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Dedicated to my wife, Christie.


Written for my children, Taryn, Benjamin, and Jack.











For what it’s worth: it’s never too late or, in my case, too early to be whoever you want to be. There’s no time limit, stop whenever you want. You can change or stay the same, there are no rules to this thing. We can make the best or the worst of it. I hope you make the best of it. And I hope you see things that startle you. I hope you feel things you never felt before. I hope you meet people with a different point of view. I hope you live a life you’re proud of. If you find that you’re not, I hope you have the courage to start all over again.


—SOMETIMES ATTRIBUTED TO F. SCOTT FITZGERALD













AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is my recollection of my life.


With the passage of so many years, it is of course possible that I have some facts wrong. I may misremember some small details—being in Paris in December 1982 when in fact it was February 1983, for example—but this is of little consequence to my life’s story. Memories of events are distorted by time and perspective, and they become especially hazy when you suffer the dimmed perceptions of sleep deprivation. I, like many around me, experienced the dull fog of exhaustion on a daily basis in my many years in the Sea Org. What I don’t have wrong are my impressions, feelings, and emotions about my experiences, and how they affected me.


It may be odd to offer a disclaimer at the outset, but it is made necessary by the fact that scientology is a unique and vengeful monster. Obsessed with keeping records, scientologists have maintained diligent files of my days in the Sea Org, as well as reports from private investigators and spies and surveillance video from my life after leaving. They will no doubt respond to this book by nitpicking facts that they deem false to try to color everything I have written as a lie. I know, because it’s a standard technique that I employed when dealing with people who said things scientology didn’t like. What they will not do is respond to the substance of my experiences and observations. Such silence speaks volumes.


I use the term “scientology” throughout this book, rather than “Scientology,” which is the trademark registered name preferred by the organization. The capitalization puts it in the same category as Catholicism or Judaism. I prefer to invoke a broader concept of the general subject, more in keeping with the terms “philosophy” or “sociopathy.”


Though I’ve tried to use scientology jargon only when necessary, it is often unavoidable. A glossary of those terms can be found at the back of this book.










A LETTER TO MY CHILDREN


Dear Taryn and Benjamin,


Let me start with this: I am truly sorry for placing you in a world where your future was preordained. It is difficult and painful to contemplate that I brought you into a life where, from your earliest years, you were denied any meaningful free will. If I had known then what I know now, I would never have let that happen.


A few days after you were born, you were turned over to the nannies in the “nursery.” Your mother and I rarely saw you as you grew up, but that was justified in our minds—we had a larger purpose that was far more important. We were saving mankind and didn’t have a minute to spare. No distraction from that vital work could be tolerated, including time spent with you, our children.


Yet, to be honest, had I spent more time with you, had we spoken more, I would not have taught you any differently. I was as dedicated to the cause of scientology as anyone could ever be. At the time, I thought I was being the best parent I could be by being the best scientologist I could be.


I wrote this book for you. It may seem odd to write a book for an audience of two, but my hope is that at some point it will help you make that decision to find your own way out of the scientology bubble. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but someday. In the meantime, I believe there may be others who have had similar experiences and perhaps will find my story helpful.


If you are still in scientology as you are reading this, you are immersed in a carefully constructed cocoon that makes you believe, with all your heart, many things that are provably false. You will be certain this is a book of bigoted lies. I hope you come to see that scientology is a mind prison designed to be nearly impossible to escape.


Let me paint a picture that might be easier for you to understand. Imagine that from the first moment you could comprehend words being spoken, you were told that if you traveled outside the wall around the house in which you were born, a terrible fate would befall you. And that if anyone beyond that wall tried to tell you there was nothing to be afraid of on the other side, they were an agent of evil, simply trying to trick you into falling into their clutches, where you would die a horrible death and live in darkness for eternity. You were told how lucky and privileged you were to live in a beautiful house far from the cruelty and evil that run rampant outside that wall. Under those circumstances, it is unlikely you would risk walking out the door and jumping over that wall.


Like you, I grew up in that house and was afraid to venture beyond the wall. I didn’t consider the possibility that there was anything of value in the non-scientology world. I had been taught that the wall was real and horrors outside the wall were waiting to engulf us all if we ventured beyond. That’s what L. Ron Hubbard told us and so it was true. I passed this same message along to you. I believed with all my heart you were fortunate to be brought into the safe, happy, and ethical bubble of scientology.


Only when life within that world had become intolerable did I finally make the leap over the wall. It took me a long time, and I endured more hardships and abuse than one should to reach that point. I will try to explain in this book how I became immersed in a way of thinking that made the unthinkable perfectly rational and inured me to things “normal” people would never have tolerated.


When I did finally leave, I was astonished to discover that life beyond that wall—the non-scientology world—is not full of bogeymen, death, and destruction. It is a large, exciting, and vibrant place far less dangerous than we had been warned. It is in fact much healthier and more enjoyable than life inside the scientology mind prison. Since I escaped, I have been shouting back over the wall, throwing notes tied around stones, and skywriting to anyone who may look up—attempting to get the message through that there is a big, wide, beautiful world out here.


I hope you can discover the real world for yourselves, too. No matter what you may think, it is never too late to start over. I was fifty-two when I began afresh. An old dog can learn new tricks.


I owe it to you to try to tell you the truth, and I have to have faith that you, my own children, might eventually listen. Even the smallest crack in your conviction might lead to more questioning. And as soon as you begin questioning, the end of the nightmare is near.


I want you to know that I harbor no ill will toward you for the things you have said about me. In fact, the love I feel for you is greater today than at any previous time in our lives. Distance from the corrosive thought control of scientology has increased my capacity for compassion, empathy, and love—emotions not valued in scientology. That distance has also intensified my feelings of guilt for having put you in the circumstances you are in.


Today, I know what it means to raise a child. Your younger brother, Jack, has been brought up outside the confining walls of scientology. I take him to his soccer games; we eat out together; I help him with his homework and school projects. We go on vacations and spend holidays together as a family—things I never got to do with you. Helping Jack grow up is a beautiful and rewarding part of my life. But it is also a constant reminder of all the things you and I missed.


Maybe some of what I write will help you see through the propaganda that I am an evil person bent only on the destruction of mankind. Eventually, you may want to know about me, and I may not be around to tell you in person. Perhaps reading this book will help you understand the long path I took.


I love you.


—Dad










PROLOGUE


As I rushed out the front door of L. Ron Hubbard’s former office at 37 Fitzroy Street in London and stepped into a beautiful June day in 2007, the only thing I was certain of was that I had to get away before anyone realized what I was doing. I left with only a briefcase containing my passport, a few papers, a thumb drive, and two cell phones. Had I attempted to take more, or had I tried to bring my wife and children with me, I knew it would make my escape impossible. I figured I would get them out once I was in a safe place.


