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        ACCLAIM FOR 

        A Thousand Lives

        “Riveting . . . You will not be able to look away.”

         —San Francisco Chronicle

         “Julia Scheeres’s book sheds startling new light on this murky, mini-chapter
            of contemporary history. . . . the narrative is [a] compelling . . . psychological
            mystery.”

         —The Wall Street Journal

        “Julia Scheeres’ A Thousand Lives . . . tells the
            tragic tale of Jonestown—in its way, a peculiarly American apocalypse.”

        —Los Angeles Times

         “A gripping account of how decent people can be taken in by a charismatic
            and crazed tyrant.”

        —The New York Times Book Review

        “How do you tell a new story about Jim Jones and his followers, when everyone
            knows how it ends? . . . Julia Scheeres’ riveting A Thousand Lives gives us reason to
            look again.”

        —The Miami Herald

         “Almost unbearably chilling . . . but tempered with enormous sympathy.”

        —The Boston Globe

        “A work of deep empathy for so many lives lost in the name of different
            shades of hope.”

         —Los Angeles Times

        “The first solid history of the Temple . . . less a warning about the dangers
            of religosity than a clear headed chronology.”

        —San Francisco magazine

         “The revelations of [A Thousand Lives] shine
            through our everyday relationships to war, our politics, our beliefs and our own
            actions. This is a strikingly relevant book .”

        —San Francisco Sunday Chronicle Book Review

        “Gripping.” 

         —The Globe and Mail

         “Chilling and heart-wrenching, this is a brilliant testament to Jones’s
            victims, so many of whom were simply in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

        —Publishers Weekly, starred review

         “Scheeres shows great compassion and journalistic skill in reconstructing
            Jonestown’s last months and the lives of many Temple members (including a few
            survivors) . . . [A Thousand Lives is a] well-written,
            disturbing tale of faith and evil.”

         —Kirkus Reviews

        “Her account is notably levelheaded in a field where sensationalism,
            conspiracy theories and bizarre reasoning run free.”

         —Salon

         “Jonestown has become a grim metaphor for blind obedience—for fanaticism
            without regard to consequences. In the aptly titled A Thousand Lives, Julia Scheeres
            captures the humanity within this terrible story, vividly depicting individuals trapped
            in a vortex of hope and fear, faith and loss of faith, not to mention the changes
            sweeping America in the 1960s and ’70s. She makes their journeys to that unfathomable
            tragedy all too real; what was truly incredible, she shows, was the escape from death by
            a tiny handful of survivors. Drawing on a mountain of sources compiled and recently
            released by the FBI, she changes forever the way we think about this dark chapter of our
            history.”

         —T. J. Stiles, author of the Pulitzer Prize–winning The
                First Tycoon: The Epic Life of Cornelius Vanderbilt

         “For those who can picture only the gory end of Jonestown, Julia Scheeres
            offers a heartbreaking and often inspiring glimpse of what might have been. Her
            masterfully told and exhaustively researched A Thousand Lives should stand not only as
            the definitive word on Jones’s horrific machinations, but on the utopian dreams of a
            bygone generation. A worthy follow-up to her superb memoir, Jesus Land.”

        —Tom Barbash, author of On Top of the World: Cantor
                Fitzgerald, Howard Lutnick, and 9/11: A Story of Loss and Renewal

         “The definitive book on Jonestown and the Danse Macabre of suicide and
            murder orchestrated by mad Jim Jones. Julia Scheeres takes us by the hand and leads us
            gently, inexorably, into the darkness.”

         —Tim Cahill, author of Lost in My Own Backyard

         “This the best book in a good long time on the dangers of fanatical faith,
            the power of group belief and lure of deep certainties. These demons that haunt the
            human mind can be countered only by facing them with courage and honesty. This is
            precisely what Scheeres has done.”

         —Ethan Watters, author of Crazy Like Us

         “I thought I knew the story of Jonestown, but in reading A Thousand Lives discovered that much of what I’d read and heard was pure
            myth. Through meticulous research, beautiful writing, and great compassion, Scheeres
            presents an engrossing account of how Jim Jones’s followers—eager parishioners who
            yearned for a more purposeful life and were willing to work for it—found themselves
            trapped in a nightmare of unfathomable proportions. This book serves as testimony to the
            seductiveness of religious fervor and how in the wrong hands it can be used to nefarious
            ends. It is also a poignant and unforgettable tribute to those who lost their lives and
            to those few who survived.”

         —Allison Hoover Bartlett, author of the bestselling The
                Man Who Loved Books Too Much: The True Story of a Thief, a Detective, and a World of
                Literary Obsession
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For the people of Jonestown


I love socialism, and I’m willing to die to bring it about, but if I did, I’d take a thousand with me.

—Jim Jones, September 6, 1975



Introduction

Had I walked by 1859 Geary Boulevard in San Francisco when Peoples Temple was in full swing, I certainly would have been drawn to the doorway.

I grew up in a conservative Christian family with an adopted black brother; race and religion were the dominant themes of my childhood. In our small Indiana town, David and I often felt self-conscious walking down the street together. Strangers scowled at us, and sometimes called us names. I wrote about the challenges of our relationship in my memoir, Jesus Land.

Suffice it to say, David and I would have been thrilled and amazed by Peoples Temple, a church where blacks and whites worshipped side by side, the preacher taught social justice instead of damnation, and the gospel choir transported the congregation to a loftier realm. We longed for such a place.

Unfortunately, the laudable aspects of Peoples Temple have been forgotten in the horrifying wake of Jonestown.

I stumbled onto writing this book by accident. I was writing a satirical novel about a charismatic preacher who takes over a fictional Indiana town, when I remembered Jim Jones was from Indiana, and Googled him. I learned that the FBI had released fifty thousand pages of documents, including diaries, meeting notes, and crop reports, as well as one thousand audiotapes that agents found in Jonestown after the massacre, and that no one had used this material to write a comprehensive history of the doomed community. Once I started digging through the files, I couldn’t tear myself away.

It was easy to set my novel aside. I believe that true stories are more powerful, in a meaningful, existential way, than made-up ones. Learning about other people’s lives somehow puts one’s own life in sharper relief.

Aside from race and religion, there were other elements of the Peoples Temple story that resonated with me. When David and I were teenagers, our parents sent us to a Christian reform school in the Dominican Republic that had some uncanny parallels with Jonestown. I could empathize with the residents’ sense of isolation and desperation.

You won’t find the word cult in this book, unless I’m directly citing a source that uses the word. My aim here is to help readers understand the reasons that people were drawn to Jim Jones and his church, and how so many of them ended up dying in a mass-murder suicide on November 18, 1978. The word cult only discourages intellectual curiosity and empathy. As one survivor told me, nobody joins a cult.

