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Twameva mata cha pita twameva,

Twameva bandhu cha saka twameva,

Twameva vidya dravinam twameva,

Twameva sarvam mama deva deva.

You alone are my mother and my father,

You alone are my friend and my beloved companion,

You alone are my knowledge and my wealth,

O Supreme Lord, you alone are everything for me.
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Foreword


When I left India the first time, my guru, Neem Karoli Baba, told me not to talk about him in the West. But as I traveled around and spoke to ever larger groups, I did nothing else. It was as if I had no choice. I shared him, and some of those who heard me talk about Maharajji went to India and met him as well.

We Westerners who went to India on a spiritual quest and those of us who spent time with Maharajji experienced unconditional love and siddhis (spiritual powers) that we had never experienced before. Foremost was the way in which he saw us and loved us as souls. We bore witness to this exceptional soul as well as to our own true nature/selves. When we returned to the West, we carried him in our hearts and souls. All of the stories in this book, by the people who went to have darshan (sight of) and to bask in the presence of Maharajji in the late 1960s and early 1970s, are truly an extension of that unconditional love.

On my second trip to India in 1970, during my time with Maharajji, he would say to me simply, “Love everyone.” And all I could say was, “I can’t do that, Maharajji.” That was because I was identified with my ego, which could not possibly love everyone. He would come up to me, nose to nose, and repeat, “Ram Dass, love everyone.”

Over time this instruction took hold. My identification with ego shifted, and my perspective changed to one that came from my spiritual heart or soul. From the point of view of my soul, I was able to look at everyone as souls, and I loved each one of them. Maharajji’s instruction led me to perceive myself and everyone else as loving souls.

Ego is here, in your head, which is who “I think I am.” If you see those thoughts and then go down to the heart, the spiritual heart, down there you say, I am loving awareness. I am loving awareness. I am loving awareness. Whisper it: I am loving awareness.

Everything is love. Everything is a manifestation of love. Table. Tree. Yourself. Universe. The universes. They’re all made up of love.

And once you bathe in that love, you dive into an ocean of love. Oh, it feels so wonderful! Love. Compassion. Love. Compassion.

We meet in that love. We meet inside.

Inside our spiritual heart.

In Hinduism it’s called the atman. It’s God, guru, and self together inside.

I’ll see you inside.

Ram Dass

Maui, July 2014
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Preface


In September 1971, Ram Dass and I were standing together, leaning over the balcony of the Evelyn Hotel in the “hill station” town of Nainital, looking out over the verdant foothills of the Himalayas and watching the postmonsoon clouds roll across the picture-perfect lake. Rowboats moved gracefully through the waters. Bells rang in the small temple across the lake. The sweet smell of incense wafted out from various rooms in the hotel, where some of the Westerners were meditating or doing devotional practices. Others were writing in journals or reading mail from home—missives from the other side of the world, a place that seemed far less real than the one we were now occupying.

We had come back to the hotel after a long day spent at a Hindu temple in the Kainchi valley, a half-hour bus ride away on twisty mountain roads with blind hairpin curves, where we were spending time with a holy man named Neem Karoli Baba, whom we called Maharajji (a title ubiquitous throughout India meaning “great king”) or simply Baba. About twenty of us were living in the hotel as if it were an ashram. The hotel was owned by longtime devotees of Maharajji, and we were treated like family.

After a long silence, Ram Dass turned to me and said, “We are seeing Maharajji to bear witness.”

That comment stayed with me over the years, and I’ve thought often about what he meant. In being with Maharajji, we were bearing witness to the reality of enlightenment and all that implied, and to a greater love than we had ever known. We were bearing witness to the love within our own hearts and to the realization that, as Maharajji often repeated, Sub Ek (“All is One”). We were bearing witness to what it meant to surrender in service to others.

This book is meant to bear witness to how a disparate group of Westerners found their way to India and to Maharajji, what we experienced there, and how the seeds of Maharajji’s extraordinary love sprouted, grew, and blossomed in the West.
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Introduction


We’re all just walking each other home.

—RAM DASS

Neem Karoli Baba didn’t come bodily to America. Instead, he sent his emissary—Ram Dass. Many of us found our way to Maharajji because of Ram Dass—either after hearing him lecture (the Indians said he had the “gift of Saraswati,” the goddess of speech and poetry) or from reading his book Be Here Now, published in 1971. Others, who had embarked on the tantalizing journey to the East looking for adventure, good drugs, or spiritual wisdom, also found Maharajji.

This ragged band of skeptical Westerners came from a culture where it is anathema to bow down before another person and the idea of touching or, God forbid, kissing someone’s feet is unthinkable. But that changed quickly in Maharajji’s presence. We had come halfway around the world to experience the ancient Vedantic sat-chit-ananda—truth, consciousness, and bliss—as it manifested in a toothless old man wrapped in a plaid woolen blanket.

When we met Maharajji, we knew nothing about him or his history; some stories suggested that he was hundreds of years old. It wasn’t until he died in September 1973 that we learned more. We discovered that, after emerging from his underground cave at Neem Karoli, he still honored his Brahminical duties to his wife, whom he’d been married to as a young boy of nine or ten, to his children and grandchildren, and to his village. His yogic and spiritual powers were vast, but, like the wind, no one could catch him; he was a wanderer who usually spent no more than a few days in a place, which, to the amazement of his Indian devotees, changed when the Westerners arrived. But who he had been and where he had come from were irrelevant when we sat in front of him.
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Neem Karoli Baba.

The Indians describe a being like Maharajji as antaryamin—a knower of hearts. Imagine sitting in front of someone who knows absolutely everything about you and still loves you unconditionally. Our thinking, rational, linear minds were quieted by the overwhelming experience of our hearts. We were home. We had made it to the home that’s completely safe, a home built of pure love. And we were transformed.