I headed toward the nearby Warren Street Tube station, glancing over my shoulder to see if I had been followed. I knew if I ran, it might attract attention, so I resisted the urge until I rounded the first corner and ducked into a doorway to catch my breath. Although I had not physically exerted myself, my heart was racing as if I had just completed a hundred-meter sprint. I waited thirty seconds, saw no one, and stepped back onto the street, now walking faster, still acutely aware of my surroundings. I tried to maintain the appearance of a regular Londoner hurrying to the Tube, rather than a fugitive. I knew all the tricks they employed to track down someone like me—after all, I had done the tracking-down myself. I needed to get out of sight, remove the batteries from my phones, use only cash, and stay on the move.


The relief began to flood my body as I descended the long escalator. I stopped at the bottom and surveyed the few people behind me. Still no familiar faces.


I stood on the platform, back against the tiled wall, and waited for the train to pull in. When it did, I stayed put until all the other passengers had boarded, jumping on at the last minute while glancing down the platform to see if there were any other last-minute riders. There were none. As I sat down and the train pulled out of the station, I breathed long and hard and tried to calm myself.


I had a couple of hundred dollars, but nowhere to stay, no clothes other than what I was wearing, no car or job, and no idea what I was going to do or where I was going to go. I knew only that I had to escape the madness my life had descended into. I hoped I could gather my thoughts and figure out a plan. I had no choice: my only other option was to return to the organization and lamely turn myself in.


That was unthinkable.


I had reached a point where anything was better than the life I was living. I could no longer tolerate the mental and physical stress that had been mounting after years inside the highest echelon of scientology’s international hierarchy. The physical beatings. The malnourishment and lack of sleep. The constant humiliation. The scales had finally tipped for me. I had been taught since childhood that the “wog” (anything outside of scientology) world was dangerous, degraded, and dark, but now it seemed less so than the scientology world I was living in. I had reached the point where any fate would be better than the continued torture of life near the top of the self-proclaimed most ethical and enlightened group on earth.


From a scientology perspective, I was committing the ultimate act of betrayal that would damn me for eternity: deserting the only group that could save mankind from a hopeless future of ignorance, pain, and suffering. Stepping across that threshold meant that everyone I had known—including my family and all my friends and acquaintances—would be dead to me. To be accurate, once I took that step I would be dead to them. At least to all those who were scientologists. And that would be almost everyone I had known since the age of six.


I knew every good scientologist would do as they were required: not only refuse to communicate with me but also attempt to discredit and destroy me. I knew what was to come only too well, because I had done the same to others who had left. My years as the head of scientology’s Office of Special Affairs dealing with “attackers” had prepared me for the inevitable assault that would be launched against me.


As I sat on the train, thoughts flooded in—Have I made a huge mistake I’ll regret once I’ve had a good night’s sleep? Am I being selfish, thinking only of myself? Will I end up homeless, living under a bridge? Are my wife and children going to suffer as a result of my actions?


My loyalties were torn, but like a prisoner who had walked into the sunshine for the first time in decades, I felt a sense of freedom that overwhelmed everything else at that moment. I would figure the rest out later.


That day in London, I broke out of the cocoon that had surrounded me for nearly half a century. It began a metamorphosis, slowly transitioning me from a fanatical follower of the cult I had been raised in to a dedicated whistleblower about the abuses I experienced, witnessed, and committed. I had taken the first steps on a journey to undo everything I had learned in a lifetime of scientology.










CHAPTER 1 [image: ] THE BEGINNING





A civilization without insanity, without criminals and without war, where the able can prosper and honest beings can have rights, and where man is free to rise to greater heights are the aims of Scientology.


—L. RON HUBBARD





The first time my parents ever heard the name L. Ron Hubbard was in 1959, from our next-door neighbor on Victoria Terrace, a road that climbed the brown foothills in the easternmost suburbs of Adelaide, Australia. Back then, there was still so much undeveloped land that our Cape Cod–style house, only four miles from the city center, was across the street from two hundred acres of brushland, replete with wombats, kangaroos, and emus.


I was five at the time, so I don’t have any recollection of my parents hearing the name, but it was a moment that would change our lives forever. The neighbor, Ian, had driven five hundred miles to Melbourne to attend Hubbard’s lectures that expanded on ideas published in his 1950 breakout book Dianetics: The Modern Science of Mental Health, which promised to help people rid themselves of their fears and trauma as well as a host of physical ailments. The book was a worldwide phenomenon, making Hubbard a household name and giving him a global platform on which to tour and percolate ideas that would soon morph into scientology.


Ian had described Hubbard’s incredible discoveries to my parents, and intrigued, my mother, Barbara, and father, also named Ian, bought one of Hubbard’s dozen or so books. As they read they became increasingly convinced that this man had a lot to offer. They were attracted by the promise of eradicating unwanted emotions and insecurities, having better relationships, raising successful children, and maybe even saving the world. Neither of them was religious—they had never attended church—but the idea of being better people and helping the world become a brighter place appealed to them, as it did to many others. At the time, I doubt they even viewed scientology as a religion; to them it was more along the lines of a self-help practice. My father, who was a serial entrepreneur before the term existed, gravitated toward anything that could improve his ability to do business. My mother, a homemaker who sometimes helped out in my father’s various business ventures, appreciated the self-improvement angle of Hubbard’s philosophy. I think my father was also motivated to uncover the cause of his diabetes as well as an undiagnosed childhood disease (it might have been polio) that made his left arm weaker and slightly shorter than his right. Whatever the reasons, they immersed themselves in scientology, and like many other followers, once they were in, they were all in. Every part of their life was consumed by it. They signed up for and paid for—everything in scientology has a price, which must be paid in full before starting—as many courses that taught different aspects of Hubbard’s writings as they could.


There was a lot to learn about this strange new “religion.” Hubbard was prolific, writing book after book and delivering hundreds of lectures on his tenets of dianetics and scientology. He explained things with invented terms and acronyms, creating a jargon, really a secret code for only those inside the scientology bubble, that made it difficult for outsiders to comprehend. According to Hubbard, the term scientology means “knowing in the fullest sense of the word,” derived from Latin scio, meaning “to know,” and Greek logos, meaning “the study of,” while dianetics is “the science of mind,” from the Greek dia, “through,” and nous, “mind or soul.” There was little Hubbard did not offer his opinion on—from the origins of the universe to those he thought were trying to destroy planet Earth—but the fundamental concept behind it all was his theory of the “reactive mind.” Hubbard claimed we store painful and traumatic memories, which he called “engrams,” deep in our subconscious, and they have a negative effect on our physical and emotional health. Dianetics was the only way to get rid of the reactive mind. Virtually nothing escaped his self-proclaimed expertise, and he expounded on all possible subjects with unflinching certainty, from eliminating phobias to raising a child, from curing cancer to increasing your IQ to “treating” homosexuality. (Hubbard decreed in his early books that homosexuality was a perversion.)