To date, the Jonestown canon has veered between sensational media accounts and narrow academic studies. In this book, I endeavor to tell the Jonestown story on a grander, more human, scale.

Julia Scheeres

Berkeley, California, March 24, 2011



Chapter 1

An Adventure

The journey up the coastline1 was choppy, the shrimp trawler too far out to get a good look at the muddy shore. While other passengers rested fitfully in sleeping bags spread out on the deck or in the berths below, fifteen-year-old Tommy Bogue gripped the slick railing, bracing himself against the waves. He’d already puked twice, but was determined not to miss a beat of this adventure. The constellations soared overhead, clearer than he’d ever seen them. He wiped salt spray from his eyes with an impatient hand and squinted at the horizon. He was still boy enough to imagine a pirate galleon looming toward them, the Jolly Roger flapping in the Caribbean breeze.

This was his first sea journey. His first trip outside the United States. He squinted at South America as it blurred by, vague and mysterious, imagining the creatures that roamed there. A few years earlier, he’d devoured DC Comics’ Bomba, The Jungle Boy series, and now imagined himself the hero of his own drama.

The very name of his destination was exotic: Guyana.2 None of his school friends had ever heard of it, nor had he before his church established an agricultural mission there. After his pastor made the announcement, Tommy read and reread the Guyana entry in the Encyclopaedia Britannica until he could spout Guyanese trivia to anyone who showed the slightest interest in what the lanky, bushy-haired teen had to say. Aboard the Cudjoe, he ticked off this book knowledge to himself. Jaguars. Howler monkeys. One of the world’s largest snakes, the green anaconda, growing up to twenty feet long and reaching 350 pounds. The country was home to several of the world’s largest beasts: the giant anteater, the giant sea otter, the giant armadillo, the fifteen-foot black caiman. He knew a few things about the strangeness surrounding him, and those few things comforted him.

The plane ride from San Francisco to Georgetown had been another first for Tommy. He sat next to another teenager from his church, Vincent Lopez, and the two boys took turns gaping out the small convex window as they soared over the Sierra Nevada, the Great Plains, the farm belt—the entire breadth of America. The cement mass of New York City astounded him; skyscrapers bristled toward every horizon. At JFK International Airport, Pastor Jones, who was going down to visit the mission himself, kept a tight hand on the boys as he herded them toward their connecting flight.

Everything about Tommy Bogue was average—his height, his build, his grades—except for his penchant for trouble. His parents couldn’t control him. Neither could the church elders. He hated the long meetings the congregation was required to attend, and was always sneaking off to smoke weed or wander the tough streets of the Fillmore District. Ditching church became a game, one he was severely punished for, but which proved irresistible.

They’d only told him two days ago that he was being sent to the mission field. His head was still spinning with the quickness of it all. The counselors told him he should feel honored to be chosen, but he was wise to them. He overheard people talking about manual labor, separation from negative peers, isolation, culture shock: All these things were supposed to be good for him. He knew he was being sent away, but at least he’d get out of the never-ending meetings, and more important, he’d see his father, for the first time in two years.

His dad left for Guyana in 1974, one of the pioneers. He’d called home a few times over the mission’s ham radio, and in brief, static-filled reports, he sounded proud of what the settlers had accomplished: clearing the bush by hand, planting crops, building cottages. Tommy was eager to see it himself.

Finally, as the sun blazed hot and high overhead, the Cudjoe shifted into low gear and swung toward land. The other church members crowded Tommy as the boat nosed up a muddy river, the wake lifting the skirts of the mangroves as it passed. In the high canopy, color flashed: parrots, orchids, bromeliads.

The travelers slipped back in time, passing thatched huts stilted on the river banks and Amerindians, who eyed them warily from dug-out canoes. This was their territory. Late in the afternoon, the passengers arrived at a village named Port Kaituma and excitement rippled through them. The deck hands tied the Cudjoe to a pole in the water and Tommy helped unload cargo up the steep embankment. Pastor Jones, who’d spent most of the trip secluded in the deck house, welcomed them to the village as if he owned it. There wasn’t much to it beyond a few stalls selling produce and secondhand clothes. As he spoke, Tommy listened attentively along with the others; Guyana was a fresh start for him, and he planned to stay out of trouble. Jones told the small group that the locals were grateful for the church’s assistance—the mission’s farm would put food on their tables.

After a short delay, a tractor pulling a flatbed trailer motored up and the newcomers climbed aboard with their gear. The tractor slipped and lurched down the pitted road to the mission, and the passengers grabbed the high sides and joked as if they were on a hayride. All were in good spirits.

At some point, Tommy noticed the squalor: the collapsing shanties, the naked brown kids with weird sores and swollen bellies, the dead dogs rotting where they fell. The trenches of scummy water. The stench. The mosquitoes whining in his ears. The landscape didn’t jibe with the slide shows Pastor Jones had shown at church, which made Guyana look like a lush resort.

Tommy didn’t point out these aberrations, but turned to listen to Pastor Jones, who raised his voice above the tractor’s thrumming diesel engine. He was boasting, again, about how everything thrived at the mission. About the ice cream tree, whose fruit tasted like vanilla ice cream. About the protective aura surrounding the Church’s property: There was no sickness there, no malaria or typhoid, no snakes or jungle cats ventured onto it. Not one mishap whatsoever. The adults nodded and smiled as they listened. Tommy turned toward the jungle again. The bush was so dense he couldn’t see but a yard in before it fell away into darkness.

The tractor veered down a narrow road and passed through a tight stand of trees. The canopy rose two hundred feet above them. The light dimmed as they drove through this tree tunnel, as if they’d entered a candle-lit hallway and someone was blowing out the candles one by one. The air was so still it bordered on stagnant. Tommy glanced behind them at the receding brightness, then ahead, to where his father waited.

They drove into a large clearing. Here were a few rustic buildings, and beyond them, rows and rows of plants. A dozen or so settlers stood along the entry road, and the two groups shouted joyfully to each other. Tommy didn’t immediately see his dad. He was disappointed, but unsurprised; his old man was probably nose to the grindstone, as always. He lifted his duffle bag onto his shoulder and jumped onto the red earth, happy to have arrived, at long last, in Jonestown.



Chapter 2

Church

The power of the church seized Jim Jones from a young age. Like many, he found an acceptance in the church that otherwise eluded him.

James Warren Jones was born on May 13, 1931, in tiny Crete, Indiana, the only child of an unhappy couple. He later described his father,3 a disabled WWI vet, as a bitter, cynical person. His mother, who supported the family as a factory worker, was a scandalous figure about town: She drank, smoked, cursed, and was a vocal member of the local union.