The Path of Bhakti

For Maharajji’s devotees, love is the heart of the matter. Maharajji gave no lectures, nothing for the mind to hold on to, no formal teachings other than his oft-repeated injunction: Love everyone, feed everyone, and remember God. And its corollary: Tell the truth. The only practices he encouraged were repeating the name of God (mantra or japa), singing the names of God (kirtan), and chanting the forty verses of the Hanuman Chalisa—a prayer to the monkey god, Hanuman, the aspect of God most closely associated with Maharajji. He didn’t teach meditation; often people meditating in his presence were brought back to the here and now with a well-aimed piece of fruit.

We read the books and poetry of the great lovers of God, like Rumi. We sang all sorts of songs to Maharajji, not only kirtan. When Linda Bush was given the name Mirabai (a fifteenth-century devotional poet), she bought a tamboura (a stringed instrument made from a gourd) and sang bhajans (songs) to Mirabai’s beloved deity, Krishna, the god of love. Rukmini, who had been involved in the Hare Krishna movement, sang such a beautiful Hare Krishna Hare Ram that it brought tears to Maharajji’s eyes. And because Maharajji talked often about Jesus, we sang old gospel songs. Sometimes on bus rides back to Nainital at the end of the day from the temple in Kainchi, we would change the words to rock ‘n’ roll songs and Christmas carols and sing to Maharajji that way. Singing opens the heart, and the path of devotion, or bhakti, is all about opening the heart.
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© Krishna Das (Roy Bonney)

Maharajji throwing fruit.

Bhakti yoga is a method of learning to live in love, much like meditation is a method of quieting the mind and expanding awareness. Ram Dass, these days, looks at everyone and everything in the universe, including the wheelchair that has become part of his life since his stroke, through the lens of “I am loving awareness.”

Satsang

For Hindus, satsang means the community of people seeking higher truth, similar to “fellowship” or “brotherhood” in Western religious traditions and the sanga in Buddhism. Some of us spent no more than a few days with Maharajji, while others stayed for years, but together we formed a satsang, a family of devotees. Then he died, and we were left to deal with the rest of our lives. In the decades since his passing, we have followed and forged many different paths and studied with many teachers in various spiritual traditions, but we all hold our experience with Maharajji in the center of our hearts. And we have each other as companions, best friends, supporters, and gadflies, as we seek to merge what we learned in the East with the realities of our lives in the West.

When we left for India, there were only a few spiritual books or bookstores (such as Weiser’s in New York and the Bodhi Tree in LA); there were no yoga studios on every corner, no meditation centers or teachers in every town, no one singing kirtan, no bhakti or shakti (devotional or spiritual energy) festivals. In the four decades since we came back from India, yoga and Eastern spirituality have become not only part of our lives, but also a large part of the changed landscape of America.

Some of us, like KRISHNA DAS, JAI UTTAL, BHAGAVAN DAS, and the late SHYAMDAS, brought the devotional practice of chanting (kirtan) from India to the West, while others have manifested their experience with Maharajji in ways that have little to do with religious tradition and more to do with service and changing consciousness.

DANIEL GOLEMAN wrote about the behavioral sciences for the New York Times, authored the revolutionary book Emotional Intelligence, and works with the Dalai Lama’s Mind and Life Institute to explore consciousness and the brain. MIRABAI BUSH established the Center for Contemplative Mind in Society, which encourages the use of contemplative practices in college courses, the legal profession, and even high-tech environments like Google. DR. LARRY BRILLIANT has gone from helping to eradicate smallpox with the World Health Organization to directing Google’s philanthropy to overseeing the Skoll Global Threats Fund. GIRIJA BRILLIANT helped found Seva Foundation with Larry, Ram Dass, Wavy Gravy, and others to use skillful means to reduce curable and preventable blindness around the world.

TOM FORRAY works with the criminally insane; SITA THOMPSON does hospice work and was a prison chaplain; ANASUYA WEIL practices Tibetan medicine; RADHA BAUM combines East and West as a nurse practitioner and acupuncturist. BALARAM DAS GOETSCH is an anesthesiologist and lawyer. RAM DEV BORGLUM directs the Living/Dying Project, helping those with life-threatening illnesses to find emotional and spiritual support. STEVEN SCHWARTZ founded the Center for Public Representation, providing mental-health law and disability law services. LAMA SURYA DAS is the founder of the Dzogchen Center in Cambridge, Massachusetts, author of many books, and a teacher of Tibetan Buddhism. KRISHNA BUSH is the producer of acclaimed documentaries, including the Journey into Buddhism trilogy. RALPH ABRAHAM is a mathematician and chaos theorist. RAVI DAS JEFFERY is now retired after three decades as a Superior Court judge in Barrow, Alaska.

Others are psychologists, artists, musicians, teachers, caretakers, entrepreneurs, realtors, and web designers. These are, of course, our professional roles; in addition we have our family and societal roles. Beneath what we do, however, is who we are as souls. No matter how large or small our individual sphere of influence, we try to bring loving awareness and greater compassion to what we do and those we serve.

However, as a group we hold no single vision of who we are, who Maharajji is, and what we mean to each other. Maharajji gathers different ingredients for his satsang “stew”—all of us pungent with our array of “stuff”—and he occasionally picks up his long wooden spoon, throws in a new spice or another potato, and stirs the pot. Ram Dass used to call it the “sandpaper effect.” Our conflicts, our coming together and breaking apart, our positive and negative interactions help smooth out the rough edges of our consciousness. As a group we are often as dysfunctional as many of our families of origin. But there’s a difference: we are related to our family members by blood, but our satsang is a family of the heart.