Never one to understate his own genius, Hubbard proclaimed that his knowledge of life had surpassed that of everyone else in history. His certainty was (and still is) a mantle assumed by his followers, who believe that by studying his works and words, they too have the only true answers to every problem faced by anyone, anywhere, ever.


So, really, my life was preordained into scientology. Though I attended Burnside Primary School like all the other kids in our neighborhood, during school holidays starting when I was six, my mother would drop me off at the local scientology center (scientology calls these “organizations” or “orgs”) in an old two-story office building near Adelaide’s city center. It was an unimpressive facility with no outward indication that anything unusual occupied its linoleum-covered second floor, sparsely decorated with simple wooden tables and chairs and little else, other than the obligatory portraits of L. Ron Hubbard hanging on the walls.


The org was headed by two brothers, Jim and Wal Wilkinson, who had studied at scientology’s “international headquarters” with Hubbard, who at this point had amassed a small fortune and bought a sprawling country estate near East Grinstead in the south of England. The Wilkinson brothers each had four sons, who, along with me; my younger brother, Andrew; my sister, Judith; and children from several other scientology families were the “scientology kids” in Adelaide. It was a small community, but like scientologists everywhere, we regularly attended study and counseling sessions (called “auditing”) and were expected to participate in the routine events designed to keep the flock engaged.


During those school holidays my siblings and I—unlike our school counterparts who slept in and watched cartoons—were sent to do the Children’s Communication Course. This was an introductory class designed to give new followers communication skills to improve their relationships, ability to sell, or whatever else they desired; adults took a similar course. Hubbard stressed that the way to get new people into scientology is to find their “ruin”—whether that be insecurities, anger management problems, or self-esteem issues—and tell them with absolute certainty that scientology can help them. The course was sold as a panacea for every problem anyone had, in order to get them in the door and participating, at which point other miracles of Hubbard’s “technology” would be revealed.


Part of the Communication Course was a drill known as “bullbaiting.” Its purpose was to help scientology counselors, called auditors, control their reactions to anything that came their way in counseling sessions, and also get rid of any impulse to flinch from attempted intimidation in life more broadly. Kids participated in these drill sessions too. We would do our best to get another person to react—laugh, crack a smile, something. If they did, it was considered a “flunk” and the session would continue until the person had no reaction at all. For us, it was an opportunity to swear, tell jokes, and act a little crazy with the full approval of the supervising adults. Each session was the same: We’d pair up, one “coach” and one student, both sitting upright in stiff wooden chairs facing each other, knees about a foot apart, looking into each other’s eyes. The coach would start the session, then we were off to the races. Here is a typical play-by-play:


“Start.”


“Your mom told me you wet your bed every night.”


“Ha ha!”


“Flunk. You laughed.”


“Start.”


“Your mom told me you wet your bed every night.”


A muffled laugh.


“Flunk. You laughed.”


“Start.”


“Your mom told me you wet your bed every night.”


[Stone-cold, staring silence.]


Success.


Sometimes this would go on for what seemed like an eternity, until “the button was flat,” meaning the student no longer reacted in any way to the provocation of the coach. Bullbaiting was something we all looked forward to dishing out, though not so much to being on the receiving end. This provocation, I now see, helped habituate us to verbal and even physical abuse, which is not a healthy lesson for anyone, let alone children.


My entire life became centered around the thinking of scientology, translated and passed on to me by my parents. The more scientology materials they read, the more time they spent in the org, and the more familiar they became with Hubbard’s views, the more those ideas permeated into me. Like most young children whose parents are their guideposts, I never gave what they said a second thought or questioned its validity.


One of the things they taught me early on was the Contact Assist to heal bumps and injuries. It seemed very strange the first time my mother tried it on me. When I was about eight, I injured my hand on a stove burner. It was throbbing in pain, and my mother asked to see where exactly it hurt. Then she said, “Okay, so we’re going to put your hand back where you burned it.”


At first, I resisted. No way was I going to put my hand back on that burner, even though by then it had cooled. After much cajoling, I placed my hand very gingerly back on the burner, but quickly removed it out of fear. “Again,” she said. This time I placed it back on the burner, giving it some more time before swiping it away. I did it again and again, until I didn’t have any reaction. I experienced some relief and the pain in my hand had subsided—though perhaps only because my heart rate had settled back down after overcoming my initial fear. It seemed to be something that “produced results,” which is the measuring stick often used in scientology, though the efficacy is almost entirely subjective. “Do you feel better?” is the question asked.


Another technique was the Touch Assist. This was Hubbard’s version of the biblical laying on of hands, based on his theories about being “in communication” with your body. The spirit (or “thetan”) is superior to the mind and body and has control over them. But unless the thetan addresses the body, it cannot heal it—being “in communication” is Hubbardese for “addressing.” The same year that I burned my hand, I fell off my bicycle. I came home crying and my mother tried this technique on me. She had me lie down on my bed and stay still as she touched me continuously with her finger up and down my body, repeating, “Feel my finger.” I never felt its power, but I wanted to believe it was helping and didn’t want to disappoint my mother, so I went along and let her think it worked in making me feel better. Pretty soon I had convinced myself these methods produced small miracles.


Even more important was the theory of “overts and withholds” (O/Ws). If something bad happened to me, I must have done something bad first (an “overt”), and keeping a secret about such a discreditable action or thought (a “withhold”) would cause me to be unhappy. This is a bedrock principle that, it turns out, has many practical benefits for scientology, though not so many for its followers. My parents explained the idea in simple terms—“Clean hands make a happy life”—and I agreed it made sense. Like so much in scientology, Hubbard took a widely universal platitude and bastardized it so much that it ended up bearing little or no resemblance to its original meaning.


In Hubbard’s world, O/Ws are the sole reason for all bad conditions and experiences, which is both very convenient and very powerful. When life takes a turn for the worse or one begins to doubt or question Hubbard or scientology, the answer lies in uncovering your O/Ws. I started to believe I needed to be what scientology considered “responsible” and not blame others for my misfortunes. I needed to find out what I had done to cause whatever bad thing happened to me—in scientology-speak, to “pull it in.” As a child, I would confess to being mean to a girl at school or playing with the neighbors at the “dump”—a vacant lot nearby that was off-limits because my mother thought it was dangerous. The nature of the O/W was not really important at that time, only that I felt guilt.


Like all good scientologists, my parents came to believe that the answers to all questions in life were to be found in the words of Ron. In fact, things were often explained to me in those terms: “Ron says…” and “What would Ron do?” Hubbard took on the mantle of a mortal god in my eyes; his words answered and explained everything. Soon, I too would wonder how Ron would deal with things I confronted in life.


We were in the tiny minority, though: The mid-1960s saw a backlash against scientology in Australia, so much so that it was outlawed in the state of Victoria in 1965 following a government inquiry that outlined the dangers of the self-proclaimed religion and its aggressive practices. The 175-page report pulled no punches; the bottom-line statement was that “Scientology is a delusional belief system, based on fiction and fallacies and propagated by falsehood and deception.”


