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Dedication

To my mom, who believed in Utopia,

and to my daughters,

who forced me to see

it could be true.







Author’s Note

This is not an official history of the Transcendental Meditation Movement nor of the Maharishi. It’s my memory of my experience. I’ve bolstered those memories with archival research and interviews. Names have been changed upon request.






Preface

In the end, I went back to Iowa because I thought somehow the past held the answer to my future. I was at the age when fears were taking hold—fear of becoming my mother, fear of not being as good as my mother, fear of becoming an adult and letting go of everything that had made my childhood vivid and hopeful, mystical and turmeric scented. In leaving behind a world where spending hours a day meditating was the norm, I had ended up with an adult life that felt empty of the quiet sacredness I had taken for granted as a kid. Around me, it felt like everyone was starting to meditate and practice yoga—things that when I was growing up had marked me as an outsider in our divided Midwestern town.

That summer, I was thirty-four years old and a new mom and a new wife. I was a writer for Rolling Stone and had an assistant professor position at UC Riverside, just south of Los Angeles, where I’d lived for six years. I had worked hard to get to where I was but everything I’d strived for increasingly felt like a burden. I was perpetually exhausted and anxious and I couldn’t shake a looming sense of dissatisfaction. I had a sense that I’d let something precious slip through my fingers. Had I made a mistake? Somewhere along the line, in trying to be a normal person, had I let go of who I was?

This felt particularly troubling for me since I’d grown up practicing Transcendental Meditation and had for a long time believed that I was immune to problems like stress and depression. Though I meditated sporadically, I figured a lifetime of practice would have created some sort of immunity. By my own very rough calculations, I’d spent more than 2,200 hours of my life meditating.

It was around this time that something odd began to happen to me. Growing up, the people I knew who had sought out Transcendental Meditation had been former hippies—my mom and her friends who were interested in consciousness and creating world peace. That impulse felt to me like something from another generation—a faded Age of Aquarius dream. I’d lived away from Iowa for seventeen years, and no one had asked me about learning to meditate. But now, people like Katy Perry and Russell Simmons and Rupert Murdoch were tweeting about how great TM was, how transformed their lives had become. And people kept asking me about it. Did I like it, did it work, where could they learn it, would it make them happier?

This confluence of events—my own malaise, my struggle with how to be an adult and a good parent, and the resurgence of TM in the zeitgeist put the idea in my head that I needed to go home. And I needed to learn how to fly.

Meditation has always been complicated for me. Transcendental Meditation was the cornerstone of our community, but the promise was that from there you would graduate into an entire world where everything had meaning and significance. Transcendental Meditation was a product sold by our guru, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, but he had ambitions to take people beyond the twenty minutes a day to another level of meditation, an extended practice that promised greater power and new levels of awareness and joy. By practicing his extended form of meditation, my community thought they were ushering in Heaven on Earth.

I am generally described as a down-to-earth and practical person, but what I decided to do that summer did not seem so logical. In order to reorient myself, I went home to the small rural Midwestern community I’d grown up in and started lessons for the secretive meditation technique that promised the ability to levitate—and create world peace.

And so it was that I found myself inside a dingy basement in my hometown of Fairfield, Iowa, hoping that I would somehow shed my heavily accrued cynicism and fly. Outside the small overhead windows, I could see the rain pouring down, the sky flashing with lightning. But in here, the air was dim, cool, and heavy with the scent of burning sandalwood. The entire room, from wall to wall, was covered in a carpet of thick foam. Each piece was wrapped in a saggy white cotton sheet. It felt like a giant adult jumpy house. Women of various ages, in various stages of repose, sat along the perimeter of the space, surrounded by a mishmash of pillows.

I bounce-walked my way across the room and took my seat among them, giving smiles to those who gave them to me. I turned my eyes to the woman in the corner who wore a brightly colored green sari.

“All right, my little chickadees,” she said in a voice that made me think of Glinda the Good Witch. “Today we fly!” On the wall above her was a large hand-painted banner that read “Yogic Flying Competition,” the letters majestic and golden.