Expanding Consciousness

The stories in this book were birthed in the cultural upheaval that took place in the West during the late 1960s and early 1970s. Many of the seekers who arrived in India in those days were baby boomers from comfortable middle-class homes, raised in the Jewish or Christian tradition. Most were well educated. Yet many felt as though they didn’t fit into the world around them. Some felt like aliens in their families; others were uncomfortable with the religion of their youth; still others were bored in school or depressed by the materialistic postwar Mad Men culture of the 1950s and early 1960s. They were looking for something deeper, something with more meaning.

The social, sexual, political, and psychedelic revolutions of the 1960s brought freedom from many restrictions. It was time for sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll! Psychedelics challenged old realities and revealed new vistas in consciousness. LSD and other mind-expanding drugs opened a generation to the existence of Spirit. As Terence McKenna, intrepid researcher and writer on human consciousness, has been attributed as saying: “LSD burst over the dreary domain of the constipated bourgeoisie like the angelic herald of a new psychedelic millennium. We have never been the same since, nor will we ever be, for LSD demonstrated, even to skeptics, that the mansions of heaven and gardens of paradise lie within each and all of us.”1

There are many references to taking acid as the starting point for the journey of transformation that led to Maharajji. It was a time when psychedelics were the gateway to spiritual exploration; they opened the door to the possibility that Maharajji embodied. Today, spiritual teachers, books, and meditation courses are abundant, and drugs are no longer needed to open inner horizons. Consciousness, it turns out, can be expanded without drugs.

Eastern traditions fit well with the psychedelic experience. We loved the music—Ravi Shankar at Woodstock, the Beatles after their time in India; the art—Hindu mandalas and Tibetan Buddhist thangkas; and those few books that were available—Yogananda’s Autobiography of a Yogi, the Bhagavad Gita, The Tibetan Book of the Dead, The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, Gurdjieff’s Meetings with Remarkable Men, the Zen books of Alan Watts, the fiction of Herman Hesse and Aldous Huxley, and stories from the early pioneers who had made the fabled “journey to the East.”

Eastern gurus and teachers started coming to America. Paramahansa Yogananda had founded the Self-Realization Fellowship in the United States in 1920, but in the 1960s and early 1970s the gates opened wide. Swami Satchidananda brought Integral Yoga, one of the first initiations into the practice of hatha yoga. Maharishi Mahesh Yogi brought Transcendental Meditation (TM); Swami Muktananda awakened Americans through shaktipat (conferring spiritual energy); Meher Baba exhorted all, “Don’t worry, be happy”; and A. C. Bhaktivedanta extolled Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON, International Society for Krishna Consciousness). Sikhs and Sufis and Zen masters—a whole retinue of holy men (but few women)—were welcomed by young Westerners seeking to understand and strengthen their emerging spirituality.

From these teachers, and from Maharajji and India itself, we learned that the best way to change consciousness was to cultivate a loving, compassionate heart, supported by methods that deepened devotion and engaged mindfulness.

About This Book

Many thousands have come in contact with Maharajji since his death in September 1973 through dreams, visions, or meditations. Others have felt a deep connection from reading or hearing stories about him. If God, guru, and self are intrinsically One, it is not necessary to have a guru in a physical body. Such devotees are no less “family of the heart” than those who were with him in India. But this book cannot even begin to contain all those stories, so we have limited this volume to the stories of some of those who were in India with “the old man in the blanket.”

When interviewing the people whose stories make up this book, we asked only three main questions: What called you to India? What was your experience with Maharajji? How have you integrated that experience into the rest of your life? Despite the decades that have elapsed, most people’s experiences in India, especially their time with Maharajji, remain vivid, often more memorable than what happened yesterday.

As Jack Kornfield, teacher of Vipassana meditation, says:


           One of the preoccupations of people throughout all times and all cultures has been to find that which is sacred, which is transcendental, which goes beyond the small sense of self, our jobs, our relationships, this small I. In all cultures, this search is taken as a journey, the journey of a yogi, a healer, a shaman, a seer, or a wise person. Although separated by continents and by centuries, it’s always the same journey. It’s the journey of going from the small self-centered view of the world to an awareness of its vastness and mystery.2



These stories are meant to bear witness to a time when the search for something “more” in life led young Westerners on a journey to the East and to a place, Mother India, that has been the home of great spiritual masters and the deeper mysteries of life from time immemorial. One only has to think of the great siddhas (perfected masters, holy men and women with great spiritual powers) of the past century, such as Ramana Maharshi, Ramakrishna, Meher Baba, Shirdi Sai Baba, Nityananda, Anandamayi Ma, and the Sixteenth Karmapa, to be thankful for these beings who, like Maharajji, lived in nonduality and stayed in a body only by the thread of their love for their devotees.

May the love stories in this book help you to remember that God/Spirit dwells within you too and spur you on to find or to further appreciate your own path that leads to loving everyone.
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Part One



In the Beginning

1968–1969
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1

The Call


A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.

—JOSEPH CAMPBELL, THE HERO WITH A THOUSAND FACES

The drive from Vermont down to New Hampshire through the lush greenery of the White Mountains didn’t take long on a sunny day at the beginning of summer in 1969. I had met David Hatch the day before at a party mostly consisting of educators from Goddard College. He was the one sitting in the corner playing a guitar, so I naturally gravitated in his direction. As we talked, he said, “Do you wanna go meet a saint?”

If he had asked me that question a month earlier, my immediate response would have been, “No. Are you kidding? They don’t exist.” But three weeks previously I had ingested my first tab of Sunshine, Owsley’s luminous LSD, and experienced that extraordinary state of being in which we are all One in the ocean of love, beyond time, beyond space. As I reluctantly came down from that trip, someone handed me The Tibetan Book of the Dead, which I read avidly in the following days. As I turned each page, I knew I was looking at a manual for what I had come in contact with through acid. These old guys knew what they were talking about.

So when David asked if I wanted to meet a saint, I said, “Sure. Why not?”