At this time, being known as a scientologist in Australia was tantamount to announcing yourself a witch. So we kept our involvement secret, and my parents’ scientology materials and books were stashed in their bedroom closet. The Wilkinsons’ home had been raided by the police, who were looking for “subversive materials,” and so the local scientologists got into the habit of hiding their Hubbard books. The crackdown created a sense of fear of the government that I hadn’t felt before—we had to hide who we were, what we did, what we believed. Hubbard claimed the Victoria inquiry was a massive conspiracy by the medical and psychiatric establishment to destroy scientology. And my parents told me that this assault was the result of people being resistant to new ideas, much like Galileo’s claim that Earth circled the sun had been considered heresy by the Catholic Church. It made sense to me at the time and was the first inkling I got of the idea that scientology was in a valiant battle to save the world from its own ignorance. It gave the whole movement an us-versus-them mentality—the enlightened against the unenlightened, good versus evil—which only amplified everyone’s resolve.


Though this ideology took hold inside our home, to the outside world I appeared almost boringly normal for a middle-class Australian kid in the 1960s. I had an active boyhood and the scabs and scars to prove it. I’d ride my homemade skateboard (built with a piece of wood from a jarrah tree with roller-skate wheels screwed onto it) on the road in front of our house, often falling and scraping my hands and knees. Like a typical Aussie family, we went to the beach in Adelaide or south to Port Noarlunga in the summertime and took camping road trips to the Flinders Ranges, two hundred miles north of Adelaide.


In 1966, when I was eleven, we relocated to Sydney. My father was always looking for a new way to make money, mostly to support the scientology habit, as the further you advance in scientology, the more expensive the courses and auditing become. He turned a profit from a range of ventures, at various times owning restaurants, an Angora goat farm, a travel agency, and a wholesale grocery business, and from investing in real estate. In Sydney, his new job was managing an aerosol manufacturing plant—cans of hair spray and the like.


I quickly fell in love with Sydney, a bustling cultural city with a magnificent harbor and beaches, which was quite different from sleepy old Adelaide. I attended the exclusive Barker College in the class of Mr. Morris, a brilliant if somewhat eccentric fellow famous for winning Pick-a-Box, a game show that had a huge following in Australia. I rode the train to and from school, which was an exciting and different daily adventure, since I had walked to school in Adelaide. I joined dozens of other boys on the train platform each day in their Barker College uniform—gray suit, white shirt, red-and-blue tie, shined black shoes, and a straw boater hat. (Australia in general and its private schools in particular emulate life in Great Britain in many respects, and the boys of Barker College could have been transplanted en masse to Eton in England and not missed a step.)


After less than a year, in 1967, my father had saved enough money to take us to England so my parents could advance in scientology at the Hubbard estate outside East Grinstead. This was finally a real-world payoff for our involvement—up until then, scientology had been a secret way of life at home. This trip across the world was an adventure of a lifetime.


We sailed on an Italian cruise ship from Sydney Harbour alongside the still-under-construction Opera House, via Hong Kong, Singapore, and Aden, through the Suez Canal (shortly before it was closed by the Six-Day War in June) to Italy. We crossed Switzerland and France by train to Paris and then went on to London. It was my first taste of world travel, and I was fascinated by the throngs of people and exotic smells and food of the Far East; the Arab traders selling hand-beaten Nefertiti and Sphinx souvenirs in Egypt; the stunning, grandiose beauty of the Italian Alps; the architecture of Paris; and finally England, where, strangely, I immediately felt at home.


We proceeded to Haywards Heath, a town about forty miles from London and ten miles south of East Grinstead, where we would stay for the next eight months or so. As I was now twelve, I attended secondary school at Haywards Heath Grammar School. I donned a proper riding hat and jacket and took horse-riding lessons in the English countryside. There was such a difference from Australia: here I was surrounded by the stunning greenness of southern England’s countryside and its magnificent shades of emerald, lime, and sage—a stark contrast to my country’s dry and brown summertime landscape.


Shortly after we settled in, I got a chance to visit Saint Hill, Hubbard’s home and the international headquarters of scientology. The estate encompassed a beautiful eighteenth-century sandstone manor house with various other buildings on sixty acres of rolling countryside. My parents went to the course room to attend their studies, while my brother, my sister, and I went off to the canteen—an old shed converted into a general store, coffee shop, and hangout for the students. As we walked in, I noticed two kids playing darts. They turned out to be Suzette and Arthur Hubbard, the two youngest Hubbard children. Suzette was my age, and three years older than Arthur. She had striking red wavy hair like her mother, Mary Sue. She was extroverted, while Arthur was quieter but somewhat cheeky. They were treated like royalty in the scientology world, so they pretty much did and said what they wanted.


Suzette must have noticed my brother and me watching them, because she eventually turned around and said, “Do you want to play a game? You’re going to lose, but I’ll let you play.”


Though I was a good scientologist by this time, I didn’t take any competition for granted and couldn’t refuse the challenge.


“Sure,” I responded with a nod as I picked up my set of darts.


I forget who won, but I remember how sassy Suzette was and that she was just as competitive as I was.


When we returned to Australia, we settled back in Adelaide, where my father began a wholesale grocery distribution business. We moved into what I consider my second childhood home, about a mile from the Cape Cod house on Victoria Terrace of my early years. This was in a more established neighborhood, no kangaroos or emus, though there was a huge gum tree in the middle of the road next to our house. It was so big and majestic that someone in years past had decided to build the road around it instead of destroying it. I attended another private all-boys school, King’s College, two miles down the sloping foothills toward the city center.


It was an odd life in many respects. I lived a secret existence as a scientologist while attending an exclusive school where I acted like I was just the same as everyone else. Each morning we gathered in the school chapel to sing hymns and recite the Lord’s Prayer. I don’t know what the other boys were thinking as they sat in the pews, but I thought it was weird to be talking to and singing at a God who was supposed to be all-knowing and all-seeing. If he is the creator of all, then why does he need us to say anything out loud to him or ask him for things? But I maintained the appearance of a happy chapel-goer because I didn’t want anyone to know that I was most definitely not a Christian believer.


Outside of school, my life seemed pretty normal. I did a lot of teenager stuff: went surfing, rode bikes, played football in the nearby park, went to dances and concerts, and met girls. Much of this I did with my best friend, Tom Pryor, who happened to be my next-door neighbor. Tom was the only person outside of the scientology bubble who knew my family’s secret—I never spoke of it to my school friends. He didn’t mention our being scientologists to anyone; I suspect he didn’t want the stigma of association with anything scientology. Though my life had this ordinary-looking social veneer, I actually believed that the wog world was a malevolent trap designed to enslave mankind. Tom knew none of this; he was given the shallow PR rendition of what scientology is that makes it sound benign and misunderstood. The early exposure to the real world I gained through those teenage activities helped me in the end to escape scientology.