She rang her bell and silence followed. We closed our eyes. I heard the rumble of thunder. There was a slumber-party sort of anything could happen breathlessness in the air. Anything could happen. And soon it did. Across the room, a girl began a low sort of ecstatic moaning. I opened one eye. Around me everyone was perfectly still, eyes shut, faces fixed in concentrated contemplation. Except for the woman moaning. Her body was starting to shudder and sway, almost convulsively.

This lady is totally faking it, I thought. But then her body began to rock up and down in the air. I shut my eyes. I didn’t want to watch anymore. I didn’t want to judge her. I could hear her butt smacking against the foam as she rocked up and down. I couldn’t bear to watch. I wanted to do it myself. I wanted to fly.

“Believe,” I whispered in my head. “You have to believe.”






PART ONE

Believing






CHAPTER ONE

Initiation

“I want to be initiated now,” I announced, staring into the eyes of the teacher.

We were gathered at an office of the Transcendental Meditation Center in Manhattan for the ceremony in which my older brother, Stacey, was meant to get his mantra, a secret phrase all his own to chant quietly to himself every day. This mantra would have been Stacey’s first step in his path to Enlightenment. But Stacey, five years old, seemed intimidated and overwhelmed by the ceremony and, when the time came for him to be alone with the teacher, he was resolute: he wouldn’t do it.

I knew that this teacher could bestow special powers.

“I want to learn my mantra today,” I told him. I wanted that power.

Then I turned to my mother.

“I’m not leaving.”

Normally, I was a compliant child, eager to please and slow to speak up—but I was certain enough about this, even at three, to take a stand.

My parents, Liz and Fred, had both been followers of the Indian guru Maharishi Mahesh Yogi and practitioners of Transcendental Meditation throughout their twenties, but these days only my mother continued the practice. My father I saw less often—and when I did, the fermented smell of booze wafted off him as he stumbled through our apartment late at night.

I knew that meditation connected you to another realm. Every evening, I watched my mom close the old warped glass living room doors and sit on our couch, covered in a paisley shawl, her legs folded Indian style, her eyes closed. She never moved, never made a sound. To me, she looked like a king from one of my books, seated on her throne. Receiving my mantra would be my entrée into the secret world she had been slipping into—away from me—throughout my life. This was my chance to follow her to wherever she went, to become like her, to be silent and majestic, to become a king.

At the TM offices, the instructor told us we needed a fresh set of fruit and flowers as offerings for my initiation. Stacey’s offering had apparently already been drained of its value. My mother led my brother and me downstairs to a bodega, where we bought a few wilted carnations, a bruised apple, and some oranges. When we returned, I followed the teacher to a dingy back office furnished with two tired-looking easy chairs draped with golden scarves. A red Oriental rug lay over the thin gray carpet; incense was burning.

The man helped me climb into a chair, my feet dangling off the floor, and he sat beside me, the two of us facing a large photograph of Maharishi’s teacher, Guru Dev, a wizened Indian man. At home we had the same picture, as well as lots of pictures of Maharishi with his crinkly smile. I would stare at his face and marvel at how his flowing beard and long hair merged into a waterfall-like mane encircling his head. Maharishi seemed always to be holding roses with light radiating from his head. I thought of him as the most important and powerful member of our family—after all, his picture hung alongside my parents’ wedding photo. I also considered him part of a powerful trilogy: Yoda. Santa. Maharishi. All of them old, all-knowing, magical.

The teacher carefully placed my bodega gifts in front of a small altar near Maharishi’s image, and then he began to speak to me in a lilting voice, as if he was reading from a script.

“I will tell you one Word of Wisdom—this will be your own private Word of Wisdom. You would like to have it?” he asked.

I nodded.

“And you want to become great and do great things? Yes?”

I nodded again.

“Yes, you will become a great lady with your Word of Wisdom and you will repeat it a few times each day; but do you know one thing, everyone keeps their Word of Wisdom very secret—you will keep it to yourself, you will not tell it to your friends or to anyone, yes?”

I nodded again. I knew that a mantra was the most secret of things and that everyone’s was different, like snowflakes. This was why I wanted it!

