you do it and 
we'll try to talk you out of it." She denounced 
.. negativity" that originated outside the commune 
and warned of its destructive dangers, 

On a table at Sheela's side was a huge cake. 
Three of the women sannyasins whose birthdays 
had fallen in the past few days were called to the 
front of the room. They were all in their mid-30s 
and there was some good-natured teasing about the 
decline of sexual prowess after 35. The inscription 
on the cake read: "Happy Birthday ro anyone who 
has ever had a birthday." The assemblage then 
sang a spirited rendition of "Happy Birthday." 

Then the sangyasins dashed toward serving 
tables laden with a half-dozen vegetarian dishes, 
potatoes, bread from the commune bakery and 
several kinds of fresh fruit. 

_After dinner, they pushed the tables back to the 
wall, musicians took up saxophones, guitars, clari-
net and drums and willing hands cleared the floor. 
Dancing bodies filled the roora, not necessarily 
dancing with each other, but just dancing. The 
loud, fast music clearly had roots in rock, but 
pulsated with a mystic, chanting beat. 

In the end, the dancers sang a devotion to their 
master as they continued to dance. The music end-
ed abruptly at 10:30. 

By 11 p.m., the rocky hiHs around Rajneesh-
puram were bathea in moonlight and the commune 
in the valley below fell into a ghostly silence. 

Set at the foot of the hills, Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh' s house, top of page, is surrounded by trees 
and shrubs that were transplanted to the semi-arid area. Above, Bhagwan' s face peers frnm a 

mala, a necklace given to seekers who become sannyasins. 
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Quest ... 
Continued from page 11 

"Becoming a sannyasin was taking a chance. It's total. I was 
scared, but I said yes anyw~y. You have to risk every moment. 
Otherwise you end up with an ulcer. 

Unlike many of the Rajneesh persuasion, Prabodhi was not a 
seeker, drug freak, or season-ticket holder at the spiritual circus 
before stumbling across Bhagwan. She was a social dilettante. 

Former skydiver Prabodhi relaxes in her room. 

"I was involved in everything," she says, recalling her high-school 
days in suburban, upper-middle-class Port Ches~er, N.Y. "Choir. 
French Club. Yearbook. Cheerleader. I was one of those isn't-she-cute 
girls. I was voted most school-spirited." 

The first few years after high school, she hitchhiked around 
Europe with her sister, enrolled briefly at the University of WISConsin 
and then taught skydiving in Antioch, Calif. In 1974 she decided a 
college diploma would look good with her hanging ferns and ended up 
at the University of Washington, majoring in English lit. 

"I had never done any personal-growth stuff. I was so unesoteric I 
didn't even know my sign. Then one day a friend gave me a book by 
some weird guru. I read part of the first page and thought it was 
written in Russian. The word 'master' turned me off. So did the words 
'surrender' and 'drop your ego.' I wasn't about to say yes to anyone 
but myself. I put the book away . 

.. For some reason, I'm not sure why, I took the book with me 
when I went back to Europe in 1978. One day, on a beautiful, empty 
beach in Greece, I took it out. I was alone. I started to read a few lines 
and suddenly I began to weep and cry and cry . 

.. That just wasn't like me. I didn't know what was going on. In 
retrospect, it was that I wasn't in my mind anymore; I was in my 
heart." 

The rest, as they say, is Bhagwan history. A few years later, after 
a stint teaching English in her red clothes in Seattle, she moved to the 
ranch. And met and married the swami of her dreams. 

"Neither of us had ever been married before. It sounded like a 
lark. Now, it's fun; it's non-serious; it's a commitment to be good to 
each other· and to help each other grow. It's an incredible feeling of 
openness and non-possessiveness." 

And what if hubby has a fling with that cute little sannyasin 
honey in crimson down the hiil? "I don't know what would happen," 
says Prabodhi. "Every moment is different. I'd probably say, 'Who is 
she?' and then see what happens. fve never been a jealous person. 

"I have absolutely no commitment to monogamy. For the last 12 
years, serial monogamy has been my trend. The only rule we have is 
to never bring somebody else into our space. 

·•aut that's us. There are all sorts of different types of relation-
ships here. Some are yelling, screaming battles, just like the rest of the 
world." 

LJ 
Prabodhi pauses, glancing 2round the room as if she is trying to 

put the Rajneesh trip into perspective. Her eyes stop at the bookshelf. 
"Bhagwan teaches us that we have to have a sense of humor about 

life. That's what I think about when I try to reconcile my life with 
those dumb municipal bond books. Hell, I flunked math in high school, 
but now I'm an accountant here. I had zero training before I started; 
it's a joke. But it's a job that needs to be done and I'd do anything to 
help the ranch work - and the money is important." 
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