Not only was the family untraditional, it was guilty of a notable transgression in a midwestern town—the Joneses were churchless. The young Jim Jones, who spent much time alone and unsupervised, felt like an outcast on many levels.4

When Jones was a small boy, the family moved to the slightly larger town of Lynn, five miles away. There, a neighbor brought Jim to the local Nazarene church,5 where he was transfixed by the preacher. Everything about the man behind the pulpit awed him, from his regal satin robe to the deferential treatment given him by the congregation. Here was a role model for Jim Jones, something to aspire to.

He sampled other denominations—the pacifist Quakers, the somber Methodists—before finding his way into the Gospel Tabernacle at the edge of town.

Pentecostalism has always belonged to the marginalized. Its adherents practice a very physical devotion to God that is reflected in glossolalia (speaking in tongues), ecstatic dance, and faith healing. A conservative Christian would view the sheer exuberance of a Pentecostal worship service as unsophisticated, perhaps even unbiblical. Pentecostalism is warmth and catharsis, a fizzy soda to Calvinism’s sour water.

“Because I was never accepted, or didn’t feel accepted, I joined a Pentecostal Church,” Jones would tell his followers in Jonestown. “The most extreme Pentecostal Church, the Oneness, because they were the most despised. They were the rejects of the community. I found immediate acceptance,6 and I must say, in all honesty, about as much love as I could interpret love.”

While other children liked to role-play teacher-student or doctor-patient scenarios with their friends, Jones chose preacher-congregant games. By age ten, he was holding pretend services7 in the loft of the barn behind his house, a white sheet draped over his shoulders for a robe as he read from the Bible or pretended to heal chickens. A woman who belonged to the Gospel Tabernacle discovered Jones’s gift for oratory and started grooming him as a child evangelist. But when he started having nightmares about supernatural phenomena, his mother, Lynetta, made him stop attending services.

But she couldn’t stop him from preaching. By sixteen, he was shouting the gospel of equality under God in the black neighborhoods of Richmond, Indiana, where he moved with his mother after his parents separated. He slicked back his dark hair with the comb he kept in his back pocket, staked out a spot on a busy sidewalk, and quickly drew an audience.

Richmond, a city where almost half the adult male population had once belonged to the Ku Klux Klan, was still deeply segregated in 1948, and Jones’s message of Christian inclusion fell sweetly on the ears of African American passersby. Here was a white teenager who was vociferously, publicly, arguing for equal rights in a place where blacks were pushed to the fringes of town. They couldn’t believe it.

The experience was a turning point for Jim Jones: He’d discovered his platform.

  *  *  *  

At age twenty-one, while majoring in education at Indiana University, he became a student pastor at Somerset Methodist Church in Indianapolis. He attempted to integrate the church,8 but several families walked out when the first black visitors were ushered in. It was one thing for white believers to nod in passive agreement when their preacher said that all humans were created equal in the eyes of God; it was quite another to stand shoulder to shoulder with a black person, sharing a hymnal.

In 1954, Jones decided to open his own church. He chose a neighborhood forced by court order to desegregate, and went door-to-door inviting African Americans to his church, which he called Community Unity. He championed racial equality and began doing faith healings. His performances were so popular in Pentecostal circles that he was forced to buy a larger building in 1956 to accommodate the Sunday morning crush. He named the new church9 Peoples Temple Full Gospel Church.

  *  *  *  

The question of faith healing is a question of faith: Either you believe God has the power to cure you, or you don’t. Most Christians believe God does have this power, and they deliver their petitions for relief to him as simple prayers: “Dear Lord, please heal me from x, y, or z.” Most Christians also believe that if you enlist other believers to pray for you, your chances of being heard, and healed, increase. Get a preacher involved, and your chances at bending God’s ear skyrocket. Who, after all, has a more direct line to the Almighty than God’s intercessor on earth?

So, following this logic, it’s not much of a stretch to believe that when a pastor lays his or her hands on a sick congregant, the chances of healing also increase. This instills a kind of magic in the preacher: God is touching the supplicant through the preacher’s hands. The Bible supports this belief. In Matthew 10:8, Jesus commanded his twelve disciples to “Heal the sick, cleanse the lepers, raise the dead, cast out demons. Freely you have received, freely give.” The New Testament states that the apostles Peter and Paul performed many miracles, including raising the dead. Even today, some Christians believe mainstream ministers such as Pat Robertson possess a healing gift.

Skeptics dismiss faith healing as psychological, not biological. They reduce such claims to the power of positive thinking. If, say, a woman who suffers from chronic chest pain due to a heart condition or stress believes in faith healing, she will feel the pain dissolve when a healer lays hands on her. Science may attribute her sudden relief to a rush of endorphins, but for her, the experience has a self-authenticating power that defies logic: God healed her, and that was the beginning and end of it.

  *  *  *  

Hyacinth Thrash10 believed Jim Jones had the gift.

She first heard about Jones in 1955, when she was fifty.

At the time she was childless, twice divorced, and living with her younger sister, Zipporah Edwards, in Indianapolis. They women were raised Baptist, and had later converted to Pentecostalism, but in 1955, they were between churches, having quit their last church after a new preacher arrived and immediately demanded a larger salary from his working class congregation.

The sisters watched church television instead. Televangelism was brand new, and although some people criticized it as a poor substitute for indolent believers, it was the perfect solution for Hy and Zippy, who revered God but couldn’t say the same for his pitchmen. If a TV pastor offended them, they could just turn him off.

When Zip saw Jones preaching on a local television channel, she thought Jones was a fine speaker, but what excited her more, that Sunday, was his choir. There they stood in matching satin robes, blacks and whites side by side like keys on a piano, singing her favorite hymns. Zippy had never seen the likes of it.

“I found my church!” she shouted. She got up and pulled Hyacinth into the room. As they watched the service, a longing bloomed in them.

  *  *  *  

Born in a whistle-stop town deep in Alabama, the sisters had grown up in a close-knit family. Their father had steady work as a train cook, and their mother cleaned houses for white people. (Hyacinth was named by one of her mother’s employers.) Although they wore flour-sack dresses, they never went hungry.

Their household was harmonious, but Hyacinth noticed from a young age how things shifted the moment she stepped off their yard. The sign outside a neighboring town read: “We don’t allow no niggers in this town. You better get out before the sun goes down and if you can’t read, better get out anyhow.” Only landholders could vote, perpetuating white power. She sometimes ran into former slaves who bore the name of their erstwhile master branded on their backs.

When she was in grade school, a family friend was lynched. A group of white men followed him through town, taunting and trying to incite him. When they kicked him in the buttocks, he could stand it no longer and lunged at his assailants. They strung him up from a tree as a warning to other so-called insolent blacks.