He continued: “You know, everyone keeps the key to his treasury in his own pocket and doesn’t give it to anyone else. So this Word of Wisdom is the key to all wisdom in life. I know you are very intelligent—you won’t tell it to anyone. Yes?” I nodded hard. Yes, I could keep secrets.

“All right. Now we will make offerings to Guru Dev who gave this Word of Wisdom to Maharishi and Maharishi has given it to me and I will give it to you.” He nudged me closer to the altar. Propped up in the middle of the tableau was a painting with a lush river wending its way down its center. On either side of the river were Indian men in robes, sitting in the lotus position, with gold beams emanating from their heads. There was a little figure of Maharishi who stood with his hands in prayer in front of Guru Dev, who sat on a golden throne at the base of the river. I knew Guru Dev was Maharishi’s teacher and that he had lived in a cave in the woods. And that he was super Enlightened. And dead.

“This is the Holy Tradition,” he said. “So according to the custom of the Holy Tradition, I will make offerings to Guru Dev and then we will tell you the word, yes?

“Come with me—stand here—take this flower in your hand and witness the ceremony. I am sure you will like it.”

Then he started chanting words I didn’t understand in a language I’d never heard. When he turned to face me, his eyelids fluttered as if he was about to fall asleep. He bowed to the picture of Guru Dev, motioning for me to follow suit.

He said that I was to say my Word of Wisdom mantra silently to myself every day for five minutes in the morning and five minutes at night and allow whatever happened inside my head to happen. Mother Nature would ensure that it was just as it should be! I didn’t need to close my eyes or sit still while I did this—I could walk or draw, but I couldn’t talk. He whispered a sound to me, and I said it back. It would be more than a decade before I would say it out loud again. Now, he told me, say it inside your head. I did. It felt like it was ringing out in the darkness. I tried to feel inside my body for some kind of change.

“This is how you will be saying it to yourself, moving the tongue inside, while getting ready for school and for a few minutes before you do your lessons or play; with your Word of Wisdom you will become very creative. And you know you will keep it secret, to yourself?” I nodded, feeling entirely grown up. I didn’t have homework or lessons, but now I had a mantra. I rolled it over in my mind like a stone. He took the offerings I’d brought and handed them to me. “Now you will take this fruit and keep this handkerchief and flower and go and walk about saying your word quietly and I will see you in ten minutes to check your pronunciation before you go home.”

I loved it. I felt it change what was happening inside my head—my thoughts slowed down. I sensed that I had tapped into something powerful and important. I stayed in that room, with the incense burning, and quietly repeated the sound inside my mind. When the time was up, my teacher returned and whispered, “Jai Guru Dev,” in a deep, serious voice. He told me this meant praises to Guru Dev, who had handed down my secret sound just so I could have it. My body surged with the specialness of it as I ran out of the room to give my mom a hug. Stacey sat sullenly next to her, trying to ignore my spiritual triumph.

When we walked out onto Lexington Avenue, horns were blaring and people were talking, and my mom and brother were arguing about what we would do next as the dirty snow sprayed off the wheels of speeding taxis. But I felt important, lifted above the dull, anxious drone.

My mom told me her story of meeting Maharishi the way most people tell their kids about falling in love. It went something like this: On a crisp fall day in 1970, my mother stood near the back entrance of the University of Colorado auditorium, shyly clasping a pink carnation in her hands. She was a petite nineteen-year-old, with long shiny brown hair, glittering blue eyes, and an upturned nose that made her look forever baby faced. A cute boy from her art history class had invited her there, handing her an extra flower and telling her that a group of them were going to wait to greet the Maharishi and catch a glimpse of a real live guru.

My mom didn’t even really know what that meant: guru. She had come to Boulder two years earlier seeking a new life. All she wanted out of college was to escape the tumult of her family back in Princeton, New Jersey. Her parents were the children of immigrants—German and Irish—who had seen the gleaming 1950s version of the American dream as a way to distance themselves from the working-class New York City ghettos where they’d grown up.

