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Arise, awaken, seek an illumined teacher and realize the Self. Like the sharp edge of a razor is that path, difficult to traverse and hard to tread. Thus say the wise.

—KATHA UPANISHAD 1:3:14


Praise for Maharishi and Me

“Susan Shumsky had a front-row seat at a spiritual revolution that profoundly affected all of us. She tells the tale with personal candor, a keen eye for pertinent detail, and a perspective seasoned by time and experience.”

—Philip Goldberg, author, American Veda: From Emerson and the Beatles to Yoga and Meditation, How Indian Spirituality Changed the West

“Susan Shumsky’s book Maharishi & Me is a powerful exploration of guru and discipleship. Her humor, insight, and the intimate feeling you receive about their relationship is extraordinary. A great read for anyone interested in learning.”

—Lynn V. Andrews, bestselling author, Medicine Woman and Jaguar Woman

“So many emotions churned within me as I read Maharishi & Me. In her incredibly heartfelt book, Susan Shumsky gives us a glimpse into a world that few people have ever experienced. Her graphic descriptions portray her awakening consciousness that occurred under Maharishi’s guidance and also evoke the tempest that swirled around this iconic guru. Fascinating reading from a great writer!”

—Denise Linn, bestselling author of Sacred Space


PROLOGUE

MY REAL BIRTH DAY

AUTUMN 1966

The search for total knowledge starts from the Self and finds fulfillment in coming back to the Self, finding that everything is the expression of the Self.

—MAHARISHI MAHESH YOGI

Not everyone remembers their own birth. But I do. That’s because my mother’s womb was not my real birthplace. My true birth took place on a sunny, Indian summer day of 1966 in Oakland, California—long after the date on my birth certificate.

I’d already embraced the bohemian lifestyle propagated by Timothy Leary: “turn on, tune in, drop out,” and by the message of Bob Dylan’s song “The Times They Are A-Changin.” I’d moved from Colorado to counterculture-central—the San Francisco Bay area. I’d enrolled in a school of hippie students and beatnik teachers—California College of Arts and Crafts.

We “flower children” were desperately seeking altered states of consciousness (whatever that meant—I was pretty hazy about it). But after a few trips down the rabbit hole with Owsley’s sugar cubes, I suffered a case of astral possession so alarming, it even shocked head shrink Dr. Stein. He labeled my condition “full-blown psychotic episode,” complete with audible hallucinations, earthbound spirit attachments, terrifying LSD flashbacks, and, apparently, the requisite dose of Thorazine.

Once I’d partially recovered my sanity, my pleasures included a daily stroll home from college. There I relished a lavishly multicolored potpourri of tropical flowers in riotous vibrant hues, eucalyptus, and grassy perfume, swelling with fragrant intensity. On this particular day in 1966, however, after wandering through the maze of multi-scented florae, I encountered a most unusual emanation—on the sidewalk outside my apartment.

A kindly stranger approached. Though his commanding presence seemed ageless, he looked about age twenty. Standing 5’10”, with an oval face, shiny black hair, and smooth, lustrous, unblemished skin, his body appeared soft and undefined, neither thin nor fat. Nothing about him was hard, athletic, or muscle-bound. He whispered through the air with fluid movement, without the faintest resistance. His posture and demeanor radiated a certain grace, even a glow.

Obviously out of his element, he seemed neither art student nor hippie. There were no paisley prints, beads, bell-bottoms, vests, buckles, hats, boots, sandals, mustache, beard, or long hair. His forgettable attire, consisting of a white cotton button-down shirt, brown khaki trousers, and loafers, made what came afterward all the more remarkable.

He regarded me with kind, twinkling brown eyes. They emitted a certain inscrutable feeling, hard to pin down. I sensed zero sexual energy around him, and, to my surprise, none toward me. His awareness drew inward rather than radiating outward. My impression was he was a monk, though I’d never met one, so I had no frame of reference.

A mysterious force surrounded him—loving, sweet, powerful, yet tranquil. He possessed a kind of magnetism and vibrated great peace—not a familiar feeling to me. He appeared happy, carefree, and serene, without hang-ups, agendas, or needs—unlike anyone I’d ever met.

He called himself Bob, and I asked if he wanted lunch. He said yes and we went upstairs. This wasn’t unusual. I often invited strangers in. As a hippie, I’d broken free from my conventional Jewish surgeon’s daughter’s background. My free-spirit attitude was let-live, live-free, and be-me.

I told Bob all I had to offer was canned spaghetti and meatballs. He answered, “I will have a cup of tea, but I don’t take meat. I am vegetarian.” The only vegetarian I’d ever met was our cleaning lady, a Seventh Day Adventist, during my childhood.

Bob and I drank tea at my tiny breakfast table in the corner of the combined living room/bedroom of my two-room apartment. After tea, we adjourned a few steps to the couch. In the free-love spirit of 1966, I contemplated behaving my usual flirtatious way, but his body language, entirely self-contained, acted as a kind of anti-flirt sex-repellant. Though I wanted to seduce him, something inside stopped me dead.

“What have you been doing to clean your house?” he asked out of the blue.

What an odd question, I thought. I glanced around my tiny living space, but noticed nothing out of place. I answered, “I’ve been busy at art school, so not much cleaning has gone on lately.”

He said, “I am a yogi, and because I am a yogi, I have the time to spend all day polishing the things in my house.” As he said this, he motioned with his hands, as though polishing an imaginary vase or candlestick with a cloth.

What a bizarre and baffling statement. I wondered, What’s a yoggee? I didn’t think my house was dirty.

“Do you go to college around here?” I asked.

“My school is in consciousness,” he answered. “I live and teach the wisdom of the ages.”

This guy’s really far out, I thought. But what in God’s green earth is he talking about?

“I go to California College of Arts and Crafts,” I informed him.

“I am an artist, also. My canvas is the blank screen of the mind, from which all thought springs. On this screen I create the art and craft of immortal life,” he answered. He continued for several more minutes, making obscure statements I didn’t understand and have long since forgotten.

Just as I was trying to figure what to make of him, Bob suddenly declared, “I have to go now, but I stay with you. I will never leave you. I will be with you always.” He walked out the door and down the hallway, never to appear again (in that form, anyway). His abrupt exit after no more than a cupful of tea sprinkled with a brief repartee of enigmatic expressions, left me stunned and bewildered.

I was entirely unaware this encounter with “Bob” was my real birth—the beginning of my new life as spiritual seeker and ultimately spiritual finder. A few days later I chanced upon the book Autobiography of a Yogi by Paramahansa Yogananda, where I read about an immortal Himalayan yogi named Babaji, who could appear anywhere to anyone at any time.


PART I

HIPPIENESS TO HAPPINESS

Water the root to enjoy the fruit.

—MAHARISHI MAHESH YOGI
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LOSING THE SELF TO FIND THE SELF

Disciples cannot take knowledge from a master until they raise their level of consciousness so knowledge will flow to them.