As David’s VW van pulled into the driveway, Ram Dass was standing at the front door of his father’s summer house, a “gentleman’s farm” called Willenrica on a lake in Franklin, New Hampshire. He was barefoot, wearing what looked like a white dress and slowly twirling a long string of beads in his hand. Light was emanating from him. I hadn’t smoked or dropped anything, and yet there it was—this radiant light that seemed to arise from the depths of the startling blue of his eyes and extend in all directions. I was speechless.

I vaguely knew who Ram Dass was. During the Easter holiday in 1967, my boyfriend and I were in Manhattan looking for something to do. An ad in the paper for “An Evening with God” at the Village Theatre caught our attention. In our seats way up in the nosebleed section of the upper balconies, I caught my first-ever high from all the smoke and was thoroughly enchanted by Timothy Leary, who was sitting on stage strumming a sitar. While psychedelic slides played on a screen behind him, he chanted his mantra: “Turn on, tune in, drop out.” He was so much more entertaining than the boring and pedantic Richard Alpert, who had spoken before him.

But Richard Alpert had gone to India and come back as Baba Ram Dass. Now he was living in a small cabin behind his father’s summer house, and a dozen or so hippie types were living in tents on the three hundred acres of surrounding woods. I met most of them during the day. In greeting, they held their hands together in front of them as if in prayer and said a strange word in gentle tones: Namasté. I had no idea what they were talking about, but these folks were all so familiar to me! I asked each one, “Where did you go to school? Where did you go to camp? Why do I know you?” I didn’t realize it yet, but I had found my tribe.

That evening the small group of us gathered in the barn and sat in a circle on the floor to hear Ram Dass speak. It was astounding. For the first time in my life, I felt as though I was getting answers to questions I didn’t even know I had. I was completely captivated as he talked about taking thousands of acid trips and still having to come down. It certainly cut short my own brief experimentation with LSD. He told us there was a way to get high and stay high—without drugs. Are you kidding? Count me in.

The very next day David and I came back and set up a tent in the woods around the three-hole golf course in the Alpert backyard. David, who owned the first health-food store in Vermont, had all the supplies we needed. His van held sacks of rice, lentils, and flour for making kedgeree and chapatis (rice-lentil stew and flatbread, which I learned to cook over an open fire), various utensils, and a pup tent to sleep in; he also had the know-how for living in the woods. Thank goodness. (I was more at home with a desk and a typewriter.)

A few days after we arrived, I became Ram Dass’s secretary. I sat in the barn and listened to the tape recordings in which he responded to questions and stories from all the people who had heard him speak since his return from India. I typed up his letters (typewriters and snail mail back in those days) while the others were out in the woods meditating, fasting, and doing yogic practices. It was the perfect way for me to learn the words and concepts of my new life.

Two years later, Maharajji would say to me, “You used to be Ram Dass’s private secretary; now you’re mine.”

Ram Dass

Ram Dass’s story—his rise through the ranks of academia, his years of psychotherapy, his meeting Timothy Leary and their dismissal from Harvard for their psychedelic explorations and experiments, the eventual despair that led him to India, and the way his life turned around when Bhagavan Das took him to meet his guru, Neem Karoli Baba (Maharajji), on a hillside in the foothills of the Himalayas—is all told in the first part of Be Here Now, which had yet to be written when I met him that summer of 1969.

In Be Here Now, Ram Dass describes how he opted to travel around India with Bhagavan Das instead of going on to Japan with David Padua and Alan Watts. With his first-class accommodations gone, he learned to move about like a barefoot pilgrim. When Bhagavan Das had visa trouble and had to go see his guru, Maharajji, Bhagavan Das commandeered the Land Rover that David Padua had left in Ram Dass’s care.
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Ram Dass.

The night before they came to Maharajji, Ram Dass went outside. As he stood under the stars, he suddenly thought about his mother, who had died of a spleen illness the previous year, and felt her presence. He felt great love for her and then went back to bed, telling no one what had happened. He and Bhagavan Das never conversed about “personal stuff.”

The next day they found Maharajji sitting in a field in a lush green valley surrounded by eight or nine Indians. Bhagavan Das began crying tears of joy as he threw himself facedown on the ground, flat out, to touch Maharajji’s feet. Ram Dass had no idea what was happening. When Maharajji looked up at him, he immediately plugged into what Ram Dass was most uptight about—his feeling of responsibility for the Land Rover—and asked if Ram Dass would give that very expensive vehicle to him or buy one for him. Everyone laughed—except Ram Dass.

After being taken away and fed, Ram Dass was brought back to Maharajji, who said, “You were out under the stars last night. . . . You were thinking about your mother.” He leaned back and closed his eyes and said, “Spleen. She died of spleen.”

Here is how Ram Dass describes that moment in Be Here Now:


           Up until then I had two categories for “psychic experience.” One was, “They happened to somebody else and they haven’t happened to me, and they were terribly interesting and we certainly had to keep an open mind about it.” That was my social science approach. The other was, “Well, man, I’m high on LSD. Who knows how it really is? After all, under the influence of a chemical, how do I know I’m not just creating the whole thing?” . . .

                 But neither of these categories applied in this situation and my mind went faster and faster, and then I felt like what happens when a computer is fed an insoluble problem; the bell rings and the light goes on and the machine stops. And my mind just gave up. It burned out its circuitry . . . its zeal to have an explanation. I needed to get closure at the rational level and there wasn’t anything. There just wasn’t a place I could hide my head about this.

                 And at the same moment, I felt this extremely violent pain in my chest and a tremendous wrenching feeling and I started to cry. And I cried and I cried and I cried. And I wasn’t happy and I wasn’t sad. It was not that kind of crying. The only thing I could say was it felt like I was home. Like the journey was over. Like I had finished.1



Over the next six months, living in the temple in Kainchi, Richard Alpert morphed into Ram Dass.