My grandfather Harry was a lanky, absentminded veteran who worked as an engineer for RCA and Princeton University. My grandmother Denny was an intense, wickedly funny, dark-haired nurse who worked part-time in emergency rooms. There’d always been jokes that she had a true Irish temper, but Denny took her anger over the edge. Her idea of parenting included lining the dining room table with knives taped to the rim, blade side up, in order to teach her two daughters not to rudely rest their elbows while eating. She would throw food at them if they didn’t eat and would hit my mom for any host of unknown infractions. Mom lived in fear of her mother and her moods.

When my grandmother found out Harry was having an affair with my mom’s guitar teacher, the couple took on divorce the old-fashioned way, making Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? look sentimental.

My grandmother’s rage overtook their home. She threw my mother around and tried to strangle her for listening to the radio. Eventually Denny slit her wrists in front of her husband and, as he hustled her off to the hospital, my mom cleaned up her parents’ blood-covered bedroom, working quickly so her kid sister—who spent her days in front of the TV—wouldn’t see the mess.

My mom tuned out the hysteria by huddling in her room and listening to her Beatles albums, swept away by the lyrics of love and longing. She devoured everything she could read about the Fab Four, and she grew her hair long and shaggy. One day she read a Saturday Evening Post article about a consciousness-raising trip the Beatles took to Rishikesh with the Maharishi. What was consciousness, and how could she get it? she wondered. No one talked about such things in her Roman Catholic home where sin and guilt loomed like an ever-present storm.

My mom was a good student, skilled at math and art, and when she examined her college options, it was the University of Colorado that stood out. She loved to ski and had been working diligently after school to save up money to buy her own skis. But really, she chose the school because it was sixteen hundred miles away from all that darkness and drama in New Jersey.

In Boulder, she’d quickly discarded her skirts and penny loafers for Wranglers and ski sweaters. She was a new person in search of a new world. She wasn’t alone—all around her, people were experimenting with altering their reality. Everyone on campus seemed to be talking about consciousness, about how the world was so much bigger than it seemed, that life could be so much more expansive than their parents had ever imagined. At the Boulder house parties she went to, in rooms filled with pot smoke and booze, Mom was often the sober one. Drinking made her uncomfortable. It was her mom’s thing—it looked out of control and dangerous to her. She knew the Beatles had turned to something called Transcendental Meditation to alter their reality without drugs. So when a friend from class invited her to an introductory lecture on TM, she jumped at the chance.

In the crowded auditorium, a well-spoken man in a suit explained the experience of meditation as well as Maharishi’s transcendental theory of the universe. In simple terms, he told the standing room only audience that all of existence was consciousness. From consciousness sprang all of life. Meditation was a tool that would take you to that most fundamental layer of consciousness, what the instructor called “Pure Consciousness.” This was the source of all creation. The man explained matter-of-factly that when you meditate, the mind acts like a pebble, floating down to the bottom of the ocean. The TM mantra took you down to this place of Pure Consciousness, and the thinking mind brought you back up. The mantra took you to a place where there was no thought, just unity. Diving down to that state of consciousness, he said, would make you happier, more relaxed, more creative, more intelligent, and a host of other things.

It made so much sense to my mother—that all of consciousness and being sprang from an underlying layer of creation that served as the source for the universe. And the idea that life should be simple and joyous, without suffering, and that nature itself was inherently blissful—it was so organic and appealing, a comforting departure from the judgmental Catholicism that she’d been raised with.

When a TM teacher arrived in Boulder months later, Mom borrowed her roommate’s fringed leather jacket and walked across town with the $35 initiation fee, money she’d saved while working at the local record shop. There, she received her mantra. The moment she repeated it inside herself, she felt different. “This is me!” she thought. Saying her mantra took her to a place that was so familiar, so intimate, so different from the chaos of the outside world. Transcending connected her, she felt, to her true self. She walked home on that sunny afternoon and felt so alive—and it felt like people noticed. Her transcendent afterglow was palpable.

Until the day that the cute boy from art history invited her to come see the guru, she’d never thought much about the man who was purported to be the master of the technique that made her feel so radiant, who had even taught the Beatles, and who had come to the United States from India with the plan to change the world. Others who practiced TM told her that Maharishi was the living embodiment of the highest state of consciousness: he was Enlightened. Still, she felt a little silly waiting like a groupie outside a rock concert, hoping to give the guru a flower.