—MAHARISHI MAHESH YOGI

Spinning in the eye of his hurricane was at once glorious, stirring, and electrifying, and wholly devastating, maddening, and mortifying. Riding an emotional roller-coaster, I ricocheted from heavenly delight to hellish desolation and back.

This extraordinary man, who moved me so intensely, came from India—a land of mysteries. Until the mid–twentieth century, its vast spiritual treasures remained largely hidden from the West. A significant change occurred when he left for America’s shores and made “meditation” a household word. His brush with celebrities placed him in the spotlight. But his true legacy was Transcendental Meditation.

As a former disciple, I lived in his ashrams for twenty-two years and served on his personal staff for six years. For extended periods, I enjoyed close proximity to the most renowned guru of the twentieth century—Maharishi Mahesh Yogi.
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Submission to a guru is an abhorrent idea in the West, where worldly achievements, individual assertion, and winning define us. Eastern wisdom is considered inferior to science. However, the venerable Indian tradition seeks loftier treasures. There the goal is to trade up ego identification for realization of the higher self (atman).

India is where disciples seek gurus to guide them toward spiritual enlightenment. But the alchemical process rendering this transformation has largely been concealed. Disciples seldom write about their “spiritual makeover,” as frankly, it’s incredibly embarrassing. Gurus don’t reveal their closely guarded methods. Otherwise the spell they cast on disciples would be broken.

Loyal devotees impart only highest reverence toward their gurus and paint romantic pictures. They extol their guru’s God-like qualities or quote their bespoken pearls of wisdom. Rarely do they divulge anything other than how great the master was, what miracles transpired, and what marvelous experiences were had.

Practically no one discloses the fact that, for the disciple to achieve moksha (freedom from the karmic wheel), the ego must die. The raw truth is this: realizing who we really are (infinite being) rather than who we thought we were (limited self), means giving up ego. That’s why higher consciousness is termed egoless. Ego death isn’t romantic. It can be devastating and shattering.

Irina Tweedie, author of Daughter of Fire, said that to realize their higher self, disciples must undergo “self-annihilation”— “turned inside out, burned with the fire of love so that nothing shall remain but ashes and from the ashes will resurrect the new being, very unlike the previous one.”1

Many authors willing to let us peek through ashram windows are disenchanted dropouts who label ashrams “cults” and gurus “cult leaders.” Such exposés portray insulting, exacting bearded men severely rebuking and correcting disciples.

To our Western mind, gurus might appear angry or abusive. But at what point do tough-love tactics cross into “abuse”? How do gurus differ from coaches, athletic trainers, or drill instructors? Why is it okay for tough trainers to coach protégés, yet not okay for tough gurus to train disciples?

Just as coaches bring out the best in their charges, true spiritual masters elevate their students. In a unique relationship of unconditional love, disciples surrender to gurus, and gurus lift disciples to God-realization. This time-honored Eastern tradition, which transforms students into masters, has survived for millennia—because it works.

I wouldn’t dare liken myself to revered saints who’ve achieved enlightenment at their gurus’ hands. However, Maharishi’s relationship with his students, which I witnessed over two decades, was similar to that of other disciples with their great masters.

Why do Westerners find gurus and cultish ashrams repugnant, considering our dominant religion began with a spiritual master and twelve devoted disciples? That master treated disciples with tough love in a way that might resemble Maharishi. The disciples responded as we did under Maharishi’s guidance—with actions deemed timid, immature, clueless, and sometimes faithless.

Only a handful of six million who learned Transcendental Meditation (The TM Technique) spent any time whatsoever in Maharishi’s presence. Out of those who witnessed his antics, few understood his motives. Many who got scorched by his fire still remain baffled. A good number consider themselves victims.

This memoir will raise the veil to uncover how Maharishi captivated me, transformed me, and then released me to find self-empowerment in my own spiritual pathway. As I morphed from a painfully shy teenage rebel to a disturbingly self-doubting but determined young seeker, then into a spiritually aware teacher, I found what I was seeking, but not as expected.

Ultimately, I discovered the divine presence within me. Even though I no longer have a guru in physical form, I enjoy an intimate relationship with the inner guru. Anyone can experience this divine source directly, without accepting dogma, and without middlemen, such as priests, pastors, psychics, astrologers, rabbis, or gurus. Once we let go of ego attachment, we become our own guru and miracle maker. The kingdom of heaven is within us.
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I feel Spirit has guided me always. A higher plan has been at work, threading my life with divine intervention. Some might say I live a “charmed life.” Though my days have been peppered with challenges, multitudes of blessings continually fall into my lap. Even during crisis, the solution always appears—usually instantly. Generally I don’t let anything, including myself, stand in my way. If I want to accomplish something, I just do it.

Luckily, I found a simple way to experience divine love directly, at will—anytime I ask. This has given me great solace. Once I made this connection, never was I alone again. The anguish of separation was gone. This mystical connection of love, light, grace, and wisdom is the pearl of great price, more precious than rubies or gold.

This book is a way of sharing a few glimpses into my spiritual journey, and hopefully will help you make your own spiritual connection. My life has been (and continues to be) lived in devotion, led by Spirit daily—even when I was younger and didn’t know it. For my journey started under unlikely circumstances—a family of self-professed atheists and agnostics. But that’s for another book.

The story that follows reveals how I found myself by losing myself in the most highly celebrated guru to ever visit the USA and mentor to the Beatles, Deepak Chopra, the Rolling Stones, Beach Boys, Clint Eastwood, David Lynch, George Lucas, and countless other celebrities.

So we begin at the beginning, with my first baby steps toward the divine. Often such steps don’t seem divine—but we’ll get there eventually. For the yellow brick road is curvy and rocky, with many pitfalls. And sometimes the Wizard of Oz isn’t a wizard at all. Sometimes the wizard is our self, and the guru is simply the mirror.


2

INTO THE LAND OF OZ

1966 TO 1967

Like a river gushing fast down the hill, plunging into the ocean, the seeker, finding the ocean of life, just surrenders himself. The channel is made. It flows.

—MAHARISHI MAHESH YOGI

I came into this world soon after the first atomic bombs were launched, committing genocide on the Japanese and thereby ending World War II. I grew up during the Cold War, under the perceived threat of nuclear war and an epidemic of bomb-shelter-building madness. Every time an airplane flew overhead (which was often, since we lived near an Air Force Base), my four-year-old self quaked in terror that a nuclear bomb would drop.

So, like others of my generation, even as a child I was seeking a world at peace. Whenever I wished on a birthday cake, wishing well, or falling star, my only wish was “world peace.”

My other deep desire was to know God. During quiet times at night, I would ask God questions, but received no answers. I assumed either God was too busy, or I wasn’t worthy to get a reply.

I was wrong.