IN THE SECOND half of 1969, our family made a second trip by ship, this time across the Pacific and through the Panama Canal to England so my parents could do their OT levels to become Operating Thetans. The OT levels were the greatest accomplishment in the history of this or any other universe, according to Hubbard. He had discovered and overcome what he called the “Wall of Fire”—a secret, cataclysmic incident that had occurred seventy-five million years ago that had trapped every being on Earth in a dwindling spiral of pain and unhappiness—and had charted a path of exact, and expensive, steps that anyone could take to become an OT. OTs would have the powers and abilities promised in Hubbard’s Dianetics—“cause over matter, energy, space, time and thought.” We found a house to rent in Crowborough, another town in the East Sussex countryside, about ten miles southeast of East Grinstead.


Hubbard himself wasn’t in England at the time. To accommodate the growing number of scientologists traveling to Saint Hill, he had built a replica of a Norman castle on the grounds in 1968 as a means of circumventing the local planning committee’s refusal to approve building permits (apparently a man had the right to construct a castle on his own land). But the British government and press were hounding him, and from 1966 on, he mostly stayed away from England.


Despite Hubbard’s troubles, the movement was flourishing in late 1969 with more followers than ever, particularly in England. They came from all over the world to be at Saint Hill, to be all in one place doing the same thing. It felt like a little world unto itself.


While my parents studied at Saint Hill, I attended Beacon Grammar School in the small town of Crowborough. Most of the kids had never met anyone from the Southern Hemisphere and so I became a minor celebrity with my Australian accent; they were entirely unaware of the nearby scientology headquarters or my involvement with it. A new school friend introduced me to many aspects of British life, including catching the train to London to attend Chelsea football matches at Stamford Bridge. I had never been to a live sporting event with such a huge, raucous crowd—and I loved every minute of it. Even getting to the stadium in West London was an adventure for me, having never traveled on the Tube before.


Once my parents completed their OT levels, which took the better part of a year, we moved back to Australia, to Leabrook, a suburb of Adelaide, where I returned to King’s College. I was fifteen now, and as any good Aussie child does, I played football (Australian Rules football—a unique game played in the southern states of Australia, different from rugby or soccer) in the winter and cricket and tennis in the summer. I was no standout at any of them, but I enjoyed them, and was also pretty active swimming, skateboarding, surfing, and riding my bike when not in school or playing team sports. A benefit to attending a private school was the “boarders”—sons of farmers from the country who lived at the school during the term and returned home for holidays, often bringing along with them a “day boy” from the city like me to experience farm life. One September, I took a 250-mile bus trip with my friend Stanley from Adelaide to Mildura. His father picked us up and drove us another 90 miles due north on a dirt road to his home. Large properties that raise sheep or cattle are called “stations” in Australia. His was 130,000 acres for 40,000 sheep. The nearest living person to the homestead was about 30 miles away. We had to make a wood fire to heat water in the boiler to take a hot bath. The kitchen had a wood-burning stove, though there was electricity. I loved every minute of my two weeks there. I learned to drive in an old Land Rover with no roof or windshield; there was nothing to run into except an occasional tree. I learned how to care for the sheep and shoot their predators. The peace of being in this quiet place, the brilliance of the stars at night with no other sources of light, the smell of the land and the camaraderie among the hardy folks that populated that remote outpost are memories that remain vivid today. The experience exposed me to so many different perspectives on life, and to people who were happy and fulfilled without scientology. Those memories remained in a deep recess of my consciousness for the rest of my life, even as I continued to live in the mind prison of scientology.










CHAPTER 2 [image: ] JOINING THE SEA ORG



When I was seventeen, I was awarded a full scholarship to the University of Adelaide, but my future was preordained and it did not include college.


My parents had first told me about the Sea Organization (Sea Org) during our second trip to England. It was described to me as the elite corps of scientologists who lived and worked full-time with Hubbard aboard his ships in exchange for free auditing and advanced training. A couple of years earlier, a Sea Org “officer,” Delwyn Sanderson, had come to Adelaide and made quite an impression on me. She was a commanding presence in her naval-style Sea Org uniform of dark blue jacket with two rows of gold buttons, white shirt, and black tie, and was treated almost with reverence by the local scientologists. Only a tiny percentage of the best and most devoted scientologists were part of the Sea Org, and children raised in scientology were perfect candidates. It was almost a foregone conclusion that their parents would proudly wave goodbye as they signed their contract to commit themselves to achieving the “Aims of Scientology” for eternity and headed off to become a part of the chosen few. The appeal of this idea was reinforced by Hubbard’s very low opinion of formal education; he derided it as inferior and a waste of time. I knew I should devote my energies to studying scientology instead, as it provided a total understanding that transcended all non-scientology learning. There was nothing more important.


In early 1973, soon after I completed high school, two Sea Org members, John Parselle and Steve Stevens, came to our house. Without much ado, I signed my billion-year Sea Org contract at our kitchen table. That is billion with a “B.”


L. Ron Hubbard had created the Sea Org in 1967, with uniforms and nomenclature drawn from his military service. Though his career in the US Navy during World War II had been less than illustrious, he painted the picture for all who would listen of himself as a ship captain and war hero. He viewed the Sea Org as his private navy, and claimed he created it to give him a safe place where he could continue his OT research in order to save mankind. The truth was that the Victoria inquiry in Australia had been a catalyst for renewed scrutiny by the US and UK governments, as well as by the media, in the mid-’60s. Seeing the storm clouds gathering, he had first left England in March 1966 for Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), declaring that he was going to turn an entire country into a “safe base” for scientology.


Rhodesia may seem a strange choice, but Hubbard had his reasons. First and foremost, he believed he had been British imperialist Cecil Rhodes (after whom the country was named) in a previous life, and he was going to return to claim his rightful kingdom. (Hubbard did not announce this past life to those outside his inner circle, likely because Rhodes was a racist and often seen as the father of apartheid.) He also believed that the new government there, which had recently broken ties with Britain, would be sympathetic to his own problems with the establishment.


After a few months, not only had Hubbard failed to establish a safe base but he was denied a renewed visa to remain in the country. He attributed his fiasco to “suppressive influences” working against him—that is, those who wouldn’t acquiesce to his way of thinking and were bent on his destruction, and thus the destruction of all mankind. He also asserted it was because he was “all alone” and “OTs do best with other OTs.” He returned to England in mid-July 1966, claiming that he had made huge new advances in his research to save the world. Such was his power over scientologists; they stood cheering along the lengthy driveway of Saint Hill as he rode in triumphantly, waving from the back of a convertible like some returning Roman emperor. It was all a show. Hubbard was aware of the growing problems in England, where the government was working to deny him a visa extension to force him out of the country.


His days were numbered in England. He needed a new plan to escape government control and scrutiny. The best place to do that was in international waters. So, in 1967, he first bought an old fishing trawler, the Avon River, which he renamed Athena; then a ketch, Enchanter, renamed Diana; and finally a third ship, a larger former ferry called the Royal Scotsman, renamed Apollo and nicknamed Flag for flagship, on which Hubbard lived. Hubbard assumed the title of Commodore as the leader of his ragtag flotilla, and the Sea Org was officially founded on August 12, 1967.