A white car pulled up, a devotee opened the back door, and the Maharishi stepped onto the pavement.

“He’s so small!” my mother thought.

Clothed in a single sheet of white silk, the holy man carried his usual bouquet of flowers, his face wide open to those around him. He shuffled past the line of people, accepting their trembling offerings and murmuring greetings. When he stopped in front of my mother, he paused and looked into her eyes. She was overwhelmed. It was electrifying. With a childhood marked by abuse, she had never imagined that another human being could feel both so powerful and so pure. She also felt something else: intense recognition. As strange as it seemed, she felt that he knew her truly. She handed him the flower, which he took with a sweet, soft smile. And then as he walked away, she began to cry.

I never knew Maharishi. Despite the fact that he lived at the center of our lives, he was always presented to me as beyond human, with scant biographical details offered to give him shape beyond that of a luminous outline. As a kid, I knew him as the man in the pictures, the man who had meditated for two years in a cave and then come to the West to teach all of us an ancient practice with the goal of transforming Earth to Heaven. We were blessed to follow his example. I knew that he had paused to look into my mom’s sparkling blue eyes and forever shifted our destiny.

But later, as a journalist and as a graduate student in divinity school, I started to learn more about this figure who had for so long only been abstractly magnificent to me. I would learn about his parents and his education and his ambition, which had propelled him from a middle-class kid in India to a global guru with holdings of untold billions.

I would learn that thirty years before that day he met my mother, he was a young man in his twenties who himself gazed into the eyes of a guru and felt the electric recognition of destiny.

In 1940, Mahesh Varma was sitting on a porch with a group of friends outside a mountaintop home in northern India. The college student was hoping to glimpse the revered saint, Brahmananda Saraswati. Although he was dedicated to studying physics, Mahesh always had a sense of longing for a more fundamental truth. He longed to deepen the meaning of his provincial, ordinary life.

Mahesh had heard that the holy man he had come to see had attained true Enlightenment after decades of meditating in a small cave behind a waterfall, subsisting on seeds and salt. So he had come to the outskirts of Jabalpur where the saint was visiting an ashram.

It was monsoon season. The group of young men had come at daybreak but the sun had risen and now set and they were still waiting. When at last a car rattled past the monastery, the headlights illuminated for a moment the face of the celebrated yogi—he’d been sitting nearby them, unnoticed, meditating silently.

It was at this mythological-like moment that Mahesh, the round-faced son of a local administrator who was fascinated by science, said that he first knew he wanted to join India’s tradition of holy men. This was a disruptive decision because, like much else in India, spiritual power was confined to certain castes. Mahesh was of an administrative caste, not Brahmin. He could pursue spirituality, but his caste would not allow him to claim the title of guru.

But the moment he met Brahmananda Saraswati, the man he would come to call Guru Dev, and begged to become his disciple, he renounced all worldly things, including his family history and his name. Guru Dev was a traditional master, devoted to the tenants of Advaitin philosophy. Preserved in Vedic scripture, it is one of the world’s oldest collections of sacred texts, dating back to around 1100 BC. Advaitin philosophy fundamentally teaches nonduality or the oneness of everything, and that the ability to self-realize or transcend into oneness is possible within a human life.

I would learn as an adult that these scriptures are seen as the precursor and textual basis for Hinduism. The Vedas as a whole are a rich, bizarre, mystical, chaotic, and enchanting group of writings. The oldest book, the Rig Veda, is a beautiful collection of hymns composed by rishis, said to be ancient seers, connected to the eternal hum of the universe. Many believe the Vedas contain ancient wisdom that could make men into living gods.

At Guru Dev’s insistence, Mahesh completed his education in physics and mathematics, then entered the ashram where, for the next decade, he worked around the clock for the guru as a secretary. Old videos and photographs show Mahesh intently working for his master—tending to his flowers, overseeing his correspondence, arranging audiences, and ringing bells for him when he entered a building.

On May 20, 1953, Guru Dev died. The story passed down over the decades by Mahesh’s followers is that when Guru Dev’s body was lowered into the holy river of the Ganges, Mahesh, heartbroken, dove in after him.