Later I discovered anyone can experience God’s presence, hear God’s voice, and see God’s vision. But first I walked a long, winding pathway beginning in the San Francisco Bay Area in 1966. That was the start for many baby boomers. Even if they didn’t participate directly, they were swept up in a spiritual revolution. For my story is the story of an entire generation of spiritual pioneers that changed the world.
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The perfect cliché of hippiedom—that was me in 1966. A “flower child,” I fully embraced the counterculture lifestyle. The hippie movement was our new religion, where we supposedly lived in peaceful communes, loved everyone, handed out flowers to strangers, experimented with all things forbidden, “did our own thing” (meaning whatever, whenever), and generally created an alternate universe in a parallel dimension.

We were all broken in some way, and like Humpty Dumpty, sought to put our shattered pieces back together. We bucked “the establishment” that betrayed us. We “stuck it to the man” that churned out nine-to-five robots living plastic lives in cookie-cutter suburbs. We abhorred violence, politics, and useless wars in overseas jungles. What we sought was world peace.

In 1967, kids came from all over America to join us. About a hundred thousand gathered in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district. Dressed in outrageous costumes, they arrived in VW Bugs and buses painted with psychedelic neon designs. They crashed on the street, in hippie pads, or in Golden Gate Park. Everyone was talking love and peace and getting high. Many were runaways or tourists, but they found togetherness and utopia, even for just one “Summer of Love.”

Harvard Psilocybin Project leaders Timothy Leary and Richard Alpert (a.k.a. Ram Dass) acted as official tour guides to altered states through LSD. But my personal goal was not about drugs. I was seeking nirvana—whatever I imagined that to be. I read every book I could lay hands on about higher consciousness. I tried to “turn on, tune in,” and achieve what Leary, Alpert, and others claimed to get with psychedelics.

Leary and Alpert introduced us to the Tibetan Book of the Dead in their work The Psychedelic Experience. I also read Huxley’s The Doors of Perception, Bucke’s Cosmic Consciousness, Self-Actualization by Maslow, Dhammapada by Buddha, Tao Te Ching by Lau Tzu, and D.T. Suzuki’s books on Zen Buddhism. I wanted a “meditation guide,” as Alan Watts mentioned in his books, such as The Way of Zen.
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LSD and my ensuing stark raving madness didn’t help me a whole lot. Then I met Arnold Roland. An LSD drug veteran, he claimed to have reached nirvana. He was willing to be my acid trip meditation guide. He could get pure, clean acid (“White Lightning”)—not cut with meth like what I’d taken before, which radically messed with my mind.

The big day arrived. Finally, I thought, nirvana. Arnold and I checked into a rustic cabin in the Big Sur woods—perfect for my death and rebirth à la Tibetan Book of the Dead. We walked onto a bluff overlooking the Pacific and sat in the tall grass. The indigo sea faded into turquoise near the shore, white foam crashing on jagged rocks below. Under the vast azure dome, it was sunny, warm, breezy, and bright—great weather for dying.

“Are you ready to drop the tabs?” Arnold asked.

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” The severity of my fear was somewhat assuaged by Arnold’s reassuring manner. “I’m gonna leap before I look,” I squeaked.

Arnold laughed. “That’s a stone groove.”

Arnold and I washed down the little white pills with orange juice. Anxiously I lay back in the grass and closed my eyes. He sat on the ground, staring at me.

Suddenly my eyes popped open. Arnold was lying in the grass next to me, asleep. What happened? I shook him. “Arnold, wake up.”

He sat up, shaking his head and tossing the sleep (and drug) from his brain. “I crashed,” he said.

I looked out over the ocean. The water was now violet, in rapid motion, particles of atoms swirling, dancing the dance of life. “The ocean is moving,” I said.

“Outta sight—bitchin,” Arnold said.

I’m hearing music, I thought. Flutes in the bushes. Drums in that tree. Violins playing over there. Birds singing. People singing. Jazz playing.

“There’s music in the bushes,” I exclaimed.

“It’s not in the bushes.”

“Yes it is. I hear it in the bushes and trees,” I protested.

“No. It’s blowing your mind—it’s all in your mind, chick.”

“But it sounds so real. What time is it?”

“It’s 4:30,” Arnold said.

“4:30? What happened?” I asked.

“What happened to you? You’ve been lying on the grass for the last four hours in ecstasy with a beatific smile on your face. Spaced-out. Totally gonzo,” Arnold answered.

“Four hours? That’s impossible,” I exclaimed.

“Look at my watch. It’s been four hours.”

“But I don’t remember anything,” I said in dismay.

“You’ve been meditating for four hours. Heavy, huh?”

“Far out. Groovy, man,” I tried to convince myself.

The wind started up and the sun made long shadows. It wasn’t so warm anymore. We stared at the ocean for another hour, bundled in blankets. Not much was said.

I’ve been ripped off, I thought. Where’s my nirvana? I wasn’t even here for four hours. What’s the use of tripping when I’m out cold?

We packed up and returned to the cabin. Arnold built a fire, we ate the dinner I’d packed, and had sex (it was the free-love generation, remember).
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A couple months later I met the tall, thin, pipe-smoking Frederick Jensen at an art school beach party. We hit if off right away. I moved into his redwood Berkeley brown-shingle pad with beamed ceilings and whitewashed walls. He lived with his best friend Stuart Ross. Fred and I often went camping in his VW van—to Yosemite, Muir Woods, Big Sur, and Lake Tahoe.

But my main focus was scouring bookstores on Telegraph Avenue for every text I could find about Buddhism, Hinduism, and spiritual enlightenment. Since UC Berkeley had an Asian Studies department, I sought books that helped me understand my psychedelic experiences.

One night I said to Stuart, “I’ve been reading books by Alan Watts. He said we need a ‘meditation guide.’ Do you know where to find one?” (Yeah, in 1966, good luck looking up “meditation guide,” “yoga,” or anything remotely similar in the Yellow Pages telephone directory!)

Stuart asked, “Have you ever tried to meditate yourself?”

I said, “No, but I’m willing to give it a shot.”

I lay down on my bed (clearly, I didn’t even know meditation should be practiced in seated position). I relaxed and sort of prayed for a meditation.

Suddenly an electric shock jolted through me. A cord of energy started running through the midline of my body, from my toes all the way up to the top of my head, moving in an endless stream. I felt plugged into the electric socket of the universe. Cosmic life force flowed through me in a most ecstatic way.

I lay on the bed for about twenty minutes, grooving to that electric energy cord. I figured, Well, I guess this is meditation. Little did I know I’d just experienced my first meditation and kundalini awakening concurrently, without drugs. (Kundalini, considered difficult to attain, is a rare spiritual energy flowing upward through the body.)

After that, sometimes I smoked a joint, crossed-legged, with eyes closed, and pretended I was Buddha. Electric energy hummed through my body. I floated off into nothingness. Though enjoying these experiences, I longed to meditate properly. I wanted a meditation guide, a real meditation guide.
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Fellow art student Christo Papageorgou’s long black bushy hair, beard, and mustache resembled a wild, tangled scrubland. His long, ragged fingernails proved him a guitar-plucking musician. But his dry mouth, raw nerves, and glazed, reddish eyes marked him a pothead. Sometimes we got stoned together. But in autumn 1966, he took me to the Transcendental Meditation Center.