In the Hubbard worldview, this new endeavor would be the means to accomplish the goal of creating a “cleared planet” to break the endless cycle of life and death and the “dwindling spiral” of mankind toward an infinity of darkness and pain. This task of saving humanity was a matter of enormous urgency. According to Hubbard in one of his most famous and often-repeated statements in scientology, “the whole agonized future of this planet, every Man, Woman and Child on it, and your own destiny for the next endless trillions of years depend on what you do here and now with and in Scientology. This is a deadly serious activity. And if we miss getting out of the trap now, we may never again have another chance. Remember, this is our first chance to do so in all the endless trillions of years of the past.”


The Sea Org was the guarantee that we would all get out of the trap.


Hubbard, a master of manipulation, quickly made the Sea Org something that his followers would hold in almost mystical awe, and made sure scientologists knew he wanted the most dedicated to commit themselves to this prized group, often advertising in scientology magazines to recruit for it. One such advertisement in The Auditor magazine read:




To join the Sea Org is the sensible thing to do. There is very little that could be more important to you than to add to this Power. If almost any person in the Sea Organization were to appear in a Scientology group or Org he would be lionized, red-carpeted and Very-Important-Person’ed beyond belief. For the Sea Org is composed of the “aristocracy” of Scientology.





I pledged myself to an eternity in service of achieving Hubbard’s aims, devoted to assisting him, in cooperation with the other Sea Org members, with the enormous and important job at hand.





WHEN I SIGNED on for the Sea Org in Adelaide in 1973, the recruiter promised I would train as a scientology executive under the direct tutelage of Hubbard on the Apollo. I was also told that after I learned all I needed to learn at the foot of the master, I would return to Australia to help expand scientology in my home country.


By that time, the Sea Org had extended into land-based outposts that gave us a presence in each part of the scientology world—New York, Los Angeles, and Toronto for North America; Saint Hill for the UK; Copenhagen for Europe; Johannesburg for South Africa; and Sydney for Australia, New Zealand, and Oceania (ANZO). So in mid-1973 I traveled from Sydney’s Sea Org headquarters back to Saint Hill in England as the staging area before proceeding to the Apollo. There, I was required to undergo “security checks” by a “sec checker” on an E-Meter, the lie-detector-type instrument used in one-on-one auditing sessions. The meter is an integral part of scientology and is believed to measure thought. The person being audited holds on to two metal cans connected to the E-Meter, allowing a small current to pass through the body. The auditor watches the meter, noting what registers and using the results as a guide for questioning—Hubbard delineated how the reactions appearing on the E-Meter signified what was happening in the mind of the person being audited. This procedure was intended to ensure I was not a “security threat” or a reporter or a CIA agent seeking to infiltrate Hubbard’s floating international headquarters. My sec checker was Denise Miscavige, who was doing scientology training at Saint Hill; she and her twin brother, David, were considered prodigies, engaged in advanced auditor training at age thirteen.


Deemed safe, I was ready to set off for the flagship Apollo. There was such secrecy surrounding where Hubbard was located that even as the “Flag liaison,” a redheaded South African named Alan Voss, drove me to Heathrow Airport, I did not know my ultimate destination. Only at check-in was I finally told my flight was bound for Lisbon. My instructions were precise and exact. Questions didn’t seem appropriate or wanted: “Chuck Adams will meet you when you arrive. Tell customs and immigration you are in transit to the Apollo.” I had no idea who Chuck Adams was, or how I was supposed to recognize him, but I figured it would all be okay; after all, I was now operating as a member of the most accomplished, effective, and advanced organization on earth.


In the end, I didn’t need any secret code or signal to meet up with Chuck. I was hard to miss. I arrived midafternoon through customs with twenty large brown boxes and one small blue suitcase. The boxes contained communications and reports from scientology outposts around the world, along with various supplies I was couriering to Flag. We loaded everything into the trunk, front seat, roof rack, and every other possible crevice of a waiting cab and proceeded to the dock on a typically sunny day in Lisbon.


As our cab drove through the Port of Lisbon’s gates, I caught my first glimpse of the Apollo. She was not nearly as big as I had expected. I had seen photos of her, always taken from a low angle to make her look more impressive and imposing. My seafaring experience until then had been limited to the cruise liners on which we had sailed from Australia to Italy. Those were my idea of a ship; the Apollo was a utilitarian 1930s-era passenger and cattle ferry one-tenth their size.


The cab came to a stop. I got out nervously and was told to wait to be brought on board. I looked up and saw a couple of dozen people smoking cigarettes, leaning over the rail of the quarterdeck, peering down at me as the object of much curiosity.


I thought, This is the first day of the rest of my life. But it was more than just this life: this was a billion-year contract.


Many of the denizens of the quarterdeck who looked down as I stood on the dock were teenagers like me—including the Commodore’s Messengers. These were the dozen or so, mostly American, girls (and a couple of boys) who ran messages for Hubbard so he didn’t have to leave his office on the promenade deck. They were pretty, smart-mouthed, and dangerous to mess with.


Every scientologist believed Flag embodied the full application of the highest principles of scientology. It was home to L. Ron Hubbard, and his wisdom was the source of hope for all mankind and contained the technology to build a better world. Sanity surely reigned supreme in a sheltered and isolated environment headed by the wisest, sanest man on earth, populated by the elite of scientology. What could be better?


Frankly, almost anything.


I came aboard and saw the ship’s interior, up close. The two upper decks, the promenade and A deck, consisted of small cabins decorated with knobby wood paneling and dark, worn linoleum floors (the open rear section of A deck was the quarterdeck). These decks were where Hubbard, his family, and his immediate staff lived and worked. Beneath the upper decks was B deck, containing the cramped galley and the dining room. Designed to feed fifty, it had to serve nearly three hundred crew four meals a day. (“Meals” was a polite word to describe the scrawny chicken, mystery meat, soggy vegetables, and watery soup that passed as food.) Below this were the tween decks—originally designed to carry the ferry’s cattle and livestock, and now converted to a large open office space where the vast majority of the Apollo crew worked.


On the lowest deck, at the very aft of the ship, was where I was shown to my berthing. (Unsurprisingly, there is lots of nautical terminology in the Sea Org—“berthing” is where you sleep, the “head” is the bathroom, the floor is the “deck,” walls are “bulkheads”; many more terms and acronyms are specialized to the Sea Org.) I had been led down a steep stairwell at the stern—at the bottom were two doors. The one on the right was the entrance to my new home, the Men’s Dorm. On the left was the Women’s Dorm.


Walking into the Men’s Dorm was an onslaught to the senses: the overpowering odor of sweaty bodies and dirty clothes filled the pitch-dark, airless room. There was no porthole, view, or even a light. There was no air-conditioning. My room at home seemed like a prince’s palace, a vision from a past life I wished I could teleport back to.