The following years of Mahesh’s life are shrouded in mystery. Movement legend holds that he retired to a cave in the jungles of Uttarkashi, known as the “Valley of the Saints,” eating twigs and berries and meditating for two years, after which “the impulse of Nature itself,” as he would later put it, inspired him to go south, to the densely populated, booming cities of India. This decision has been celebrated, in the literature of his Movement, as a moment that changed the fate of the earth.

In the city of Trivandrum—at the invitation of a prominent local lawyer—he began to teach the meditation practice that Guru Dev had taught him. He started with small groups, but quickly his audiences grew to thousands. His message was fresh: Meditation, he told those who came to listen, was not only for monks and yogis but for the workingman. Mahesh had “revived” and “condensed” the Vedic knowledge of his renunciant masters and stripped it down to a simple mental technique that could be easily utilized by anyone in any culture. The average citizen, or “householders,” as Mahesh fondly called them, could transcend the world around them and “go beyond” thoughts in order to experience a state of blissful nonattachment. No worldly renunciation was required.

The technique was a simple, mantra-based meditation. You sat down, and closed your eyes. After about thirty seconds, you repeated a mantra, a short sound, to yourself, gently, at no particular pace or frequency. You let the mantra come to you. If your mind wandered, then you just “gently returned” to the mantra. And that was it. You meditated for ten to twenty minutes in the morning and again in the evening. That was Transcendental Meditation, a term that he soon trademarked.

As his audiences grew, Mahesh became known as Maharishi. And then, in December 1957, four years after the death of Guru Dev, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi announced to a crowded audience in southern India that he would “bring the Wisdom of the Vedic tradition to the whole world.” He said he was starting a movement, the Spiritual Regeneration Movement. “Why can’t we spiritually regenerate the world through this technique?” he asked, answered by thunderous applause. With that, he packed his few belongings in a deerskin rug, raised just enough money from local devotees for a plane ticket, and flew out of India, penniless.

When Maharishi Mahesh Yogi arrived in the Honolulu airport on the last day of 1958, wearing only his robe and exhibiting the bubbly laugh that would eventually lead to the nickname “the Giggling Guru,” he declared his intention to make meditation a global practice. The Honolulu Star-Bulletin wrote that day, “He has no money; he asks for nothing. His worldly possessions can be carried in one hand. Maharishi Mahesh Yogi is on a world odyssey. He carries a message that he says will rid the world of unhappiness and discontent. . . .”

Maharishi arrived in the U.S. just as a whole generation was searching for something bigger and more meaningful than the middle-class American dream. Those young people were open to Maharishi’s image of gentle purity and simple Eastern living as a new path different from their parents’. Maharishi promised his followers they could attain a higher state of consciousness, just like him.

In the decades to come, Maharishi traveled the world, always funded by wealthy donors, who came to him like moths to a flame. His followers now called him His Holiness Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. He established headquarters in Santa Barbara, California. His disciples printed up thousands of flyers advertising classes to learn “the simple, life-changing technique,” then plastered them on kiosks at colleges across America. Students came in droves, paying $35 for an odd-sounding mantra that promised to take them deep inside themselves, beyond the grinding daily buzz of thought and circumstance. The experience made evangelists out of many—the initiated quickly spread the word about TM. Like early Christians, these fledgling TMers were single-minded, dropping their lives to work without pay or benefits to further their guru’s cause.

For a man who had lived in a cave and served as a secretary, Maharishi had an eerie ability to connect with the media. Like benefactors, journalists seemed drawn to him and his quest. Life magazine proclaimed 1968 “The Year of the Guru,” and featured Maharishi on the cover with groovy, hallucinogenic spirals framing his face. That was the year the Beatles—along with the actress Mia Farrow, the Scottish musician Donovan, and Mike Love of the Beach Boys—visited the Maharishi’s ashram in Rishikesh. Suddenly, following a guru was the thing to do.

But something went wrong in Rishikesh, and that something is a matter of much debate. News accounts of the time reported that Maharishi made advances on Mia Farrow, and the Beatles stormed off. John Lennon wrote a song supposedly inspired by the incident, which he originally titled “Maharishi.” He renamed it “Sexy Sadie,” and the plaintive refrain asked, “What have you done? You made a fool of everyone.”