  *  *  *  

“Papa, isn’t there a better place?” Hyacinth kept asking her father. He was reluctant to leave their farm and heritage, but the lynching persuaded him that no African American was safe in the South. In 1918, the family boarded a train to join the Great Migration of two million blacks who left the Jim Crow South searching for better lives. As Hyacinth later wrote, “After the Civil War, we was freed but we wasn’t free.” Their train was segregated all the way to Kentucky. Among the family’s possessions was a cherished biography of President Abraham Lincoln.

They settled in Indianapolis with the help of relatives who’d gone before. Although Hyacinth, thirteen, was eager to reap the North’s promise, her subpar education held her back. In her Alabama town, black children only attended school in the winter, so that they could work the fields during the growing season. She was ashamed of her learning deficit, and rather than be stuck in a class with younger kids, she dropped out of school altogether after ninth grade. She held a series of unskilled jobs: baby-sitting, cleaning, operating the elevator at the Indiana State House, and married twice, to unfaithful men. She was heartbroken to learn she couldn’t have children.

In 1951, when Hy was forty-six, and Zip, who’d never married, was forty-two, they’d saved enough money to buy a modest two-family home in the Butler-Tarkington neighborhood, an area recently forced to integrate,11 and took in boarders to make their mortgage payments.

Indianapolis was less overtly racist than the South, but it was by no means an egalitarian city. As soon as black families started moving into the neighborhood, for-sale signs lined the streets. By the time the sisters arrived, the lone white holdouts lived next door. The middle-aged couple refused to talk to the sisters. If they happened to be sitting on their porch when Hy or Zippy came out to sit on theirs, they’d abruptly go back inside.

So, on that Sunday morning when Zipporah turned on the television and saw a white man inviting believers of any color to visit his church, she was both astonished and thrilled. Reverend Jones described Peoples Temple as a church whose “door is open so wide that all races, creeds, and colors find a hearty welcome to come in, relax, meditate, and worship God.” Soon afterward, the sisters donned their finest dresses and white cotton gloves, and took a street car to Jones’s church.

They discovered the television had not lied. Not only was the choir integrated, but the pews were, too. The usher marched them up the center aisle to the front, where the white congregants greeted them warmly. It felt like a homecoming. The joyfully serene atmosphere was redolent of their girlhoods: Here were the same tidy pews, the soulful organ voluntary, the wafts of perfume and hair pomade, the children dolled up and peering over the seat backs. Here were the hymns they knew by heart. Here was a handsome young white minister preaching the word in a gospel cadence, afire with the Lord.

  *  *  *  

The scene from the pulpit was no less thrilling. It must have been slightly intimidating for Jones, a callow twenty-four-year-old, to look down at the rows of faces before him, each expecting a private miracle. His early sermons, which were rambling, disjointed, and filled with stilted King Jamesian English, such as “verily” and “doeth,” reflected his inexperience. Perhaps he thought the affectation gave him an air of sophistication. After all, his college degree was in education, not divinity. A line lifted from a church newsletter12 printed in April 1956, two months after he was ordained13 by Assemblies of God, is exemplary of his strained composition: “The fullness of him that filleth all in all who is in you all and through you all and above you all.” 

During his sermons, the young Jim Jones mimicked the Pentecostal flourishes that mesmerized him as a kid: the dramatic pauses, shouted words, the pulpit fist bangs for emphasis. His dramatic healings moved the room to wonderment and reverence.

After the service ended, Jones strode up the aisle to stand at the entrance to the sanctuary, shaking hands and sharing a few words with worshippers as they filed out. He grasped each sister’s hand in his own and looked them in the eye, according them a dignity and respect that few whites had for them.

  *  *  *  

Despite being impressed with Peoples Temple, the sisters got lazy. It took effort to dress up, catch that street car. They reverted to TV church. After a few weeks, they found a flier on their doorstep. It said that Pastor Jones and twelve of his members would be on their block that Wednesday evening and planned to stop by. He’d not forgotten them. The sisters, excited, tidied up and prepared refreshments. As promised, Jones arrived with his disciples and sat in their immaculate parlor, listening wholly to them as the sisters spoke of their history, aspirations, and heartbreaks. Then, he laid soft hands on their shoulders and prayed for them. By the time he left that night, Jim Jones had gained two more followers.

The sisters would become part of14 the church’s largest demographic: black women. They spent most of their Sundays at the peak-roofed church at 1502 N. New Jersey Street. After the morning service, they helped run the soup kitchen in the church basement before attending vespers. They also volunteered in the Temple pantry, which distributed kitchen staples and used clothing to needy families. The outreach programs fostered relationships between Temple members as they drove through Indy together looking for donations of stale, expired, or overripe food. Hy and Zippy were equal partners with their white counterparts in a common cause; race was beside the point.

Jones kept pushing boundaries. The subject of his sermons—improved rights for women, blacks, and the poor—was heady stuff back in the 1950s. He didn’t use ambiguous parables about mustard seeds and lost sheep to instruct his congregation, but became a living example of his message. He integrated his household as he did his church, adopting several nonwhite children, including, in 1960, a black son who became his namesake: James Warren Jones, Jr. At the pulpit, he could now relate his personal experiences with racism and thus gain credibility with his increasingly dark-skinned flock. When his adopted Korean daughter died15 in a car accident in 1959, he was forced to bury her in a segregated graveyard. As his wife, Marceline, walked down the street16 holding Jimmy Jr.’s hand, a woman spat on her. He’d later even claim to be a minority himself—part Native American and part African American—although his blood relatives denied this after his death.

Jones offended some and convinced others. He took his message beyond the sanctuary. When he learned that several Indianapolis restaurants17 discouraged minority patrons by oversalting their food, or only serving them takeout, Jones announced on his television program18 that he was going to fast until they changed these racist practices, which they did. He also forced the Methodist Hospital to integrate. He chose a black personal physician, and when he was hospitalized for an ulcer, the hospital administrators assumed he was black as well and assigned him to a negro ward. They tried to move him to a white ward19 when they discovered their mistake, but Jones refused to leave, and took the opportunity to grandstand by giving patients sponge baths and emptying their bedpans.

In the late 1950s, Jones appeared to be at the forefront of the civil rights movement, but scholars would someday cast doubt on almost every aspect of Jones’s ministry, even suggesting that his adopted children were mere props that he acquired to generate headlines and attract followers.

Nevertheless, in 1961, his renown prompted Mayor Charles Boswell to name Jones head of the city’s fledgling Human Rights Commission. In an Indianapolis Times story announcing the appointment, Jones addressed miscegenation fears raised by his church. “The Negro wants to be our brother in privilege, not our brother-in-law,”20 he said. In his first weeks as commission head,21 Jones convinced three local restaurants to accept black patrons and offset owners’ fears that this would hurt business by bringing carloads of Temple members to fill empty seats.

  *  *  *  

His prime targets, however, were Indy’s churches.