I entered what seemed a holy place. Fragrant flowers and faint reminiscence of incense wafted through the serene air. From a photo hanging on the wall, the guru smiled—or more accurately, beamed. He was an Indian with long black wavy hair, beard, moustache, brown skin, and white silk robes. Long strings of beads encircled his neck. Most striking was the spiritual emanation radiating from his large, sparkling, magnetic, ebony eyes. If God wanted to visit earth and look like someone, I imagined this was how He would look.

“His Holiness Maharishi Mahesh Yogi,” Christo said, pointing to the photo.

Enraptured, I immediately fell in love with this Indian man. “Why didn’t you bring me here sooner?” I complained to Christo.

“People get turned off when I tell them about meditation,” Christo answered.

“But I’ve been begging you to help me find a meditation guide.”

Nine months seemed forever. That’s how long I would have to wait for the next Transcendental Meditation course. But my dream was finally coming true. I was getting a meditation guide, a real meditation guide.
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After what seemed like eternity, it was August 1967, the peak of the Summer of Love. At a UC Berkeley classroom, Jerry Jarvis, who’d learned TM in 1961 and was president of the Students International Meditation Society (SIMS), drew a diagram on a blackboard. It looked like a thought bubble in a cartoon—several circles in graduated sizes, one above the other, with a wavy line drawn across the top and straight line across the bottom.
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Maharishi explaining bubble diagram. BBC Photo Library Archives

“The mind is like an ocean. Thoughts are like bubbles, beginning here in transcendental Being,” he explained, pointing to the line on the bottom. “Each thought rises through subtle awareness until it bursts on the gross surface level, where we perceive it consciously.” He pointed to the wavy line on top.

“In TM we reverse the thinking process, taking the mind back to its original source—transcendental consciousness. Our vehicle is the mantra. We repeat the mantra consciously. Then it becomes more subtle and powerful as we float down to the source of thought, pure Being. Our conscious mind travels from the outer, manifest relative field, to the inner unmanifest absolute, where we transcend to pure consciousness—a state of inner peace and contentment, where mind is alert and body is quiet. Heart rate slows down, breathing becomes still, but mind remains awake. This is called restful alertness.”

Jerry explained how TM differs from methods like hypnosis, concentration, and contemplation, which keep the mind on the surface and disallow it from going deep within, into the transcendental state of Being. Everything he said made a lot of sense.
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Finally, the day arrived for my mysterious initiation into Transcendental Meditation—August 5, 1967. I’d panhandled on Telegraph Avenue to save up the bread ($35) for my initiation. Now I’ll learn real meditation, I thought. I’m gonna take the leap of faith. Leap before I look.

I was told to bring fruit, flowers, and a new white handkerchief for a ceremony. A woman took my conglomeration and whispered, “Sit here and fill out this form.”

After a while, the same woman handed me a woven straw basket holding the entire kit and caboodle, with my form perched on top. Why did they cut the stems off my carnations? I thought. How do they decide what mantra to give me?

Half an hour went by without a sound. It’s so quiet here. What’s that scent? Flowers and incense, and something else.

“Susan, it’s time. Please remove your shoes and come upstairs.”

The woman motioned me to enter a room where her husband, Jerry Jarvis, sat on a chair in stocking feet in front of an altar covered with a white sheet. Brass vessels held white rice, water, candle, incense, and other objects.

I thought he was Jewish. What’s he doing in front of this altar?

Jerry, whose round face resembled the man in the moon, and who beamed at me with moonlike serenity, placed my basket on the altar.

“Sit here,” he said, and motioned me to sit next to him. “Today you will receive a mantra or meaningless sound chosen especially for you. After we learn our mantra, we keep it to ourself. Maharishi says, ‘When we plant a seed, we don’t dig it up to see if it’s growing.’”

He looked at the form. “What’s your age?” he asked.

“Nineteen,” I answered.

“Have you taken any drugs in the last two weeks?”

“No. Not for a month.”

“Do you have any questions?” he asked.

“Your presence is very big. Really far out, you know, powerful.”

“When I teach, I’m in touch with him.” Jerry pointed to a framed picture on the altar. “This meditation came from him—Swami Brahmananda Saraswati, Shankaracharya of North India, Maharishi’s master.”

“Is he still alive?”

“He attained his final samadhi in 1953. Are you ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Now I’ll begin and you’ll witness a ceremony in gratitude to the tradition of masters who have given us this wisdom of integration of life.”

Jerry stood in front of the altar and motioned me to stand next to him. My heartbeat sped into overdrive. He picked up all the carnations from my basket and handed me one. Then, while chanting in some strange language, he dipped a carnation in water and shook it in the air. Water sprayed everywhere, including all over me.

What religion is this? I wondered.

Jerry continued chanting while holding my flowers between his palms in a kind of pseudo-Christian prayer. He placed white rice and items from my basket onto a brass tray and splashed more water about. He smeared something like mud onto my handkerchief, twirled an incense stick, and whirled a lit candle around. He ignited what smelled like a drug in a hospital and traced circles in the air. Black smoke rose up. He grabbed the flower I’d been holding and placed all the flowers on the altar.

Then he motioned me to get down.

What? He’s down on his knees with head bowed and palms together, like a Catholic. I thought he was Jewish. Idol worship! And he wants me to get down too.

I dropped to my knees stiffly and gawked at him.

He suddenly looked up at me and said, “Aing namah.” This abrupt motion and weird sound scared the hell out of me—like a 3-D sci-fi movie, where a creepy alien popped out from the screen, speaking ET-tongue. My head jerked back. Then, after calming a bit, I asked myself, Is this the word?

“Aing namah, Aing namah, Aing namah, Aing namah, Aing namah,” Jerry repeated. He motioned for me to repeat the mantra. I tried. I’m getting tongue-tied. He repeated it. Again I tried. This isn’t working. This is impossible.

Finally I got it right. Jerry said to repeat it quieter and quieter. After a while, he instructed me to repeat it mentally.

He ushered me out and the woman put me in another room, where I tried hard to repeat the word. Oh, my God, I can’t remember it. What is that word? I’m a failure. I was on the verge of tears when the woman returned. “Come with me.”

Back to Jerry’s room. He said, “What did you experience?”

“Nothing. I couldn’t remember the word.”

He repeated again, “Aing namah, Aing namah, Aing namah.”

I repeated it.

Again to the other room for another half hour. But I forgot the word right away, and couldn’t repeat it. Again I got shuffled back into Jerry’s room.

“What did you experience?” Jerry asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Very good. Meditate like this tonight and tomorrow morning and then come to the meeting tomorrow night,” he said.

“Okay.”