The Beatles moved on but Maharishi’s star continued to rise, and TM became increasingly entrenched in popular culture. By the mid-1970s, the Movement estimated that it had 600,000 practitioners, with celebrities such as actress Shirley MacLaine and football star Joe Namath continuing to promote Maharishi’s techniques and vision. TM how-to books were a staple on the best-seller list, and at the time, the Movement estimates that an average of forty thousand people a month were learning the meditation practice. Maharishi had a preternatural gift for structuring his organization. Perhaps influenced by his years spent as a secretary to Guru Dev, Maharishi seemed to have a deep talent and ambition for self-promotion. He bought two Heidelberg presses and began printing elaborate pamphlets and books and mission statements. He sent them out to world leaders and set up hundreds of certified centers throughout the United States, Europe, and India. Later, best-selling author Adam Smith would describe TM as “the McDonald’s of the meditation business.”

Maharishi appeared on The Tonight Show; he spoke regularly to national audiences of thousands about the profound beauty of life, accessible through his trademarked mantras. Maharishi said that millions practiced Transcendental Meditation and a Gallup poll backed up his claim. A woman who spent time with Maharishi during those years would later write that Maharishi turned to her one day and asked her if she thought he should try to become the prime minister of India, or if he should continue to focus on his spiritual movement. He chose the Movement, but the question illustrated his grandiose ambition. (Decades later, that woman, who claimed she had spent years as Maharishi’s mistress said that it wasn’t his nonascetic proclivities that shocked her but his ambition.)

In January of 1972, Maharishi announced his “World Plan.”

   1.      To develop the full potential of the individual

   2.      To improve governmental achievements

   3.      To realize the highest ideal of education

   4.      To solve the problems of crime, drug abuse, and all behavior that brings unhappiness to the family of man

   5.      To maximize the intelligent use of the environment

   6.      To bring fulfillment to the economic aspirations of individuals and society

   7.      To achieve the spiritual goals of mankind in this generation

A handpicked group of followers were chosen to establish 3,600 “World Plan Centers” around the world. These centers would be universities, one for every million of earth’s 3.6 billion inhabitants, and the programs would offer the guru’s special “consciousness-based” education, one that relied heavily on his life philosophy.

The next year, the guru launched the Maharishi International University; the first semester of classes took place in a crowded apartment in Santa Barbara, California. Around that time, Maharishi asked one of his devotees, Dr. Keith Wallace, a Harvard-trained neurophysiologist, to hunt for a college to buy that would become a permanent home for the university. On a tip, Dr. Wallace visited Fairfield, Iowa, home to Parsons College, a small Presbyterian school that had gone bankrupt.

By 1974, the TM Movement had a picturesque 272-acre campus. Maharishi declared that here they would build a “Unified Field Based Civilization.” “This university is going to be a place like atomic reactors,” said Maharishi at the time. “It’s from there that the theories have been developed by the Unified Field.”

Soon after, Maharishi assembled some of his most dedicated disciples in Seelisberg, Switzerland—then the TM global headquarters—and told them that he had a special announcement to make. A thrill went through the small group as they exchanged knowing glances—surely he was going to give them a mantra to make them Enlightened. Instead, he announced that he had bought a university in Iowa, and that he wanted them all to move there and become MBA students so that he could get more federal funding.

“You see,” Maharishi reportedly told them, “the world is my checkerboard. And you are my pieces. And I can move you here and there to play the game right.” He giggled and the group couldn’t help but laugh too. World Peace, Maharishi told them, was waiting for everyone in Fairfield, Iowa.






CHAPTER TWO

The Hoffman Curse

My earliest memories of my dad are of being completely caught up in one of his wild stories. He would walk into my room and suddenly he’d be doing puppet theater—his hands would become neurotic animals, fighting over petty animal things. His voice would range from screechy to dopey and slow, and the mundane space around me would be transformed into some bizarre creature world. I would laugh until I couldn’t see straight, trying not to pee in my pants. And then, just as quickly as he’d swooped in, he’d be gone. Tense, inaudible words exchanged with my mom, a door slamming, and everything was quiet again.

