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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The Oracle’s Daughter is a work of nonfiction. I have used pseudonyms for five individuals, either for legal and privacy reasons (Trinity, Ruth), or when real names are unknown (Omondi, Gabriel, Wally). Nothing further has been invented or altered. All dialogue comes verbatim from legal records or from sources who participated in the relevant exchange. In reporting this book I conducted approximately two hundred interviews between 2019 and 2025; reviewed tens of thousands of pages of court documents, trial transcripts, and police records; consulted letters, emails, evangelizing tracts, sermons, and unpublished memoirs; and traveled throughout California and New Mexico.
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The sanest and best of us are of one clay with lunatics and prison inmates.

WILLIAM JAMES,
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PROLOGUE

Sarah is already awake when the alarm clock goes off. She silences it and pulls herself out of her sleeping bag. It is midnight. Around her, on the floor, lie her husband and three young children. No doubt the alarm has roused them, too, but they’ll fall asleep again before long. They always do.

Sarah pulls on a T-shirt and a long dark skirt. She is twenty-six years old, with swishy nutmeg hair, blue-green eyes, and a bracing, falcon-like beauty. She steps over and around the warm little bodies at her feet. In the darkness she watches their chests rise and fall, rise and fall. And then, silently, she says good-bye.

In western New Mexico, a single sky can contain a multitude of weather systems—rain in one area, sun in another, haze in a third. But on this particular night in September 1999, the sky screams with a uniform, navy clarity. The moon casts a chalky paleness over the scrub trees and the wildflower patches Sarah rushes past—quickly, quietly—on her way to the wood stack, maybe forty feet from the house.

Already her heart is racing with terror, with excitement, with guilt. What if she’s caught? What if someone walks into the kitchen and notices she isn’t there, baking banana bread, as she has so many thousands of midnights before this one? What if the dogs catch a whiff of her scent in the cool, loamy air? She can hear them even now, whining and trotting along the bluffs out back.

At the wood stack Sarah digs out a backpack she has hidden in preparation for her escape. It contains everything of value Sarah owns, plus supplies for the journey ahead: a water bottle, a passport, some granola bars, about $200 cash. She has also packed a flat metal cheese grater that belongs—belonged—to her mother, who bought it at a sidewalk sale many years earlier. The grater is a reminder, to Sarah, of who her mother once was. Before she changed. Before she realized she was God’s holy chosen oracle.

Nervous sweat trickles down Sarah’s back as she turns and takes in the compound before her. It’s a jumble of rusty vehicles, wooden shacks, and thick, teeming orchards. An old school bus sits parked near a massive metal warehouse. About thirty men, women, and children live here under the leadership of Sarah’s parents, self-proclaimed Generals of the Aggressive Christianity Missions Training Corps. “True Spirit-led Christianity is war,” the couple preaches. “Civilian Christians” have gone “whoring from God,” transforming his temple into an “orgy parlor.” The Generals’ idiom always veers toward the extreme, often with a distinctly sexual emphasis. The mainstream church is a “harlot,” they say, an “abomination,” a “spiritual brothel.” It is a “monster” covered in “cankered, oozing sores”; a “repugnant,” “putrefying mess”; a “morgue.”

The group, by contrast, is actually serious about its faith. “WE ARE A WAR MACHINE,” Sarah’s parents insist. “God is absolute and He is a dictator.”

Since its earliest days in Sacramento, California, in the eighties, the Aggressive Christianity Missions Training Corps has warded off prying investigators, angry families, conniving journalists—even a million-dollar lawsuit. As a result of these persecutions the group has been forced to flee here, to the land of jackrabbits and mule deer, along the western flank of the Continental Divide, where only the coyotes can find them.

There is a self-evident extremism to the Aggressive Christianity Missions Training Corps. But the group has also long embodied more mainstream trends in American religious life—trends evident not just since the late 1960s, when Sarah’s parents were hippies, but from the very founding of the country. What appears radical about the group is, in fact, a product of the same forces that have given the United States its particular spiritual character; and in this way, Sarah’s parents have illuminated how hazy, indeed, are the lines between faith and fanaticism, between devotion and destruction.

It is a haziness evident in ACMTC members themselves, most of them otherwise ordinary men and women who have, through years of inurement, come to accept the brutality of their lives as ordinary. They are a self-contained unit, this group, almost entirely off the grid. They wake early, at around four o’clock in the morning, and submit to violent “deliverance” ceremonies where demons of lust and laziness and a thousand other vices are purged from their bodies. They eat little and fast often; children are forced to go weeks at a time living only on broth. They take biblical names like Joab, Obadiah, and Philemon. They have no contact with friends and family on the outside.