I was too flustered and embarrassed to admit I’d forgotten the word again.


3

A NATURAL HIGH

1967 TO 1968

Man was not born to suffer. He was born to enjoy.

It is the natural tendency of the mind to seek a field of greater happiness.

The purpose of life is the expansion of happiness.

—MAHARISHI MAHESH YOGI

Back in my hippie pad, with walls painted psychedelic purple, green, and orange (to my landlord’s horror), I sank into an overstuffed chair to try meditating again. What was that word? “Hing yama.” Was that it?

The next night thirty people gathered in a classroom at UC Berkeley. Jerry Jarvis called each person next to him, one by one. When my turn came, he asked, “What is your mantra?” I whispered, “Hing yama.” He corrected me.

Then Jerry led a group meditation: “Just sit and wait for a little while, about half a minute. Then start repeating your mantra. If you forget it and other thoughts come, don’t try to hold on. Let it go. Then, when you remember again, just easily come back to the word. Remember, mental repetition is not clear pronunciation. It’s a faint idea. Now let’s begin.”

The room went dead silent. I’d never been in a room full of people so quiet. I sat for a while, then started the mantra. After a few minutes I realized I wasn’t thinking the word, but other thoughts. I went back to the word. The word changed. It became a vibrational energy in my head.

Suddenly I was in a deep place, somewhere I’d never been before. Down, down, down an elevator. Down to the bottom of a fathomless ocean. Out I stepped. It was perfectly calm. I let go of everything.

I sank into a placid pool of complete solitude, without a ripple, silent and motionless. Nowhere to go—only here. I immersed in emptiness and wholeness, both at once. Profound relaxation, contentment, and peace, deeper than ever imagined, emerged within me.

Time went by, but where was I? Did I fall asleep? No. I was still here with these people. But I went somewhere else. My body disappeared. It became nothing—light and transparent, like air. I was awake the whole time, but wasn’t thinking anything.

Oh, yeah, I’m supposed to think the mantra. Repeat it again. The energy came back. A vibration, not a word.

Deep, deep, deep. My body barely breathed. Everything stopped. My mind became still. Deepest relaxation I’d ever felt. Body and surroundings disappeared. Drawn into bliss, I became limitless expansion. My “I” no longer associated with the body. “I” was vast, profound, wondrous, and free.

I was completion. I was the end of all seeking—expanded, perfect, and whole. A pool of immeasurable rapture welled up inside. Ecstatic euphoria. Nirvana. A humming, alive stillness washed over me.

Oneness.

Beyond words.
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After the meditation, Jerry said, “There are two aspects to life, the unmanifest absolute and the manifest relative field. The relative is the material plane of duality. Beyond the relative is an unmanifest field—absolute bliss consciousness, pure Being, which is transcendental in nature.

“Maharishi says TM is like dying a cloth. In India, cloth is dyed by dipping it into a vat of dye, then placing it in the sun to dry. Most of the color fades, but some sticks to the cloth. By repeating this process over and over, the dye becomes colorfast. This is how we attain Cosmic Consciousness. We meditate twenty minutes twice a day, then engage in dynamic action, and thereby integrate Being fully into our awareness. Maharishi says it’s a five- to eight-year plan.”

Five to eight years seemed like an incredibly short time, even for me at age nineteen. Cosmic Consciousness—permanent establishment of absolute transcendental Being 24/7/365, had been sought for generations from caves of India, monasteries of Tibet, to temples of Indonesia and Japan. Spiritual enlightenment, freedom from the wheel of birth and death, the end of reincarnation, and a state of eternal bliss—all realized in five to eight years? Really?

Charlie Lutes (Maharishi’s right-hand man at that time) asked, “What’s this business about Cosmic Consciousness in five years, Maharishi?”

“Ah Charlie, we have a confirmed meditator for five years,” Maharishi replied. “New meditators will think, ‘If I meditate five years, I’ll be in Cosmic Consciousness.’”

Yes, it was a pitch, but we bought it. We longed to relieve our hopeless desperation. We craved the cessation of suffering and the end of the Vietnam War, Cold War, and war within our hearts that caused so much anguish. So we swallowed the whole enchilada plus dessert.

And yes, TM did work. It ended a good deal of pain. And we were changed. We were renewed. We weren’t the Buddha yet. But twice a day for twenty minutes, we experienced something massively better than misery.

I thought I’d found the answer to everything—a way to experience what yogis call samadhi, Buddhists call nirvana, and Zen Buddhists call satori. My goal of spiritual enlightenment seemed within sight. During the following months, a new feeling of well-being, equilibrium, and continuity of inner contentment grew.

I raved incessantly about how meditation changed me, saved me. All I desired was to take meditation retreats, volunteer at the Center, become a Meditation Checker, go to India, and become a TM teacher (an “Initiator”). Fellow art students became impatient with my obsession with TM. But I was hooked—in what I believed to be a good way. At the time, I felt it was my best way.
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“Maharishi will be in Los Angeles this week. Wanna go?” a volunteer from Berkeley TM Center asked. We piled into two cars, a crew of sundry hippies, young, old, gay, straight. I was the youngest.

They informed me to say “Jai Guru Dev” (Hail to the holy teacher) when I see Maharishi. In this case “Guru Dev,” a common salutation in India, referred to Maharishi’s guru, Brahmananda Saraswati, Shankaracharya of Jyotirmath, Himalayas, former religious leader of North India. When I learned TM, his picture sat on the altar.

We arrived in time for Maharishi’s airport landing. About a hundred people made a double line with a central aisle to walk through. Nearly everyone held flowers—expensive flowers from flower shops. Nervously I clutched the scrappy, ripe wildflowers I’d picked along the road.

Then, like sunrays bursting at dawn, Maharishi appeared—a diminutive but muscular figure, about five feet tall, with large hands and thick fingers, wearing white robes, red beads strung in silver, and a shawl that looked like undyed cashmere. His long wavy hair and mustache were jet black. His beard had turned snowy. His ebony eyes sparkled with humor and wisdom.

Enveloped in a nimbus of splendor, he glided deliberately and gracefully through the corridor of followers. So small, yet powerful and majestic. His face radiated joy. His body shone with luster and grandeur. His feet—why, they were iridescent. And what strange sandals—polished foot-shaped wood with rust-colored rubber straps.

As Maharishi drew closer, my teeth clenched and jaw tightened with mixed emotions of excitement and a sort of terror. What is making me afraid? My hands turned cold and clammy as blood receded from my extremities. I gripped my wildflowers tighter.

Blissful and childlike, he cooed, smiled, and giggled. Collecting flowers from both sides, he welcomed each devotee with warmth and exuberance.

Maharishi finally got to me. He stopped and looked me up, down, and back up again. His face became stern. He looked through me, not at me—as though he were scanning hidden corners of my mind. I felt naked.

What’s he thinking? He seems to disapprove, I thought.