“The most segregated hour in America is the Sunday morning worship hour,” Jones liked to say. After concluding morning services at the Temple, he’d drive a group of black members to a white neighborhood. Led by their fearless pastor,22 the visitors would walk into a church, politely greet the ushers, and wait to be seated. Jones called this “witnessing to integration.”

It took individuals to overthrow the system. A middle-aged seamstress from Alabama named Rosa Parks. Four college students in North Carolina who camped out at a whites-only lunch counter for days, enduring hatred and spittle, until they were served.

Jones recruited Hyacinth and Zipporah23 to be part of his integrationist efforts. At one church, the pastor started singing “Old Black Joe,” a song idealizing slavery, to offend them. At another, a man opened the windows next to them on a snowy day, attempting to freeze them out. One church leader said he would have roped off an area, had he known they were coming. Hyacinth began to dread these confrontations. Jones told the media he received death threats for his actions, as well as slashed tires and rocks launched through the Temple’s windows.

For Hy, the last straw came when a white man stood up and said they’d be bombed if they didn’t leave. Jones led his flock into the field next door and preached to them there. The experience terrified Hyacinth; she’d seen what happened to blacks who overstepped boundaries in the South. She had second thoughts about Jim Jones,24 and told him God should take care of integrating churches himself.

Her misgivings fell by the wayside, however, when she learned she had breast cancer. Her doctor diagnosed it, and when she pressed her fingers to her chest, she could feel the hard tumor herself. The following Sunday, Jones laid his hands on her and prayed. The lump was gone by Wednesday. Seven doctors examined her and confirmed that the mass had disappeared. One doctor told her it was a miracle,25 and a nurse danced with her in the hospital corridor. Misdiagnosis, spontaneous remission, or miracle? It didn’t matter. Hyacinth was convinced that Jim Jones healed her.

She’d follow him anywhere after that.



Chapter 3

Redwood Valley

In the early 1960s, the prospect of World War III loomed large. In the Soviet Union, Nikita Khrushchev repeatedly threatened26 to annihilate the West while, in the United States, the Kennedy administration warned citizens to avoid looking at bright flashes in the sky and suggested aspirin to treat radiation-induced headaches. American schoolkids practiced duck-and-cover drills that were pointless against nuclear fission but made adults feel better, and families built fallout shelters in their backyards.

In churches across the nation, preachers used the mounting tension to pressure their flocks to get right with God before the coming armageddon.

Jim Jones did something far more practical: He made plans to move his congregation to a safer place. He claimed to have had a vision of a mushroom cloud27 exploding over Chicago and predicted that Indianapolis would also be wiped out. After reading an Esquire article in 1962, titled “Nine Places in the World to Hide” (from a nuclear attack), he moved his family to one of the locations on the top of the list—Belo Horizonte, Brazil—with the idea that he would establish himself there before sending for his church members.

But he didn’t speak Portuguese and struggled to find work and feed his family. During his nearly two-year absence, his associate ministers managed the church but, without Jones’s showy performances, Temple membership dwindled. Where services once attracted28 more than two thousand people, they now drew less than one hundred. Hy and Zippy started29 church shopping again. Faced with the Temple’s extinction, Jones returned to Indiana, and his presence at the pulpit again filled the pews.

But his nuclear paranoia did not subside. He predicted Russia would launch missiles at the United States on July 16, 1967, and again warned his congregation of the need to find a safe haven. This time, he picked northern California, which was also named in the Esquire piece, and was more palatable to his flock; he wasn’t pressuring them to leave the cozy Midwest for a politically unstable third-world nation, he was just asking them to take a two-day drive across the country.

As schools let out for summer vacation in 1965,30 dozens of families piled their possessions onto their cars and rode westward in a long caravan, with Jones in the lead vehicle. The migration split families. For some, church was a Sunday affair, more social club than a lifestyle. They’d rather take their chances with the bomb than forsake everything to follow an eccentric preacher into the unknown. He’d failed in Brazil; there was no guarantee California would be a success. Relatives of the migrating members31 wondered how their loved ones could fall for Jones, whom many saw as a crackpot, while those who left Indiana worried about their kin’s safety.

The move was an acid test: Only those who believed Jones was a seer—endowed with a paranormal ability to predict the future—would uproot themselves from all that was familiar and follow him. All told, about one hundred fifty people32 followed him to California that summer; these would become his core membership. Most of these original Hoosiers would also follow him to Guyana, and die there.

The move also divided Hyacinth and Zipporah. Zippy wanted to go, but Hy was reluctant. She enjoyed the life they’d forged in Indianapolis, and took great pride in their hard-won home. She’d finally found that better place she’d asked of her dad fifty years earlier.

Then she became lame. What started as a strange numbness in her leg turned into trouble walking. X-rays revealed a spinal cord tumor. She had it surgically removed,33 but was left with permanent nerve damage that forced her to walk with a cane and made it impossible for her to keep her cleaning job. Meanwhile, Zip kept bugging her to move to California. Morning, noon, and night, she pleaded. She worried Hy with the impending nuclear holocaust one minute, and reassured her that Jones would cure her leg—just as he’d cured her breast—the next.

Jones also called members who didn’t join the caravan. He used different ploys to goad his old congregants to join him. He told Jerry Parks,34 who was ill, that he’d die if he didn’t move to California, so Parks went, bringing his mother, wife, and three children. For Hyacinth, he painted an idyllic picture of the small town where the group settled. He told the sisters he’d find them employment; the local mental hospital was closing, and many Temple members had set up government-subsidized care homes to take in displaced patients. It was easy money: Care-home operators didn’t need experience; they just needed room for boarders. The offer appealed to Hy, especially given her limited mobility. For the past ten years,35 she and Zip had volunteered at a psychiatric hospital, helping organize picnics and clothing drives; she found caring for the patients rewarding. Toward the middle of 1967, after much late-night contemplation, Hy told her sister she was ready to go.

They packed up their memories: age-curled photographs from Alabama, mildewed books, treasured mementos from their deceased parents, and left Indianapolis in high spirits on an early summer morning. That year had heralded several victories for civil rights. The Supreme Court overturned state laws banning interracial marriage, and President Johnson appointed Thurgood Marshall to be the first black justice in the high court. Nonetheless, the sisters were wary about running into local bigots and whites-only cafes as they drove cross country for the first time, so they planned accordingly, packing a cooler with enough sandwiches and tea cakes to last the entire trip. They drove most of the way on Route 66,36 through seas of grain, over narrow steel truss bridges, through ghost towns and deserts. They were sightseeing America. The feeling of movement rejuvenated them. There was still excitement left in them. There was still life.

  *  *  *  

The Temple’s arrival in rural Mendocino County, California, was impossible to miss. Word got around that an entire Indiana church relocated to town, and the local paper ran a flattering feature on the group headlined “Ukiah Welcomes New Citizens to Community.”