           RAM DASS: I was staying in Kainchi, and Kainchi was very quiet. There was a cook, a pujari [priest], and me. Bhagavan Das was coming and going. Hari Das Baba came at eleven o’clock every morning and gave me ten minutes of instruction on his chalkboard. Then Maharajji told me that I should go back to America for two years. He said that I was to tell nobody about him. And he was sending his ashirbad [blessings] for my book. I had no idea what book.

                 I was known as Tim Leary’s sidekick, and when I started to talk about Maharajji, even though I didn’t name him, there was a tremendous interest in my audience. I saw all these people who had this great yearning, and I had brought back this great jewel, a radiant jewel, that I wanted to keep for myself. I tried not to talk about Maharajji, but I couldn’t talk about anything else.



Bhagavan Das

Who was the giant (six-foot, seven-inch) presence named Bhagavan Das who led Richard Alpert to the man who would so radically change his life, and ours? Like so many young Americans, Michael Riggs was a teenager in despair. In 1963, at the age of eighteen, he strapped a guitar on his back and, with $40 in his pocket, left home in search of . . . something. He arrived in India a year or so later and took up the life of a barefoot sadhu (renunciate), studying with holy men, living a life of austerity, and doing intense spiritual practices.

One day he followed the swami he had been serving into a temple in the Kainchi valley. In a room was a wooden cot, upon which sat a little old man wrapped in a blanket. To Riggs, he looked like “a big, brilliant diamond in the sun.” This was Neem Karoli Baba. As Riggs says, “I’d just met the love of my life.” Two weeks later, he was back to stay.

For six months, Maharajji kept him close. So much for austerity; he was fed constantly. On the main bathing day at the Kumbha Mela—the gigantic spiritual festival (these days attended by over seventy million pilgrims) that happens every twelve years in Allahabad at the confluence of the sacred Ganges, Yamuna, and Saraswati Rivers—Maharajji initiated Riggs. He was given the name Bhagavan Das.
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Bhagavan Das and Ram Dass.

Eventually Bhagavan Das set off to live on his own and got deeply into Buddhist practices, so when he got a Quit India notice, instead of going back to America, he went to Kathmandu in Nepal, a Buddhist center that was becoming a major hippie hangout. There he met Richard Alpert, and the two of them embarked on the journey through India that culminated in Bhagavan Das’s bringing Alpert to Maharajji.2

The seed had been planted. It would sprout in wondrous ways throughout the West.

1968: The Early Talks

The first talk Ram Dass gave after his return from India was at Wesleyan University in March 1968. A twenty-year-old student at the school, Jim Lytton (Rameshwar Das), went to hear him.


           RAMESHWAR DAS: From the grapevine and the media coverage that had been flying around about Richard Alpert and Timothy Leary, I was expecting this to be about the annals of psychedelia, coming from one of its foremost proponents. The talk was at a lounge in one of the dorms, so it was informal—people sitting around on sofas and hanging out. We were waiting for Dr. Alpert to show up, when this guy shows up in a white dress, barefoot, and with a long beard. That was just the initial shock. The talk started at seven thirty in the evening and went on until after three in the morning.

                 After a while someone turned out the lights, and there was just Ram Dass’s voice in the darkness. He was talking about his experience in India, not about psychedelics, though there were certainly references to that. His understanding of consciousness and the sense of being here now with him felt very pure and profound. I’d had an experience when I was sixteen, sitting in the dunes at the ocean beach in Amagansett, when the horizon opened up and I felt myself like a pinprick in the vastness instead of being the center of my own universe. This talk by Ram Dass was one of those figure-ground flips for me, where I went from seeing myself as the center of the universe to feeling this vast presence all around me.

                 After that talk I went up to visit Ram Dass in Franklin, New Hampshire. He taught me the beginnings of yoga and meditation and gave me a mala [a string of 108 beads], which became the foundation of what I began to understand was some kind of inner practice. When I got to India a few years later, I had that same feeling meeting Maharajji that I had on meeting Ram Dass that night at Wesleyan.



Although Ram Dass spent much of 1968 in seclusion, he did give a few talks here and there. WBAI in New York picked up one of his lectures for broadcast. That’s how Steve and Leslie Baum (Mohan and Radha) first heard Ram Dass.


           RADHA: One Sunday there was a torrential downpour, so we stayed home and turned on WBAI, one of the hip radio stations, to listen to Paul Gorman’s show. Gorman interrupted his usual broadcast for a special one featuring Baba Ram Dass. Everything Ram Dass was saying, I was nodding, “Yes, yes!” He spoke the truth my heart knew.

                 We found out Ram Dass was coming to the Universalist Church. We had seen him as Richard Alpert at the Village Theatre in “An Evening with God.” What was standing there before us now was not Richard Alpert. He had this aura of light around him; he was glowing. He talked for hours and hours, but nobody was leaving. Even the janitor was standing at the door with his broom, mesmerized by Ram Dass.

                 I wrote him a long letter, and he wrote back that we should come visit him. We borrowed my mother’s car and headed for New Hampshire in what turned out to be the worst ice storm of the century. By the time we got there two days later, the sun was shining on the glistening snow, the ground sparkled like diamonds; it was totally magical. Ram Dass’s driveway was the only one that was plowed. And there he was, standing in the freezing cold, wearing his olfie [a white “dress”] with his mala around his neck. (Years later he told me he had come out to see who in the world was driving up in a yellow Cadillac.)

                 The house was not heated because it was a summer place. He was living in what I think was the maid’s quarters above the kitchen. It was a very small, intimate area with these hangings of Indian cloth all over, and on the hangings were big pictures of different people; on the floor were all these mattresses covered with Indian cloth. I had never seen anything like it.

                 I asked him, “Who are these pictures of?”

                 He said, “All these pictures are saints.”