Sarah wants more than this. She wants a proper education. She wants to wear regular clothes, not military uniforms. She wants to eat junk food, to be touched by a man other than her husband, whose mere presence repels her. Five years earlier, following the birth of her first child, she’d felt as if she had something to live for. But Sarah’s love of being a mother has been counterbalanced by an oppressive sense, equally strong, that if she doesn’t leave now, she will remain chained here forever.

Sarah gazes through the darkness for the young man who has agreed to come with her. Anthony is a recent recruit, a handsome drifter type from New Zealand who has only ever planned to stay at ACMTC for a short time, until his visa expires. He and Sarah have grown close in the months since his arrival—too close. They’ve taken walks on the trail behind the compound. They’ve held hands. They’ve kissed.

Sarah was the one to propose leaving together. What if they headed north, to Seattle, where Sarah could enroll in midwifery school and Anthony could catch a ride up to Canada? Then, after getting a job and a place to live, she would return to New Mexico for her kids. By this point she’d accepted the impossibility of bringing them with her. She could never get away with three young children in tow, to say nothing of the journey ahead. This, in any case, is what she has told herself. It has been an agonizing decision, and one that lays bare the most fundamental, conflicting loyalties of Sarah’s life—to herself on the one hand, and to her children on the other. To her own survival, and to theirs.

Sarah has been crouched at the wood stack no more than a minute or two when she stands up and starts walking toward the front of the compound. She avoids the driveway, where the crunch of the gravel may give her away, passing instead through the orchard, where the soil is soft, moist, muffling.

Near the entryway Anthony materializes out of the darkness. She says nothing to him, nor he to her. Is he as nervous as she is? Does he worry that, by leaving the group, he is damning himself to hell? Sarah can’t tell. She’s more concerned with the practicalities of escape than with God’s judgment, but she still has her misgivings.

Together they arrive at the front of the driveway—and there it is. The road.

They walk slowly at first, taking care not to make a sound. And then, when the compound is decisively behind them, when their fear has rearranged itself into a kind of anxious euphoria—then, at last, they run.




PART ONE

SIGNS AND WONDERS




CHAPTER 1

In the year she’d worked at the Sacramento Medical Center, Maura Aluzas had encountered plenty of interesting patients. But no one had ever arrived chained to a gurney.

It was nearing the end of an otherwise forgettable afternoon shift in 1969. Maura had only just stepped into the hallway when she noticed him—a solemn young man, reclined and shackled at the ankle. At his side stood a security guard.

Intrigued, Maura continued down the hallway. She was twenty-one years old, a lowly nurse’s aide without any business reading patients’ charts. But she was fascinated by people, by the strange and circuitous turns of their lives. So when no one was looking, Maura ducked into the nurses’ station and pulled out the young man’s file. What she found there only deepened her curiosity. The patient’s name was Carlo. He’d robbed a burger joint. He was suffering from lung cancer that had spread to his liver. And now he was going to die.

Maura returned the chart and slipped back into the hallway. She was a quietly attractive young woman with a warm, open face and a tall forehead she hid with bangs. In her white dress, white oxfords, and white stockings she blended in easily with the other nurse’s aides. But Maura had a reputation around the floor for being especially competent and dependable. She was often assigned the most difficult and demanding patients.

Not that Carlo struck her as especially challenging when she entered his room, a private en suite where he lay shackled to a hand-cranked hospital bed. Carlo remained silent as Maura introduced herself and took his vitals. When she tried to start a conversation, he said almost nothing in response. At one point he even turned his head away from her, as if to shield himself from the attempted exchange.

Rather than diminishing Maura’s curiosity, however, Carlo’s intransigence only intensified it. There was something so mysterious, almost disturbing, about him. It certainly helped that he was handsome, with fair hair, blue eyes, and the slightly feral, hunched look of a boxer. But Maura’s interest was existential rather than romantic. Here was an otherwise unremarkable man, only a year younger than Maura, and already he was nearing death.

What did it feel like to face such a fate? Carlo knew. Perhaps by being close to him, Maura could know, too.

It was precisely this kind of curiosity that had brought Maura to nursing in the first place. Even as a young girl growing up around Sacramento, she’d shown an interest in the bigger questions of life. On holiday drives to San Francisco, she would gaze at the cow-speckled hills, daydreaming of a life in the back-to-the-land hippie communes she read about in her mother’s old magazines. To be in nature, within a close-knit community, with a clear sense of purpose: This, for Maura, was the dream.