Guided by a flashlight, the “berthing in charge” suggested I hold on to the back of his shirt and follow him closely. As I looked around, I faintly made out a room about thirty feet wide and sixty feet long with several rows of triple-stacked bunks. With a ceiling height of six and a half feet at the most, the space crammed in about fifty men. My bed, sandwiched in the middle of a triple bunk, was at the very end of the room. Because the Apollo operated on both day and night shifts, there were always people sleeping, and thus, no lights. There were also no closets in the Men’s Dorm, so people hung their dirty clothes on hooks next to their beds. Nor were there laundry facilities other than buckets to wash your clothes in saltwater (and then give a final rinse in precious fresh water). I felt like I had arrived in the Black Hole of Calcutta.


The showers were no better: Thirty seconds was all we could get, as there were only three or four showers available on the ship and always a line of men standing waiting for their turn. Fresh water was extremely limited, and it was not hot, so I couldn’t bear much longer than thirty seconds anyway. I managed to be as efficient with my time as possible, following Hubbard’s written directives on how to take the quickest shower: turn on the water to get wet; turn it off to soap up; turn it back on to rinse off.


I managed to get to bed that first evening, but I had to get out of the bunk to turn over, since my hips were too wide to roll over without hitting the metal frame of the bunk above. As I lay there struggling to breathe that night, I thought, What the hell have I gotten myself into? I also wondered what my parents would think. But I knew I had to maintain a “good roads, fair weather” veneer in my letters home, as saying anything even slightly negative about the world of Hubbard was forbidden in the bubble of scientology. They only ever heard that everything was great.


The old fable about the emperor having no clothes comes to mind, though in this case the emperor’s clothes were in fact dirty rags everyone pretended were magnificent robes. It did not cross my mind at the time to wonder how it could be that none of the most competent executives on the planet thought the conditions we lived and worked in were incongruous with the concept of successfully guiding an organization to prosperity. The Apollo was considered the pinnacle of the use of what scientology touts as the most sophisticated and advanced “management technology” on earth.


The next day I went to see Maria Starkey, wife of Norman Starkey, captain of the Apollo. Maria was the Third Mate, in charge of the Hubbard Communications Office, which dealt with personnel. A South African with a short dark bob (which made her look strikingly like Barbara Feldon’s character, Agent 99, on the ’70s TV show Get Smart), she held herself in a distinctly don’t mess with me posture and attitude. She curtly informed me in her clipped Afrikaner accent that my “post” (job) was to be a deckhand. This meant scrubbing the decks and chipping and painting over the rust on the outside of the ship—along with any other activity more senior people could not be expected to do, like loading food and supplies onto the ship when they were delivered to the dock.


“There must be some mistake—I thought I was here for executive training so I can return to Australia,” I said as convincingly as I could. I was uncertain what this post meant for me and had a growing sense of dread that it was not going to be good.


She looked at me the same way a teacher might look at a kindergartner who had just used a bad swear word, slightly horrified but also bemused by my naivete. “Not anymore,” she said. “You have been traded by ANZO.” She added, “You are now Flag crew and will not be going back to Australia.”


I was shocked. “What can I do about this?” I asked. Now the schoolteacher became annoyed by my impertinence. As a Sea Org officer in the top echelon of scientology, she was not to be questioned.


“Not a thing,” she replied tartly. “You need to get to work. You are a Sea Org member and you perform whatever duty you are assigned.” Her accent became even more pronounced as she spoke slowly and loudly as if to be sure I was not hard of hearing.


That was my first experience with promises made in the Sea Org that would not be kept, and the beginning of the systematic and intentional program of breaking down my critical thinking and eroding my free will. I started to feel confused and unsure of myself.


The reality was just as Maria had stated: There wasn’t a thing I could do about it. The circumstances were beyond my control; I couldn’t just walk off the ship. Despite the wealth of scientology, there was never money allocated to the crew. We weren’t paid, other than a stipend of $17.20 a week and the honor of doing the good works of L. Ron Hubbard. There was a tiny amount made available for food for the crew, but not enough to provide one good meal a day per person, let alone three. Other things were always more important, like sending out promotional mailings to make more money for the organization.


Without money, I had no way to even get a cab to the airport, let alone a plane ticket. I didn’t have my passport (I’d surrendered it to the Port Captain upon boarding the ship) and I didn’t speak Portuguese. The internet and cell phones didn’t exist yet. I was effectively a prisoner. As I lay awake in my tiny, smelly bunk and mulled over my new world, I tried to look at it from every angle. I feared being seen as a failure by the most important scientologists on earth and by my family; after all, everyone else in the Sea Org seemed to be doing okay. Maybe I’m just weak? There must be things I don’t know yet that everyone else does. And finally, looming largest of all, the old scientology fallback for everything: If I am unhappy or things are not going well, what overts and withholds do I have? What have I done to pull it in? I convinced myself I just had to stick it out. This was my destiny, and if I wanted to be happy, I had to make myself happy despite whatever circumstances I was in, because I was, according to scientology, responsible for my own condition. And even if this wasn’t what I’d been promised, at the end of the day all that mattered was that I was working with Ron to clear the planet.


Because I was with the Commodore, at the very highest level of scientology, life on the Apollo could not possibly be bad. This was the world of OT. This was the most important job on earth. That sort of hopeful thinking was psychologically protective in the short term, but it did not serve me well in the end. It kept me captive.


Concurrently resigned to my fate and reinvigorated by the Sea Org’s mission, I got on with my day-to-day life as an Apollo deckhand. I wrote to my family back in Australia and told them I was staying to work with Ron—no details, just vague platitudes about how wonderful things were. I could not even hint at our location or the activities we were engaged in, not even that the weather was warm. My mother responded with news of the family at home and that they were all proud of what I was doing. No doubt my stature in the world of scientology was something they reveled in. Though I was a deckhand, I was still one of the elite, working directly with the Founder.


I settled into a routine of teaming up with my new friend Paul, a South African and fellow deckhand. Each morning by nine o’clock, the bosun (the officer in charge of equipment and the crew; in this case a bearded Dane named Peter Voegeding, who seemed to know a lot about boats and the ocean) would tell us our assignment. Most days, we would dutifully grab a wire brush, a can of paint, and a paintbrush from the bosun’s locker in the prow of the ship and head out to scrape away at rust and paint from morning until night, when we were expected to go to the course room (the term used to describe where one studies scientology—distinct from a classroom, as there is no “instructor”) and study the writings of L. Ron Hubbard. Sometimes there would be a different task, like caulking the teak deck with tar, or climbing over the side of the ship to re-paint where it had rubbed against the dock. Regular “stores parties” to carry supplies from the dock to the galley gave us plenty of exercise. We were allowed to go ashore once every two weeks for a day of “liberty” if our “stats were up” (meaning we had produced more than in the previous week—in the deckhands’ case, measured in square feet of fresh paint). Back in those early times we actually had these biweekly liberties. Later they became rare and ultimately nonexistent. On “libs” we would chip in to rent a hotel room and twenty or more of us would use it to take hot showers. The Apollo visited ports on the Atlantic coasts of Western Europe, so we enjoyed being outside in the fresh sea air, taking in the scenery when we could. Nobody paid us much attention and life settled down.