                 “That one is a saint? He looks like a wrestler.”

                 Ram Dass looked at me, smiled, and said, “That’s my guru.” That was my first glimpse of Maharajji.

                 Ram Dass spent the entire day with us, teaching us how to meditate, what books to read, how to do yoga. He gave us a picture of Padmasambhava and taught us a mantra. He talked to us about becoming vegetarians, which we did right away. It felt like I had been waiting forever for these spiritual practices.




           MOHAN: What I wanted to know from Ram Dass was how to get high without acid. I had been taking acid for seven or eight years by then. “How do you do it?” He gave us rudimentary concentration exercises—looking into each other’s eyes or staring at a live candle flame.

                 I said, “Okay, thank you. Let’s go.”

                 He said, “Where are you going?”

                 “I’m going to go do it. I want to get high.” It was strictly a matter of exploring these states of consciousness, not relevant to religion or mysticism, but hedonistically.



What happened to most people when they went to see Ram Dass in those days? Magic, pure life-transforming magic. Krishna Das (Jeff Kagel) writes about his first visit to Ram Dass in Franklin:


           KRISHNA DAS: The moment I walked into the room, something happened inside of me. Immediately, instantly, without a word being spoken, I knew that whatever it was I was looking for—and I didn’t know what it was—was absolutely real. In every molecule of my being, I knew that it existed in the world and that it could be found. I didn’t know if I could find it, but this moment changed my life. . . .

                 For a brief moment, the lights had come on again, and I’d seen that there was a way, a path . . . that it was real. It made my longing for that a million times more intense. It also got me more depressed, because now I knew that it existed and that I didn’t have it. My life got better . . . and it got worse. It got better because I understood that what I was seeking was real. It got worse because I knew that I had to find it and didn’t know how to do that.

                 All I knew was that Ram Dass had it, and I wanted it.3



Spring 1969

In the early spring of 1969, Ram Dass gave a two-week series of talks at a New York City sculpture studio. Several of the talks were recorded, and the transcripts eventually became the basis for parts of Be Here Now. Ram Dass would play on his tamboura, an Indian gourd instrument that produced a hypnotic drone, and talk about what it meant to be present in each moment of life. He used stories that Westerners could grasp to illustrate the teachings about finding the sacred in the profane, duality and oneness, and unconditional love as he had experienced it with Maharajji.

Those in the New York area who had heard him at an earlier talk or on WBAI came to the studio to see him. Mesmerized, they showed up every night, night after night, and soaked in all they could not only of his words, but also of his magnetic presence. That’s where Joan O’Connell (Anjani) met him.
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Ram Dass.


           ANJANI: I was working at Columbia and met Harinam and Mariam [Ed and Joanne Randall]. It was the acid days, and they were a good source of pure acid as well as good friends. Since we were all into acid, we knew about Alpert and Leary. So when he came back from India and there was going to be this talk, we thought, “Oh, here’s someone who took too much acid. Now he’s Baba Ram Dass; we have to go.” We went to have a laugh, but we came out with our mouths hanging open, totally blown away by everything he said. That was the first touch of Maharajji, obviously.



Daniel Goleman (Jagganath Das) was a graduate student in psychology and knew of Ram Dass as a psychologist whose life had taken an interesting twist.


           DANNY: In my first year of graduate school at Harvard, in the same program Richard Alpert and Tim Leary had left three years before, the halls were still ringing with that whole epic. It was a dark and dank December day, and I was writing about suicide. This woman knocks on my apartment door and says she’s just come from Kathmandu. She’s got two things to do: to deliver this letter to me from a friend of mine and to see this guy up in New Hampshire. She asked if I could give her a ride. We get there, and it’s a big fancy house, and up in a little room there’s a guy sitting with a long white beard and long white hair, wearing all white, and all these weird Indian posters all over the wall. He didn’t even look at us. He’s just sitting with his eyes closed. It was the most bizarre thing I’d ever encountered. After a while he opened his eyes, and we started talking.

                 I told Ram Dass that I was a graduate student in his old department, and he asked about people he knew. I was a member of the graduate school program committee, so I invited him to come back to Harvard to give a talk. It was the first time he’d come back since he’d been fired, actually by my main professor, David McClelland, who used to be his close friend.

                 When he came to Harvard, Ram Dass was full of shakti and love and energy and talked for about five or six hours. We had to bribe the janitor to keep the hall open. He was wearing these white robes and had these beads and was sitting cross-legged on the table. What he was saying was equally “different,” but the message was very heartening, very compelling.

                 The next day I was having lunch with one of my clinical professors, and I told him about it. He thought Ram Dass must be crazy.



Marty Malles (Mahavir Das), a women’s undergarment salesman in New York, had a rockier introduction.


           MAHAVIR DAS: I first met Ram Dass around 1968. Eddie Fleur [Sudhama] was my best friend. I was the one who took care of him when he was taking LSD, because I didn’t take drugs. He told me that there was this guy who was saying some really incredible things, and I should go see him.

                 My first wife, Pauline, and I took a cab from my office in the garment center all the way up to the Ethical Cultural Society, arguing all the way. We walked into this big room, and there is this guy with a beard sitting in the middle of the room, with about twenty people around him. These people are filthy; they are sitting on the floor. And I didn’t like this guy. Ten minutes later Pauline and I took a cab back to Brooklyn, arguing all the way.

                 In the springtime Eddie said, “Listen, the same guy is going to be at a sculpture studio on the Upper East Side. You have to see him now. You’re going to see him differently.”

                 “No. I had enough of this filthy guy and the people he hangs out with.”

                 Eddie said, “If you don’t see him, I won’t be your friend anymore.” He actually said that. So I went.

                 Everybody was sitting on the floor. I said, “There is no room for me, number one, and number two, this is a very expensive suit.” Someone guaranteed that I would be comfortable. I said, “I better be, or I’m leaving in five minutes.”