“Jai Guru Dev,” Maharishi said in a high-pitched Indian accent. He snatched the wildflowers from my hands briskly, in what seemed a derisive gesture. He didn’t smile. He smiled at everyone else, but not me.

“Jai Guru Dev,” I finally managed to chirp, after he’d moved to the next person.

My nineteen-year-old mind started churning: He doesn’t like the way I look. My clunky handmade leather sandals held together with big ugly nails. My hairy legs and underarms. My secondhand rayon dress from the 1940s—dull gold printed with black patterns. No bra. Homemade glass bead necklace, disheveled hair, granny glasses. I must look like a ridiculous hippie to him.

But he looks even more like a hippie. Carrying bunches of flowers, with long black hippie hair, white robes, long beads. He’s wearing a skirt, not pants.

On the way to the lecture, my fellow travelers were busy talking about Maharishi. But I stared out the car window in silence.

At the auditorium, hundreds waited in a double line to greet Maharishi with flowers. He smiled at them all. Why did he scowl at me at the airport? I loathe to admit it, but I did sort of look like a scary Charles Manson Family reject.
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I’d read about disciples who first found (or more precisely returned to) their beloved masters (whom they’ve known for lifetimes). Nearly all described a heartfelt homecoming, love exchange, and immediate recognition.

My first encounter with Maharishi could not, by any stretch of imagination, compare with such wonders. However, guru first-encounters aren’t always showers of rose petals and strains of violin strings. Sometimes they’re violins strung with barbed wire.

Paramahansa Yogananda’s first meeting with his guru Sri Yukteswar began as a love fest of hearts, daffodils, and butterflies. Within a few minutes, however, when Yukteswar told the youngster to return to his family in Calcutta, Yogananda obstinately refused. The mood then deteriorated rapidly into what Yogananda described as “controversial tension.”

Yukteswar said in a stern voice, “The next time we meet, you will have to reawaken my interest: I won’t accept you as a disciple easily. There must be complete surrender by obedience to my strict training.”2 Then the guru threw the boy into a tailspin with this zinger: “Do you think your relatives will laugh at you?”

Yogananda wondered “why the miraculous meeting had ended on an inharmonious note.”3 After this initial meeting, twenty-five years elapsed before Yukteswar again gave Yogananda any affirmation of love.

Considering the rebellious Yogananda’s contentious meeting with his guru, I figured perhaps I was in good company. I speculated why Maharishi wasted no time administering harsh treatment. Was he resuming a long-standing relationship, picking up where he’d left off—as if I were already a close disciple? Or was he assuming a familial or fatherly role, where scolding was acceptable?

At the time, I didn’t know Maharishi’s scowl was just the first of many “tests” he would deliver over the next decade. This was the beginning (or perhaps continuation) of a unique relationship that would change me profoundly.

Many guru/disciple relationships start with a courtship. Irina Tweedie’s guru, Radha Mohan Lal, said that at first the guru woos the student in order to get him/her to stay. But once the disciple loves the guru, then problems begin: “He will feel like crying ‘Why does the Master not notice me, does not speak to me? Is he angry? Why is he here and I there?’ and so on. Before this time comes one should run away quickly.”4
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Serampore, India: guru Sri Yukteswar, white haired and bearded on left; disciple Paramahansa Yogananda, dark haired on right. Paul Fearn/Alamy Stock Photo

For me, running away wasn’t an option. The moment I first laid eyes on Maharishi’s photo at the TM center, that was it. I was all-in. I was never a guru dabbler, riddled with doubts, questioning whether this was a spiritual master or Mr. Ordinary Joe.
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On his way to the stage, devotees handed Maharishi flowers or placed garlands around his neck. He emerged through walls of followers toward a dais bedecked as for a wedding, with formal floral arrangements in pastel tones festooned with ribbons and the whole schmear. Above a gold velour sofa, a large, elaborately carved picture frame held a painting of Maharishi’s guru.

No one was smoking, which was rare for 1967. Maharishi said tobacco had a negative influence, so smoking wasn’t allowed near him.

The crowd stood up at their seats and placed palms together, as though praying to Jesus. “Put your hands like this,” someone said. “It’s an Indian greeting.” I assumed the prayer position like a dutiful Catholic.

Maharishi ascended the platform and, with palms together, bowed his head in reverence to Guru Dev’s picture. He then turned to the audience and said, “Jai Guru Dev,” smiling and shining, buried by massive colorful buds and garlands received from devotees.

“Jai Guru Dev,” the crowd responded in unison.

Charlie Lutes, president of Maharishi’s organization for adults, Spiritual Regeneration Movement (SRM), placed an animal hide over a white sheet covering the sofa. Maharishi sat on the hide, removing garlands and placing flower bundles onto a coffee table before him. His bare feet slipped out of his sandals. He crossed his legs, tucked his robes under them, and placed a pink rose in his lap. The sofa’s immensity further emphasized his diminutive frame.
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Maharishi surrounded by flowers.
Everett Collection/Newscom

After Maharishi took his seat, everyone sat down. His devotees always stood when he rose, and sat after he sat. Maharishi closed his eyes. The hall went dead silent. No one moved. Ten minutes passed. The only sounds were a few coughs. I peeked at him. He seemed to radiate and glow, exuding a powerful energy. He reminded me of the yogi who appeared at my apartment one year before, but looked nothing like him.

Maharishi picked up the rose from his lap. With a thick Indian accent, he spoke in a melodious tenor that flowed sweet and smooth as honey. In a gentle, soothing tone, more like song than speech, his words seemed to emanate from an ancient hall of wisdom where life was much simpler, or a place beyond time and space. It wasn’t so much what he said, but the feeling it invoked, that echoed a faraway, other-dimensional land.

He began by saying that the natural tendency of the mind is to seek a field of greater and greater happiness: “Life isn’t meant to be a struggle. Life is bliss. Man was not born to suffer. He was born to enjoy.” He described the inexhaustible reservoir of energy and intelligence within, at the source of thought, which we can tap using the simple, natural, effortless Transcendental Meditation technique.

He spoke about going deep into the thinking process, into subtler and subtler states of thought and then eventually transcending thought. In that transcendental state, we experience pure being—absolute bliss consciousness.

Maharishi’s voice flowed gently, sweetly, flute-like and ever enthusiastic. The end of many sentences was punctuated by a lyrical “hmm?” sound. As I listened, my mind became serene. My body became relaxed, humming with electric energy. Awestruck and entranced, I was immersed in his presence.

Maharishi continued to speak about the state of unmanifest being, which is reflected by our nervous system as “restful alertness,” where the whole body settles down, heart rate slows, and breath becomes subtle and refined. At the same time, the mind becomes quiet and still as it experiences pure consciousness.

I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, as if imbibing his essence through the air. I bathed in his radiant energy. Every sensation was heightened. The room seemed to vibrate with increasing power, until the “I” that I thought was “me” got swallowed by the charged intensity of his atmosphere.