But the welcome was not universally warm. Ukiah’s population numbered less than 10,000 and included few African Americans before the Temple moved in. Some black Temple members were turned away when they tried to rent apartments. During an outing to swim in Lake Mendocino, local bigots baited the group, calling them “niggers” and “nigger lovers.”

The harassment made the Hoosiers leery of outsiders and protective of their black members. It also made them feel persecuted, and therefore special; they were fighting for their dream of racial harmony.

Jones did his best to smooth the transition. With his education degree, he landed various teaching jobs to support his family, and spent his free time driving from one member’s home to the next, listening to their complaints, giving advice, reassuring them that their noble cause would eventually triumph. He held services in borrowed quarters37 or even on front lawns, keeping members loyal with his boundless concern and energy.

  *  *  *  

Hyacinth’s faith in a better place only grew in Ukiah. She and Zippy found a two-bedroom apartment and became close to a white, middle-aged couple they’d known only superficially in Indianapolis. Mary and Alfred Tschetter would stop by the sisters’ home for supper, to watch television, or simply relax on the porch and catch the evening breeze. Hy and Zippy had never spent so much time in a companionable setting with white folks, and they marveled at the ease of it. After such an evening, Hy found herself forgetting about the color of her skin altogether until she looked in a mirror. Jones’s good works reverberated in each of his followers.

After the harassment at Lake Mendocino, Temple members built a pool in Jones’s front yard at 7700 East Road in Redwood Valley so they could swim in peace. Youngsters learned the backstroke in it; the elderly stayed limber in it. The experience of working together to build the pool was so empowering that the group decided to build their own church as well, directly over the pool. They hired a construction company for the heavy labor, but members cheerfully pitched in to complete smaller jobs, such as installing windows and tile. Inside the simple redwood building, the space was equally divided between the pool and a large open area for meetings; members shared a pride of ownership as they attended services. They’d built a sanctuary of their own making.

The bonds uniting them grew stronger38 as they became an ad hoc family, sharing encouragement and sustenance, pitching in to paint or remodel each other’s homes. As Jones promised, Hy and Zip were able to open a care home. They purchased a ranch house in Redwood Valley, ten miles north of Ukiah, and took in patients discharged from the local mental hospital as part of Governor Ronald Reagan’s deinstitutionalization drive. The state paid them39 $270 per month per patient, and Zip learned to drive so she could ferry their charges to medical appointments.

In their spare time,40 they folded and stamped bulletins and letters soliciting donations for Jones’s ministry, and baked pastries to sell at a table in the church parking lot after services. Zip’s original cranberry sauce cake,41 a cranberry-and-nut cake smothered in pink icing, always sold out early, despite the six-dollar price tag. Across from their home was a pear orchard and, after the harvest, the owner let the sisters comb the trees for leftovers. They spent many pleasant afternoons42 peeling and slicing the fragrant white fruit at church canning parties, putting up hundreds of quarts of pears, peaches, corn, zucchini, and string beans culled from backyard gardens. The jarred preserves were distributed43 among church care homes and the community’s poor.

The Temple was now the center of their lives.

  *  *  *  

The group’s influence and numbers kept expanding. The editor of the Ukiah Journal, George Hunter, became a friend, as did county supervisor Al Barbero44 and Sheriff Reno Bartolomie,45 who noticed that local hoodlums seemed magically transformed after joining the Temple ranks. To reinforce this good will, Jones donated money to the sheriff’s department to buy much-needed equipment.

Meanwhile, Jones’s message was quietly evolving. The more he studied the Bible, the more he noticed the number of errors, contradictions, and inconsistencies it contained. More alarming were the loathsome acts God condoned: slavery, mass murder, rape, and an astounding amount of violence. He began to doubt the authenticity of the Bible—and of God himself.

Jones spelled out his concerns in a self-published booklet titled “The Letter Killeth, but the Spirit Giveth LIFE,” a phrase plucked from 2 Corinthians 3:6: “Who also hath made us able ministers of the new testament; not of the letter, but of the spirit: for the letter killeth, but the spirit giveth life.” Jones interpreted the verse this way: “The Bible kills, but love makes alive. People are not saved through the reading of the Bible.”

The tract would become the cornerstone of his ministry, and was handed out to visiting worshippers to explain Jones’s creed. Later, he’d use stronger words46: The Bible murders.

The booklet, which the Federal Bureau of Investigation found in Jonestown after the massacre, represents important early evidence of Jones’s break with Christianity. He didn’t dismiss the Bible completely, but used it to legitimize his paranormal power: “There is a prophet in our day who unquestioningly proves that he is sent from God,” he wrote in “The Letter Killeth.” “He has all the gifts of the spirit as given in the Bible: Word of wisdom, word of knowledge, faith, gifts of healing, working of miracles, prophecy, discerning of spirits, tongues and interpretation of tongues (See 1 Corinthians 12:8–10). We must have a prophet47 who is living the Christ life to direct us in this hour.”

That prophet, of course, was Jim Jones. Some members of his congregation balked at this bold claim. Others saw a certain logic in it: You can twist almost any verse of the Bible to your meaning. Over the years, Jones would continue to chip away at his followers’ faith until they had nothing left to believe in but Jim Jones.

  *  *  *  

Once the church’s growth peaked in Mendocino County, the Temple bought thirteen used Greyhound buses, and Jones took his show on the road in a much-hyped miracle crusade.48 The Temple public relations crew placed ads in newspapers across the country advertising “the greatest healing ministry through Christ on earth today.” Jones filled local auditoriums in Los Angeles, Philadelphia, Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, and Brooklyn, New York. He’d astound locals with his healings49 and apparent clairvoyance, then invite them to come home with him: “I’ve got acres of fields of greens and potatoes and strawberries and pears and tomatoes, I’ve got grapes, I’ve got the harvest on a hundred hills,” he’d boast. “Take me up on my offer and come to California . . . come out there in those beautiful fields of Eden. See what we’re doing out there for freedom. And I’ll tell you, you won’t want to come back.”

The raven-haired preacher vowed to care for them, deeply, individually. All they had to do was get on the bus.

Many did. Usually these new proselytes were park-bench winos, prostitutes, junkies, and impoverished single mothers—those who most needed the protective overcoat of a church. “The dregs of fascist USA,”50 Jones called them.

In bucolic Redwood Valley, Temple members put a roof over their heads and food in their mouths. They cured heroin addicts,51 sitting with them around the clock until their tremors and vomiting subsided. They helped single mothers pay for schoolbooks and clothes. They brought destitute seniors to doctors for checkups. They offered the newcomers a place in their home, a cup of warmth, a listening ear. Jones’s ministry was based on kindness. In return, the new acolytes pledged him their unswerving loyalty.