                 I sat down on the floor and looked in front of me, and on a little elevated place was Ram Dass. I think he spoke for three or four hours that night. I didn’t move and went back every night after that. I fell in love with this guy, just fell in love with him. That beautiful silken voice with that New England accent, and his beautiful eyes. I don’t know what I missed the first time, but I got it all the second time.

                 I didn’t have the nerve to speak to him except the last night. He looked at me and said, “What can I do for you?”

                 “Take me with you.”

                 He told me to leave him my address. About six months later I got this envelope that had in it a mala and instructions on how to say Ram. There was a little thread in the mala from Maharajji’s blanket. I thought about Ram Dass every day, every single day. I said that mantra over and over again, not having any idea what it was. I just did it because he said so.

                 When Ram Dass later stayed at Eddie’s house for a visit, I said, “Listen, what can I do? Give me something to do.”

                 Maybe eight, nine months later, Ram Dass gave me this box of beads with a roll of very thick thread and a piece of Maharajji’s blanket. He said, “If someone asks you for a mala, string 108 beads plus the big bead in the front and make a knot and put a thread of Maharajji’s blanket in there. I am going to tell people to write to you.” And he did. I was the East Coast mala guy. I made hundreds and hundreds of malas. It was great work.



Getting Tuned In

There were those who heard Ram Dass lecture in person and those who heard him on the radio. In the late 1960s, radio was the social media of the counterculture. In this “golden age” of radio, FM stations were the alternative to AM stations, which played nothing but teeny-bopper music, the pop “Top Forty.” The disc jockeys for the FM “underground” rock stations, on the other hand, were playing whatever they wanted—songs that ran six or seven minutes long, even whole albums, often without commercial breaks. If the DJ wanted to throw in some blues, classical, jazz, or whatever, that was fine too.

In 1969, Mitchell Markus (Raghvindra Das, or Raghu) was the program director of a major alternative rock ‘n’ roll radio station in Montreal.


           RAGHU: I was a pretty unhappy young man, and the only thing that meant anything to me was music. If not for Dylan, I don’t know what I would have done. When I got involved with the radio station, basically it was all about music and getting high.

                 I’m sitting at my desk one day, and the receptionist calls and says someone wants to talk to me. When I talked to this person, she said, “We would really love your help. We are promoting a lecture by a man named Ram Dass.”

                 I went, “Ram Dass—who’s that?”

                 “Richard Alpert? Tim Leary?”

                 “Oh, God, yeah. I love them.” I was deep into the psychedelic movement at the time, and they were heroes. They sent me a lecture, all about the transformation of Alpert from his and Leary’s Harvard days, to India and what happened with Maharajji, talking of his foibles, allowing us to understand that we could let loose for a moment and be whoever we are; you know, “Be here now.”

                 It was everything I had been waiting to hear for years and years. I’d been feeling lousy about myself, my family, society, about the culture (even though we were in Canada, which was a little less pernicious than the United States, especially regarding the Vietnam War). I was so taken with this lecture that I went to whoever was deejaying at the time and said, “Put it on.” It was the middle of the week around noon. The switchboard lit up. Nobody had ever heard anything like this. After that we played his lectures over and over again.

                 In the winter of 1970, Ram Dass came to Montreal. It was mucky and slushy, the usual Montreal horror, but he came to the station and did this wonderful interview. As soon as we met in person, I had a knowing and a connection and a gratitude that I hadn’t felt in my whole life. I didn’t know what I was being grateful for. I was just happy; I didn’t even know why. I became some kind of missionary. I wanted everybody else to feel what I felt.



1969: Spiritual Summer Camp

As more people found their way to Ram Dass’s front door in Franklin and the weather warmed up, one by one they started to stick around.4 After the sculpture studio series, Ram Dass invited Jeff (Krishna Das) to work for his father during that summer, so Jeff was the first to move in. Jim, Danny, Joan, Leslie, Steve, and others soon followed. They set to work building wooden tent platforms to keep out the damp from the ground.
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Ram Dass in the summer of 1969.

Since many of them had come to Franklin during the past year and met with Ram Dass privately, they were already doing yogic practices—meditation, japa (saying a mantra with a mala), hatha yoga, reading spiritual books, fasting. They were yogis-in-training who were having some deep inner experiences. I was happy to be typing in the barn or working in the kitchen of the main house, helping George, Ram Dass’s father, make raspberry jam.

Radha (Leslie) had set up an altar space in her large tent that accommodated pictures of every saint for the last three centuries and many of the Hindu deities. She was determined to get enlightened.


           RADHA: The summer of ’69 was really special. There were these meditations in the morning and all kinds of singing and chanting. The boys built a meditation hall in the middle of the pine trees, and it smelled fantastic. I wanted to be like Hari Das Baba, who had been Ram Dass’s teacher in India. Ram Dass told us that Hari Das did a lot of meditation, was on silence, and took only two glasses of milk a day, nothing else. So for six weeks I drank only two glasses of milk a day just like Hari Das. I got constipated, not enlightened. I was also on so-called silence, although I had a chalkboard that I wrote on continuously. Later when I was in India, Maharajji was talking about being silent, and he looked at me and said, “And you don’t write either.”

                 After a particular Zen sitting, I had some kind of opening where I saw that I was going to go to India, which was the last place I wanted to go. Why did I have to go to India? Ram Dass was enough for me. We had all the tools we needed; we just had to do them.



On weekends, many came from near and far to hear Ram Dass. Some of us would prepare prasad (consecrated food) to distribute. We’d all sit on the lawn, soaking up the sun and Ram Dass’s words. The warmth of his presence carried the words straight into our hearts. Westerners easily related to his humor and his ability to use his less than stellar traits as teachings. His incredible storehouse of stories turned him into a spiritual Pied Piper; soon hundreds were coming on the weekends. There was much going on—Sufi dancing on the golf course, hatha yoga classes, chanting. Spiritual summer camp, indeed. Woodstock was happening down the road, but only a few left to attend the music festival. Lifelong friendships formed, and the kernel of Maharajji’s Western satsang was born.