He continued: “In transcendental being, the self is not aware of anything else. It was aware of the thought, and now the thought has dropped off. The self remains all by itself. When I am awake in myself, this is self-realization. It is wise to know one’s self first. And what we find is our existence is enormous, unbounded, eternal, bliss, infinite happiness, infinite energy, infinite intelligence. Look at the great possibility, hmm?”5

I was spellbound by words that rang true, by what seemed the only sane voice in a world gone mad, by the real promise of relief from suffering, and by an energy that transported me to another world—a rapturous wonderland. I was entirely captivated by the headiness of Maharishi’s charismatic, magnetic aura, and his inscrutable air of mystery. His beguiling presence was at once impenetrably enigmatic and entirely irresistible.

Maharishi has all the answers, I thought. Meditation is where it’s at. I’ve got to put it out of my mind—the fact that he scowled at me and smiled at everyone else.
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In December 1967, Jerry Jarvis held a one-week TM retreat at Asilomar, down the California coast near Monterrey. On Friday night, during the first meeting, he said: “This time is very precious. Now we must take advantage of this opportunity. We’ve been given this priceless knowledge, this ability to experience the fulfillment of Yoga Philosophy, the state of turya, which in Sanskrit means ‘fourth state.’ Until now, we’ve experienced three states of consciousness—waking, sleep, and dream states. The transcendental, fourth state of absolute bliss consciousness is our focus this weekend.

“Tonight we’ll go to our rooms. Tomorrow we’ll only come out twice—for lunch and dinner. The rest of the time we’ll sit comfortably and meditate. Sit either in a chair, on your bed, or on the floor, however you are comfortable. Stick to the routine. Tomorrow night, when I see you next, we’ll have a contest to see who has meditated the most hours.”6

Surely he’s kidding, I thought. Meditate all day?

Next morning I sat up in bed, propped pillows behind my back, and began. Hours went by. I thought, I went back to the mantra, thought, went back to the mantra, thought, back to the mantra. On and on and on. When I came out for lunch, I felt something I’d never felt before.

HAPPY. Really happy.

Back to my room. Meditating again. On and on and so forth. Until dinner.

I came out of meditation, stoned on my own energy. Joy welled up inside. My head felt bigger, as though stretched to stuff more consciousness inside. Feelings of buoyancy and vitality energized my body. Deep serenity and contentment saturated my mind.

The food never tasted so good. I never felt so great. I thought, TM has got to be the key to the universe, the answer to all mysteries. The be-all, end-all of everything.

That night at the meeting, Jerry asked, “How many hours did you meditate?”

Hands went up. “Twenty hours,” one guy said.

People gasped.

“Sixteen hours,” another said.

“Eighteen hours.”

“Twenty-two hours.”

More gasps.

I only meditated twelve hours. I guess I’m not doing that well. How could anyone meditate twenty-two hours? Didn’t they sleep or eat?

The next day I did better. “Eighteen hours,” I reported.

“Good,” Jerry replied.

Good, he said. He thinks I did good.
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They served organic vegetarian food on the meditation retreat. Raised on Wonder Bread, white sugar, frozen vegetables, steak, potatoes, iceberg lettuce, and Crisco, I now discovered organic foods, macrobiotic cooking, brown rice, and colon cleansing. I became a vegetarian. Reading Bernard Jenson’s Fasting Can Save Your Life, I learned how disease begins in the colon, and embarked on a seven-day fast.

In keeping with my back-to-nature frenzy, I moved into an antiquated Brown Shingle duplex next to a stream in Oakland, with a wood-burning stove, outdoor john, antique furniture, beamed ceilings, bay windows, window seats, and French doors. I installed a mirror right over my bed and decorated the place with tapestries and lace hanging from ceiling and walls.

This became my love castle—and I became a love goddess. It seemed the more I meditated, the more I felt like gettin’ my groove on. Maybe it was rebellion against “the establishment.” I managed to get it on with as many men as I could possibly squeeze in—that is, into my busy schedule.

My philosophy was “free love.” Commitment wasn’t in my vocabulary. It was the “love generation,” and I was a “love child.”


4

FEELIN’ GURU-VY

1967 TO 1969

The ocean is fulfilled, immovable, eternally content, but when someone wishes to draw, it flows spontaneously. It all depends on how much the disciple draws.

—MAHARISHI MAHESH YOGI

My involvement with TM predated the involvement of rockstars. But my parents (and the general public) were unimpressed until celebrities joined the bandwagon. Inexplicably, meaningless endorsements of the rich and famous endowed TM significant gravitas.

In the 1960s, Southern California was abuzz with Eastern mysticism. Well-known flutist Paul Horn, syndicated gossip columnist Cobina Wright, bestselling health food author Gayelord Hauser, and later his lover, Hollywood icon Greta Garbo, all became TM meditators. Doris Duke, flamboyant American Tobacco Company heiress, had been a devotee of Yogananda and Kriya Yoga practitioner. After learning TM, she donated $100,000 to Maharishi, which financed building his Meditation Academy in Rishikesh, India.

Efrem Zimbalist Jr., lead actor in the TV series 77 Sunset Strip and The FBI, became deeply involved with TM. He was responsible for getting Maharishi on The Steve Allen Show. However, Maharishi’s high-pitched voice, giggle, and long stringy hair didn’t play well.

Maharishi’s popularity was rising in England, Canada, the European continent, and South America, but in the USA, his following amounted to the Theosophy set. However, that all changed when, in the mid-1960s, a host of rockstars and Hollywood celebrities learned TM, including The Doors, the Beatles, Mick Jagger, and Marianne Faithfull. Not far behind were the Beach Boys, Donovan Leitch, Grateful Dead, Mia Farrow, Shirley MacLaine, and more.
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September 1, 1967, Concertgebouw Amsterdam: Rolling Stones meet Maharishi after TM introductory lecture: l. to r.: Michael Cooper (photographer), Mick Jagger, a pregnant Marianne Faithfull, Al Vandenberg (photographer), Brian Jones.
CC-BY-SA-3.0,
Photo by Ben Merk (ANEFO)

Beatle George Harrison’s wife Pattie Boyd noticed TM advertised in a classified ad in The Times of London. Pattie and her friend, fashion model Marie-Lise Volpeliere-Pierrot, were initiated in February 1967 at Caxton Hall.

Maharishi was scheduled to appear in London on August 24. His organizers planned an average hotel for the lecture. However, he insisted on the newly built, luxurious Park Lane Hilton, whose ballroom sat over a thousand people.