Some locals resented the large influx of urban outsiders, most of whom were black. Malicious rumors spread about strange goings-on at the church and in the growing number of Temple communes around town. By 1970, however, it became clear that Peoples Temple, and Jones’s ambition, had outgrown Redwood Valley, and Jones started holding services in a high school auditorium in San Francisco’s Fillmore District. The move was a huge jump for a man who’d started out as a sidewalk screecher in a minor Indiana town.

And so, one Sunday morning about a year later, as churchgoers streamed into Benjamin Franklin Junior High, a wayward teenager named Stanley Clayton joined them, eager to hear the preacher that had set the black community abuzz. Dressed in a Sears wide-lapel three-piece suit and accompanied by his foster mother, the seventeen-year-old had arrived on a Temple bus that regularly transported worshippers from the East Bay to San Francisco. As he wove through the crowd looking for a seat, he was surprised to see so many people in jeans and T-shirts. Where he came from, folks “suited down” for church.

The service began with a rousing performance by the Temple’s integrated choir, the women dressed in light blue robes, the men in matching blue shirts and black pants. Blacks and whites, side by side, singing gospel standards. This was as much a revelation to Stanley Clayton on that day as it had been to Hy and Zippy fifteen years earlier. It was that first exposure to the Temple, that first insight into how the world could and should be, that would sustain Stanley for years to come.

If you could sum up the seventeen-year-old Stanley with one word it would be rage. With his dark-as-ebony skin, he drew attention wherever he went, usually of the unwelcome sort. Despite the “black is beautiful” ethos of the day, for Stanley, a white complexion was the standard for all things good—intelligence, attractiveness, power—and he was acutely aware of his place at the opposite end of the color spectrum. His skin was so dark that even other African American kids teased him. “Smudge,” they called him, or “Bosco,” after the chocolate syrup.

Stanley seemed doomed to a life of hard luck from the moment his mother, an alcoholic who had seven kids with seven different fathers, pushed him into the world. The family lived in the slums of West Oakland, where they subsisted on welfare and the mother’s meager factory wages. Any extra money went to replenishing her booze cabinet, not the refrigerator. While Stanley’s little brother cried from hunger, Stanley, when he was old enough, helped himself to the neighborhood grocery store, pushing around a shopping cart while slyly eating a package of bologna. He went to school in rags, and spent evenings closed in a back bedroom with his siblings, watching television and trying to avoid drunken strangers in the hall. His home was a renowned party pad, and after too many bottles of Night Train wine, with its 17.5 percent alcohol content, fights invariably broke out. The boyfriends beat up his mother, and if he or his siblings tried to intervene, the boyfriends beat them as well.

The rage spilled over. When he was nine, he hit a girl in his class for calling him “darkie,” and was sent to juvenile hall. It was the first entry in what would become an extensive rap sheet of crimes committed in his fury of have-notness.

By the time he started middle school, he was running a black market in coffee and cigarettes. He’d steal the merchandise from local stores, then sell it to his neighbors. It kept him in food and clothes until he tried to rob a shop in an upscale Berkeley neighborhood. The suspicious owner saw him slip a can of Folgers beneath his jacket, and locked the front door before calling the police. When Stanley found he was trapped inside, he went nuts. He kicked the door and hit the woman, and when the officers arrived, he swung at them, too. A court convicted him of assault and battery as well as petty theft, and sentenced him to a year at the California Youth Authority prison in Stockton. He was twelve years old.

There were thousands of kids like Stanley Clayton in the East Bay. In Oakland, there was a hair-trigger relationship between the large, destitute black population and the predominantly white police force. Shoot first, ask questions later, seemed to be the Oakland PD’s motto. The Black Panther Party was born from this brutal atmosphere, pledging to defend the community from police violence. And it happened that Stanley’s foster mom was the aunt of Huey Newton, cofounder of the Black Panthers.

Whenever the dashing, eloquent Newton stopped by Miss Jessie’s for a visit, Stanley hung at his elbow, absorbing his every word. The gospel of the Panther leader was radically different from Miss Jessie’s. Rather than abiding injustice in hopes of some distant heavenly reward, Brother Newton called on black men to arm themselves against racist oppression. When Stanley was released from the youth authority, he came home to find Newton and his comrades tailing squad cars with loaded shotguns, policing the police. Black is powerful was the message Newton broadcast to the brothers on the block.

Peoples Temple seemed a happy medium between Newton’s militancy and Miss Jessie’s pray-about-it passivity. On that first Sunday, Stanley was wooed by the choir, wowed by Jones’s healings, and won over by his call to create a brotherhood based on equality and respect.

Being surrounded by that huge, musical, magical, integrated fellowship was like being engulfed in a giant embrace. It was everything Stanley longed for. He felt caught up in greatness, freed.

“I want to be part of this,” he told his foster mother.

A few months later, after he turned eighteen, he moved to Ukiah to be closer to Jim Jones.



Chapter 4

“Dad”

Some people link Jones’s self-aggrandizement to a trip he took in the mid-1950s to meet Father Divine. He was just your average “holy ghost man,”52 they say, until he went to Philadelphia and met a black preacher who claimed to be the reincarnation of Jesus Christ.

Father Divine’s charisma and message of racial and gender equality drew thousands of followers. He controlled virtually every aspect of their lives, requiring them to remain celibate, live communally, and sign their wages and property over to him. They hung his photograph on the walls of their homes and called him Father.

After his first visit to Philadelphia, Jones wrote that he felt revulsion upon hearing Divine’s followers call him Father, and nauseated by their leader worship.

But envy lurked below his aversion: Over the years, Jones would copy most of Divine’s ideas and techniques. He’d even call his Guyanese agricultural project The Promised Land, the name Divine used for his communal farm in upstate New York. Jones’s self-proclaimed “miracle crusade” would stop at Divine’s Peace Mission repeatedly over the next decades as he tried, sometimes successfully, to steal sheep from his rival’s flock.

In the spring of 1973,53 Jones began a sermon in San Francisco with these words: “For some unexplained set of reasons, I happen to be selected to be God.” He described the miracles he’d supposedly performed around the world, and even claimed he could raise the dead. “You may not believe, but I’ll tell you, there was never a miracle done in the world, ’less I did it. I am God the Messiah,” he said. He paused dramatically and stepped away from the pulpit to throw a Bible to the ground, then surveyed his shocked audience. “See that? I’m still alive,” he gloated. Several newcomers walked out in protest. Others waited uneasily for Jones to finish formulating what would become his predominant message: God had done nothing to help humanity; Jim Jones had done everything.