My dad was haunted by his history. Growing up, he told me about his parents and his grandparents, his aunts and uncles, his brother and sister the way you would a cautionary tale. To him, it was a Grimm’s type of story, acted out by seemingly normal people who became witches and demons who then cast spells of addiction and abuse on their children. The past was a curse that he would forever try to outrun.

Dad was born in Cupertino, California, to high-school sweethearts from Eureka, Kansas. My grandfather Dave was a handsome but unknowable guy who held himself apart from everyone else. He had a pompadour of blond hair and wore natty suits, looking like a Midwestern beatnik version of David Bowie. Dave’s father, Louis, my dad’s grandfather, was a cowboylike lifelong alcoholic who decided to quit drinking after his second wife killed herself at the age of eighty. Later in life I’d spend long afternoons with him in his backyard garden in Santa Cruz, talking about Pablo Neruda, while he smoked his Marlboro reds. But on his eighty-ninth birthday, he walked slowly down to the local grocer, bought a handle of booze, got drunk for the last time, and shot himself with a revolver in his little Craftsman cottage near the ocean.

For his part, Grandpa Dave acted impervious to it all: he could be cold, jealous, and, at times, grandiose. He pursued his self-interest diligently: he played the piano well, and had gigs in nightclubs and recording sessions and, even briefly, held a position at UC Santa Cruz teaching the history of jazz.

My grandma Bette was a distant and beautiful blonde, whose mother had been a spooky and cruel woman. Bette and Dave both drank, and their marriage didn’t last long. When they split up, Dave disappeared from my dad’s life, leaving him and his older brother Rip and his little sister Claudia to fend for themselves against Bette’s second husband who had a taste for hard drinking and child beating. My father regaled me with stories of family suicides and violence; his history gave him the sense that life was almost too much to bear for a Hoffman.

My dad had been the smart, artistic one in his family, the one who seemed like he just might escape the family curse. He did a stint in the army, then went to UC Santa Cruz to study theater arts. His professors there told him that he had a gift for playwriting and encouraged him to apply to Yale and the University of Iowa Writers’ Workshop. He proudly told me he was accepted to both. But my dad couldn’t seem to shake his past. He liked to drink, a lot, and when he did, he blacked out. Later he would tell me stories from those early days, when he would wake up to friends recounting his wild behavior—women chased around the street, trees chopped down.

He wanted to be different from the people he’d grown up with—more accomplished, more serious. But the Hoffman affliction loomed large. His brother had returned from Vietnam scarred and would later be arrested for armed robbery, spending years in federal prison. His beloved sister had run away from that darkness, and become a devout Jehovah’s Witness. One day, Dad was walking down the street in Santa Cruz and he saw his father walking toward him. He stopped to say hello, but Dave walked past him refusing to meet his eyes. Dad couldn’t think of what he’d done wrong. They never spoke again.

After her face-to-face encounter with Maharishi, my mother dropped out of college. All she cared about now was meditating and being around Maharishi. She worked long hours at the record shop in order to save money to travel to Europe and spend time with the guru. There she could learn how to teach meditation and help change the world. It all felt so good. She held group meditations in her home. Eventually, she saved enough to fly to Majorca, Spain, where Maharishi was holding teacher-training seminars. She spent six months there; these were her glory days, meditating for hours at a time, giddily talking consciousness with her new friends, all the while working in the kitchen to help pay her tuition. She wore flowing Indian skirts and laughed all the time. Everything seemed bright and hopeful and clear.

As much as she felt full of love for Maharishi, my mom didn’t think of herself as a devotee. Not like some people. She noticed that there were course participants around her in Majorca who were utterly fixated on Maharishi. Sure, it made her day when he waved to her as he drove by in his limousine. But she didn’t want to spend her life serving him. Yet there were men who rushed to meet his every need, girls who swooned in his presence, and this seemed a little much to her. She wanted his knowledge but she also wanted a normal life, albeit one filled with his brand of meditation and bliss.

After returning to America, she continued to deepen her practice by taking courses from the Transcendental Meditation Movement. In 1974, she went to a course on Maharishi’s teachings at an
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