Pattie felt more alert and energetic with TM, and believed it changed her life. She inspired George, who then wanted his own mantra. Sculptor David Wynne showed George a picture of Maharishi’s palm with its long lifeline and mentioned the upcoming lecture. George got tickets for Pattie, her sister Jenny Boyd, John Lennon, his wife Cynthia, Paul McCartney, his girlfriend Jane Asher, and Paul’s brother Mike McGear. Yoko Ono also showed up—and afterward barged into John’s limousine, wedged herself between John and Cynthia, and demanded a ride home. Ringo was at the hospital with wife Maureen, who’d given birth five days earlier.
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August 24, 1967, London: Beatles attend Maharishi’s lecture at Park Lane Hilton: l. to r.: Paul McCartney, Mike McGear (Paul’s brother), John Lennon, Cynthia Lennon, Pattie Boyd, George Harrison, Jenny Boyd, Alexis Mardas.
Associated Newspapers /REX/Shutterstock
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After his lecture at the Hilton, Maharishi meets the Beatles backstage. Mirrorpix/Newscom
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John Lennon’s hand-painted Rolls-Royce limousine. © KEYSTONE Pictures USA

Pattie described Maharishi as “impressive,” and herself as “spellbound.” George said, “That’s the first time anybody has talked about these things in a way I understand.”8 Some of the Beatles recognized Maharishi from Granada’s People and Places TV program years earlier.

After the lecture, Vincent Snell, MD, orthopedic surgeon and the first Initiator in Great Britain, introduced the Beatles to Maharishi, whom they met for about an hour backstage. They expressed, “Even from an early age we have been seeking a highly spiritual experience. We tried drugs and that didn’t work.”9 When George asked Maharishi about getting a mantra, he invited the band to attend a retreat in North Wales starting the next day, August 25. Attendees included the Beatles, Cynthia Lennon, Pattie Boyd, Jenny Boyd, Jane Asher, singer Cilla Black, so-called inventor Alexis Mardas, Mick Jagger, and his girlfriend, singer Marianne Faithfull.
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August 25, 1967, Beatles on train to Bangor, North Wales: from front around circle, clockwise: George Harrison, Hunter Davies (biographer), Paul McCartney, Ringo Starr, John Lennon, Maharishi. Trinity Mirror/Mirrorpix/Alamy Stock Photo

Just as the train to Wales pulled away from London’s Euston station, the Beatles boarded. Since John Lennon bolted ahead and ditched the luggage for Cynthia to handle, she got separated, left behind in tears on the platform. This seemed an apt metaphor for her state of mind, since Yoko Ono was quickly taking possession of John. Cynthia recalled, “I knew in my heart, as I watched the people I loved fading into the hazy distance, that the loneliness I felt on that station platform would become permanent before long.”10
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August 25, 1967: Beatles arrive in Bangor, North Wales: l. to r.: Brahmachari Devendra, John Lennon, Maharishi, Paul McCartney, Ringo Starr, George Harrison (carrying sitar). Trinity Mirror/Mirrorpix/Alamy Stock Photo
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August 25, 1967, Bangor, North Wales: Beatles onstage with Maharishi: l. to r.: Paul McCartney, John Lennon, Ringo Starr, George Harrison, Maharishi. Daily Mail/REX/Shutterstock

After the train ride, three hundred course participants, including Cynthia Lennon (who drove with road manager Neil Aspinall), stayed in dorms at University College in Bangor, sharing bunk beds and eating canteen food (or Chinese eat-in). There Maharishi initiated the Beatles into TM.

Since drug abstinence was prerequisite to starting TM, the musicians stopped using drugs—for the first five minutes, anyway. Maharishi commented, “The interest of young minds in the use of drugs, even though misguided, indicates their genuine search for some form of spiritual experience.”11
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August 26, 1967, Bangor, North Wales: Beatles follow Maharishi to the stage carrying books autographed by the guru. mptvimages.com
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August 27, 1967: Beatles walk on campus at Normal College, Bangor. Mirrorpix/Newscom

Beatles manager Brian Epstein was planning to attend the retreat, but an accidental drug overdose took his life on August 27 in London. Consequently, the Beatles stayed only for the weekend rather than ten days.

John Lennon told journalist Ray Coleman, “We want to learn the meditation thing properly so we can sell the whole idea to everyone. This is how we plan to use our power now. We want to set up an academy in London and use all the power we’ve got to get it moving. It strengthens understanding, makes people relaxed and it’s much better than acid. This is the biggest thing in my life now and it’s come at the time when I need it most. Brian has died only in body. His spirit will always be working with us.”12

George Harrison said Maharishi was a great comfort to the Beatles when they lost Brian.13 Yet Brian Epstein’s relatives felt Maharishi acted callously by telling the Beatles that death isn’t real, that Brian had gone on to his next stage of life, that they shouldn’t be overwhelmed with grief, and whatever thoughts they have of Brian should be happy since those thoughts would travel to Brian—wherever he was.14

After the Beatles returned to London, George traveled around England with Initiator Vincent Snell for some time. When Maharishi first taught TM in England in 1959, he’d stayed with Vincent and Peggy Snell for seven weeks.
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In autumn 1967, the Beatles continued to express enthusiasm about TM (and defend meditation to skeptical reporters) in multiple interviews, including The Frost Report. John told The Daily Sketch, “We’ve never felt like this about anything else.”15 He even suggested to his co-Beatles, “If we went round the world preaching about Transcendental Meditation, we could turn on millions of people.”16 He wrote the song, “Across the Universe,” an anthem to TM, which included the appellation “Jai Guru Deva.”
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Maharishi meets Beatles and their wives in London: l. to r.: Paul McCartney, Jane Asher on couch. Cynthia Lennon, Mike McGear, Ringo Starr, Maureen Starkey, George Harrison. John Lennon on floor. Vincent Snell, SRM leader of Britain, upper left corner. Associated Newspapers/REX/Shutterstock

Once the Beatles became public advocates, Maharishi found himself all over the press, and, over the next few years, his following exploded to millions. On September 8, 1967, Maharishi appeared in Life Magazine, posing with the Beatles at Bangor.17 In a second Life article in November, “Invitation to Instant Bliss,” Maharishi said, “It’s so very simple. They keep telling me I must make it complicated so that people will think I’m saying something important.”18 A third Life article appeared in February 1968.19

September 26, 1967 marked Maharishi’s first appearance on The Tonight Show. From the moment Maharishi appeared, carrying flowers, removing his sandals, and crossing his legs, Johnny Carson raised his eyebrows, rolled his eyes, and made snide faces. Still, the show resulted in thousands of eager students queuing around blocks to learn TM. In January 1968, just before Maharishi left for India with Mia Farrow, he returned to The Tonight Show. After that, mocking Maharishi became a recurrent theme of Carson’s jokes.

Even so, Maharishi’s popularity skyrocketed. Time magazine called him “Soothsayer for Everyman.”20 The New York Times Magazine declared him “Chief Guru of the Western World.”21 In Newsweek he was quoted: “Just as you water the roots of a tree, you have to water the mind through meditation.”22

The February 6, 1968 cover article in Look Magazine, “The Non-Drug Turn-On Hits Campus: student meditators tune in to Maharishi,” reported students learning TM at UC Berkeley, UCLA, Harvard, Yale, Wellesley, Northeastern, and U of Cincinnati.23
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