That is not to say life on board the Apollo ever became normal. Nothing was quite what it seemed, and there was an unseen menace and sense of danger at every turn. Take, for instance, the tween deck that housed the open-floor-plan “office” for the crew. It was really just a hodgepodge of secondhand desks, countertops, filing cabinets, and bookshelves. Everything in this makeshift office was tied to the bulkheads with whatever scavenged rope the desk residents could find to prevent it sliding around when at sea.


This was, I soon came to learn, an extremely dangerous way of doing things. In late 1973, Hubbard decided the Apollo should visit the Canary Islands, then make a trip back via Madeira to mainland Portugal, where we would spend Christmas that year. Departing the Canaries, the weather forecast was grim. A massive Atlantic storm was threatening, but we set off anyway, as the Sea Org is undaunted by anything. The Apollo hit the storm and was tossed around like a cork. It seemed as though we might capsize (I am sure there was little actual danger of this, though it sure felt that way), but things got real when I ventured into the tween decks. The system that had worked to keep the furniture steady in gently rolling sea swells did not hold up when it came to a storm that pitched the ship from side to side as if it were a toy. The ropes snapped, and as the ship tipped one way, the cabinets and desks slid and hit one side of the deck, and as the ship reared the other way, they all slid back to the other side. The force of a full filing cabinet smashing into a steel bulkhead sounded like a mortar round going off. Safety was ultimately found back in my bunk in the Men’s Dorm, where everyone else had sought shelter, terribly seasick but out of harm’s way. We eventually made it to Madeira, and I was never so happy to see an island come into view.


One might think that with the prison-like conditions endured by Sea Org members—the lack of a salary, the atrocious food, the unhealthy sleeping quarters, a dangerous working environment—there would be mutiny. But there was nothing of the kind. In the Sea Org, MEST (a Hubbard acronym for matter, energy, space, and time—or put another way, physical things, as opposed to spiritual ones) were considered relatively unimportant. “Purpose” was superior to everything, and the mission to save the world was the only thing that mattered. To Hubbard, the most successful groups in history were those that operated on purpose, like the Roman and later the French and British armies that had conquered the world. Hubbard pointed out that these great armies had been driven by purpose and had endured enormous deprivations. Sea Org members, with this in mind, were able to accept circumstances that a normal person would find intolerable. We “rose above” them and operated at a “higher level” beyond the wog concerns about comfort and personal possessions.


Our battle was to save all of mankind and this sector of the universe—so what did it really matter if we had no air-conditioning, ate only rice and beans, and slept four hours a night for weeks on end? It was a point of pride in the Sea Org to be tough and not complain about anything except someone else letting the team down and not doing their job. Another thing we certainly didn’t complain about was the fact that Hubbard didn’t personally submit to the life of hardship the rank-and-file Sea Org members lived. He had a chef who prepared meals, stewards to serve him, a large office, a real bedroom and bathroom (Mary Sue always had a separate bedroom, even at Saint Hill), and a dedicated “household unit” to do his cleaning and laundry.


Much of the control factor in scientology is based on peer pressure. The power of this method has been proven in studies where people go along with everyone else in making clearly erroneous decisions. Even in tasks as simple as picking which of two lines is longer, humans will invariably pick the shorter one if they observe that everyone else has done so. Being surrounded by dedicated, often fanatical scientologists created peer pressure that led me to believe I was part of an ethical group with a common purpose, nothing could be better than that, and any hardship they could take, I could too.


The other key contributing aspect of the pressure was the threat of punishment. It was well understood that if you didn’t go along, you had better be prepared to pay the consequences. You were never, ever to challenge or question the teachings of L. Ron Hubbard or anyone higher on the chain of command than you. I learned this lesson early on when the ship’s captain, Norman Starkey, either questioned or disobeyed something that Hubbard said and was summarily removed from his position. One moment he was at the right hand of Hubbard, the next he was scrubbing the decks. Nobody, no matter how high and mighty, had the right to question one’s senior.


In January 1974, about five months after arriving, I was assigned a task nobody wanted: sitting every night from midnight to eight a.m. guarding a door behind which a ship electrician named Bruce Welch was in a full-blown psychotic episode. Hubbard claimed he was personally overseeing the matter as part of his ongoing research into ways of dealing with psychosis. He believed psychiatry was barbaric and had no solutions to man’s problems, whereas he had all the answers, ones that would provide a solution for even the most deranged minds.


My job description was simple enough: I was in charge of making sure no one went in or made any noise to disrupt the patient, and that Bruce did not leave the cabin, no matter what. So for a few weeks I sat at the bottom of the stairs in the fo’c’sle, the forward deck of the ship where the anchor chains, paint supplies, and flammable items were stored, opposite the cabin that held Bruce. I was not sure how I was supposed to prevent him from escaping if he tried, as he was a large, beefy man who had previously torn apart the metal locker, bedframe, and mattress in the cabin with his bare hands and shoved the pieces out a tiny porthole. But I was told that was not for me to worry about—though I did constantly. The many ropes laced across the hallway tying his cabin door shut were a small comfort when it seemed Bruce was one yelling session away from ripping open the only barrier separating us. The only time anyone was allowed to undo the ropes was to bring him meals, and that would take the strength of three men, two to hold the ropes and one to carefully open the door enough to slide food in on the floor. Once the plate was inside, the door was slammed shut and the ropes secured again. Maintaining a silent environment was part of Hubbard’s theory rooted in Dianetics of keeping the reactive mind from “restimulating” with words or environmental conditions, which could trigger earlier painful incidents that were causing the present psychosis. It seemed inhumane to not try to do anything to comfort someone clearly in such anguish, but I was certain the Commodore knew better than I what to do.


After a couple of weeks, Bruce calmed down and began auditing sessions. Eventually he was allowed out of the cabin and was sent home to the US. Hubbard announced to the world that his research (which was limited to this single guinea pig) had led him to discover the “cure” for psychosis and that the last reason for the existence of psychiatry on earth was now eliminated. He called this breakthrough the Introspection Rundown, and he detailed the steps to cure psychosis, the first of which is complete isolation of the person with nobody speaking within earshot.


Only eighteen and still naive in many respects, I was even more convinced by this episode with Bruce Welch that L. Ron Hubbard was intensively researching and solving the really ugly problems facing mankind, problems nobody else could tackle. To me, he truly was as close to a god as a man could be, and I was happy to be helping however I could with his wondrous new discoveries. I was eager to see what was next.
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