Lama Foundation, Be Here Now

After the “summer camp” in New Hampshire, Ram Dass went out west to lecture, then went to see friends who had started a spiritual community in New Mexico called the Lama Foundation—a place where all spiritual traditions are honored and their practices taught. It’s still there—sitting in a stunning setting at 8,600 feet above sea level in the beautiful and rugged Carson National Forest in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, the southern tip of the Rockies. You can see the gorge of the Rio Grande River from the front porch.

Joe Bonner (Dwarkanath), a young artist, spent a considerable amount of time at the Lama Foundation, where Be Here Now was designed and put together.


           DWARKANATH: I was eighteen when I first went to Lama Foundation in the summer of ’68, inspired by people I knew who were good friends of the founders, Steve and Barbara Durkee [now known as Asha Greer and Nooruddeen] and Jonathan Altman. Meanwhile, I had heard Ram Dass in California when he first lectured there. He came to Lama in the late fall of ’69 to do this month-long “ashram experiment,” as it was called. Participants had private spaces to stay in and went through various sadhana routines [spiritual practices]. I was there for the second half.

                 Then in early spring of ’70 I moved back up to Lama to work on the Be Here Now production. I was there for seven or eight months working on a team doing the illustrations. Steve and I went through the core book manuscript and broke it up into 108 units, and then the team of about five of us worked on illustrating those 108 units, page by page.



Be Here Now turned out to be the spiritual catalyst for a generation and beyond. It would go on to sell over two million copies and be called the “counterculture bible.” No one had ever seen or read anything like it, and it was responsible for turning untold thousands onto the spiritual path, including such diverse people as Steve Jobs, Wayne Dyer, and Michael Crichton. The book didn’t come out until 1971, by which time the first Westerners had arrived in India. How they got to India was often an integral aspect of the journey to the East.
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On the Hippie Trail


Europe used to be just one colour: white. It used to have one religion: Christianity. The West believed that world history began with Greece and Rome. As you say, the hippies were curious for different cultures. From us, they learnt that Mesopotamia—here in Turkey and the Middle East—was the mother of all civilization. They carried home with them a kilim woven from different beliefs: threads of Islam, sky-blue of Buddhist prayer flags, silver from Hindu temple bells.

—RORY MACLEAN, MAGIC BUS

If you were to go to India from the United States today, it would be a fairly simple and somewhat costly trip. You get on a flight in New York and arrive in New Delhi a little more than fourteen hours later—nonstop. In the early 1970s, however, that wasn’t even close to possible. India was halfway around the world, and travel and communication links were sketchy, but Westerners who were heading to India did have a number of options for getting there.
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The “Hippie Trail.”

There were some inexpensive ways to fly. I traveled with two friends from a meditation group in New York who were going to see Sathya Sai Baba in southern India. We took a charter flight from New York to London, which cost around $50, and hitchhiked around Europe for ten days before returning to London to catch the last of the cheap Arab charter flights that would take us to Bombay (now Mumbai), with seven dust-choked stops along the way at places I had never heard of, like Abu Dhabi and Dubai, which were far from well-heeled bustling cities at the time.

We had a seven-hour layover in Cairo, so we relinquished our passports and boarded a tourist bus to go see the pyramids. I was wearing a Star of David necklace that someone had given me, not realizing that Egypt and Israel were having overt hostilities since Anwar Sadat had become the new Egyptian president. As the bus rolled out of the airport, there were heavy coils of barbed-wire fencing all along the route, guarded by soldiers carrying machine guns. It was all worth it for the spectacular moments spent gazing up at the pyramids and the Sphinx. All in all, the trip from New York to Bombay cost me around $300.

But there were those who wanted more adventure or a cheaper way of traveling. These brave souls flew from the United States to Europe and then went overland to India—via train, bus, private car, or hitchhiking—on what would become known as the “hippie trail.”

The journey started in London or Amsterdam or Luxembourg, wound through western Europe, and then followed the “northern” route through Istanbul, Tehran, Herat, Kandahar, Kabul, Peshawar, and Lahore—the ancient cities of Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan—before crossing the border into India. There were cheap hotels, well-known hostels, restaurants, and cafés that catered to Westerners along the way and gathering spots, like the Pudding Shop in Istanbul, where messages pinned to a bulletin board were a way to find your next ride.

Jeffrey Miller (Lama Surya Das) attended the State University of New York (SUNY) in Buffalo in the late 1960s. Jeffrey met Ram Dass when he talked there after returning from India as well as other emissaries of the journey to the East, such as Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, R. D. Laing, Ken Kesey, and Wavy Gravy. He sat through a sesshin (meditation session) at the Rochester Zen Center with Philip Kapleau Roshi, the first American Zen master, and was very impressed by the clarity, peace, and power of meditation.

In a strange set of circumstances, Jeffrey’s friend from high school in Valley Stream, New York, had a girlfriend, Alison Krause, who was shot and killed by the Ohio National Guard during an antiwar protest at Kent State in May 1971. He was running with her, holding her hand, when she got shot in the back and died in his arms. One of the others who was killed in that tragedy was a Jeffrey Miller from Long Island, so for one terrible night Surya Das’s family thought he had died. That turned his head around about the contradiction inherent in “fighting for peace,” and he started to think about the Gandhian concept of “becoming peace.” He thought, “I am going to go to India to see the Dalai Lama and find out about this.”


           LAMA SURYA DAS: After graduation, I flew to London, hitchhiked across France




















Dangers of the Road


































Maharajji and the Indian-Pakistani War
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