At first, he merely extolled the Golden Rule of do unto others as you would have them do unto you, by emphasizing traditional church outreach: bringing casseroles to shut-ins, helping frazzled new mothers, organizing field trips for urban youth. He combined the Apostle Paul’s mandate54 for Christians to pool their resources and Karl Marx’s directive55 “From each according to his ability, to each according to his need,” and called it apostolic socialism, or divine socialism.

During services, he championed his new religion by reading from newspapers. The world seemed to be imploding in the late 1960s and early 1970s, and his message struck a nerve. The headlines were saturated with death: Vietnam, nuclear war, murdered civil rights leaders and student protestors. Americans of every stripe were angry, insecure, afraid. Gone was the Leave It to Beaver complacency. The establishment fissured along with its enabler—mainstream religion—and people turned to alternative sources for guidance—including gurus, spiritualism, astrology, and self-help groups.

The time was ripe for Jim Jones. As he stood before his growing congregation in his baby-blue robe and slicked-back hair, he felt the crowd’s adoring gaze radiating over him. As he spoke, they punctuated his sentences with “Hallelujah!” and “Yes, Lord!” It was more love and respect than he’d ever known. When he claimed to be their savior, many believed it. He’d saved them from the street, fed, clothed, sheltered, and empowered them. They worshipped him for it. He dangled hope in front of the despondent, and built a ministry around it.

They used to call him Jimba.56 Now they called him Father.

  *  *  *  

Despite his desire to convert people to divine socialism, most visitors still came to the Temple for the spectacle of Jones’s healings. In Guyana, he’d tell top aides57 that he learned to perform miracles by studying itinerant preachers at tent revivals as a young man. His motivation was primarily financial; “I thought that there must be a way that you could do this for good, that you can get the crowd, get some money, and do some good with it,” he said.

When he started doing his own so-called miracles, he initially did the grunge work himself, jotting down details of overheard conversations to use in discernments. “There’s a woman here tonight who is sick with worry about her little girl . . .” he’d tell the crowd. Or “There is a man here whose right leg is lame due to a farming accident . . .” It was easy to fool people into thinking he was a clairvoyant. He was so secretive about the fraud that his own wife believed it. Later, he recruited a few confidants to perpetuate the deceit. Known as Jones’s staff, some disguised themselves as invalids who rose from their wheelchairs and walked. Others dug through trash bins collecting personal data for his supposed revelations. They were crafty and brazen. One would pretend to be a pregnant woman and knock on a target’s front door, desperate to use the bathroom. Inside, she’d take an inventory of the residence, including the photos on the living room wall, the drugs in the medicine cabinet, even the preferred brand of cat food, and pass the information along to Jones.

Over the years, the deceit grew more streamlined. In San Francisco, greeters would write down the names of visitors and pass the information along to staffers, who’d rush upstairs to call the person’s home, acting as a pollster. The data from the subsequent survey58 they conducted was then brought to Jones, who’d read it from scraps of paper during the calling-out portion of the service. His sunglasses,59 which he rarely took off in public, served a key function: They hid his eyes while he read from his crib notes.

At the same time, he sought to inspire trust in visitors by using the crude language of the street and stating his economic status on signs hanging behind the pulpit: “Pastor Jones wears a used choir robe to cover his modest clothing. . . . His robe is not symbolic of any special glory or honor.”

Few knew the darker side of his ministry: he started drugging people surreptitiously to “prove” his paranormal abilities. His aides who worked in hospitals60 stole tranquilizers for him; others feigned insomnia61 to get sleeping pills. Jones was especially anxious to obtain Methaqualone, better known by the brand name Quaalude, which was widely prescribed at the time as a hypnotic and sedative.

His staff slipped the drug to old women under the guise of offering them vitamin C. The potent sedative62 would disorient them or knock them out entirely, and when they came to, they’d find a cast on their leg and a concerned staff member telling them they’d fallen and broken their tibia. At the next service,63 Jones would cut off the cast with much fanfare, and command them to walk. The audience would go wild as they witnessed yet another of Father’s “healings.”

Jones also drugged people to punish them. He made troublemakers “drop dead”64 during services as a general warning not to defy him, then “resurrected” them as the drugs wore off. He warned a man caught cheating65 on his wife that he would feel the effects of “touching God” in his body. A short time later, as Jones ordered him to have his picture taken with the three women he was sleeping with, the man collapsed and was carried out of the sanctuary. “His blood pressure and pulse revealed he was dead,” a witness later wrote. “Jim eventually went back to revive him. Anyone who doubted that he had died was urged to go back and look at him.”

Another man mocked Jones’s “miracle” of multiplying fried chicken at a potluck; he’d seen another member drive up with buckets stamped KFC. That man was given a slice of poisoned cake, and the ensuing diarrhea and vomiting brought him to his knees. Still weak,66 he was led to the front of the church to apologize for questioning Jones’s powers.

  *  *  *  

At the same time that he was privately toying with his followers’ health and well-being, Jones’s church swelled into a movement. As the number of Temple members rose into the thousands, he formed a governing board called the planning commission, comprised of his one hundred most faithful followers.

His energy seemed boundless. He opened a satellite church in Los Angeles, and every other weekend led a bus caravan of members on a six-hour drive south to preach there. Every Wednesday, he chaired a disciplinary meeting. In between, he hobnobbed with politicians, managed church business, and counseled individual members. He could preach for hours and not flag. He boasted that he only needed a few hours of sleep a night, so dedicated was he to the cause, and demanded the same of his top aides.

While his assistants swilled coffee or chomped on hot peppers to stay awake, Jones availed himself of stronger stuff: Dextroamphetamine, sold on the street as dexies. An associate pastor, David Wise, who was curious about Jones’s supernatural energy, discovered a prescription bottle for the drug in Jones’s toiletry bag. Wise was furious: Jones berated his aides for not keeping up with him, but he was secretly hooked on speed. Dextroamphetamine is prescribed to treat attention deficit disorders, and while the drug does enhance users’ focus and alertness, prolonged and heavy consumption can make the user paranoid—which is exactly what happened to Jim Jones.

He began warning his Redwood Valley congregation that unnamed enemies were “after” him and on a Sunday afternoon in the summer of 1972, his words seemingly came true. After a potluck in the church parking lot, as folks milled about socializing and a group of teenage boys played basketball, shots rang out. Jones fell, clutching his chest as a red stain spread across his gold shirt. Women screamed. His aides rushed him to the parsonage. A half hour later, the Temple leader strode back into the sunshine. Miracle of miracles, Father healed himself.

“Jim was shot but they couldn’t kill him!”67 people cried.

The incident served as “proof” of his godhood, as well as “verification” that his life was in jeopardy. In truth, Jones had staged the whole thing. Outspoken progressives were being gunned down across America: Malcolm X, Medgar Evers, Martin Luther King, Jr., the Kennedy brothers. To be assassinated was to be important, and Jim Jones longed, more than anything, to be important.
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