After high school she spent a few semesters at junior college before dropping out and getting a job at a local bank. If during the day she looked relatively “straight”—nice shoes, nylon stockings—at night she assumed the persona of a full-bore hippie. She wore patchouli oil and tried LSD. She fantasized about leaving society and living on what she thought of, vaguely, as “the edge.”

There was only one problem: She was pregnant. Reluctant to give up her freedom and unprepared for motherhood, Maura decided to give up the baby for adoption. By this point she was twenty years old. Sometimes she rubbed her belly and apologized to the child inside her. I’m sorry, she said. I love you, I just don’t think I’d be a very good mom right now.

But then she gave birth. Pressing her new daughter to her chest, Maura felt an ecstatic wave of clarity. This little baby comes out of you, and it’s a person: The blunt simplicity of this fact hardly made it less revelatory. Maura named the girl Iantha, Greek for “violet flower.” She would raise the child herself.

Doing so, however, required making some lifestyle changes. Maura left her apartment in Sacramento and moved to her parents’ place outside the city. Inspired by her experience giving birth, she decided to pursue a degree in nursing. Her ultimate goal was to become a labor and delivery nurse, but until then she would work as a nurse’s aide—a fine intermediary step, as far as she was concerned. She loved being in what she thought of as the trenches of life, those places where everything superficial drops away and life’s most basic questions are laid bare. What truly matters? What is life’s ultimate purpose?

Why, in the end, are we here at all?

The weeks following Carlo’s arrival at the medical center continued much as they always did on the ward where Maura worked. The ankle cuff was removed and the guard soon departed, but Carlo remained as morose and unsmiling as ever.

Maura was surprised by how few visitors he received. Virtually the only people to see him were his sister and his sister’s boyfriend, hippyish figures in their early twenties who often arrived bearing food from McDonald’s. The woman’s name was Lila. The boyfriend’s name was John.

Maura exchanged only a few words with the couple, but as with Carlo, she felt curiously drawn to the sister. Lila was about Maura’s age, with a tanned, olive complexion, sharp cheekbones, and a striking gap between her two front teeth. More than any particular physical trait, however, the young woman was marked by an almost preternatural aura of insight—as if behind her quicksilver green eyes there lay a strange and powerful secret just out of reach for everyone else.

Weeks passed and Carlo’s condition continued to deteriorate. He lost weight. Soon he was unable to walk. After several months on Maura’s floor, he was transferred to another wing of the medical center. Maura’s interaction with him—and his sister—ceased entirely.

Maura had been a nurse’s aide for about a year now and was beginning to grow ambivalent about the job. She liked her work but couldn’t imagine living with her parents the whole time it would take to earn a degree. This was to say nothing of the 4:00 a.m. wake-ups, the days when she didn’t get home until dinner. Becoming a mother had forced Maura to make a pivot toward respectability. And yet on some level she remained the same adventurous young woman who’d stared out the window of her parents’ Ford, dreaming of something different.

Early one evening on her day off, she decided to go shopping at a local thrift store. She’d only just pulled into the parking lot, however, when an idea occurred to her.

What if she visited Carlo?

More than a month had passed since he’d left her floor. But Maura still felt a kind of loyalty to him, or at least an ongoing curiosity about his proximity to death.

There was his sister, too—his alluring, imperiously beautiful sister. Who was she?

Maura backed out of the parking lot and headed to the medical center.

Many of life’s most important decisions don’t feel especially significant in the moment of their choosing. Some don’t even register as decisions. A young woman opts not to go shopping: What could appear less consequential than that? And yet on such a hinge a life often swings, as did Maura’s—as did Lila’s—in ways neither woman would appreciate for decades to come.

Maura arrived at Carlo’s room nervous about how he would receive her; it wasn’t as if they’d ever been remotely close. When she arrived, however, his face lit up.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, not unkindly.

“I was just in the neighborhood,” Maura lied. “I thought I’d come by to see how you’re doing.”

If once Carlo had rejected Maura’s conversational advances, now he welcomed them. It was a startling shift.

They were still talking when Lila and John appeared in the doorway. Maura exchanged a few words with them. The slender young woman was just as compelling as Maura remembered. Her nose flared when she spoke. Her eyes were green, but they were more than green. They were regal, deep, assured. They flashed with a confidence that bordered on arrogance.

From then on, Maura visited Carlo often, about three times a week, usually after work. Her interest in him remained platonic. But she also started doing things a girlfriend might have done, like rubbing his back and massaging his feet. She gave him ice cream, mixing in wheat germ to help keep him strong. Sometimes she brought along Iantha, now a bubbly one-and-a-half-year-old, much to the confusion of the nurses, who seemed to think Carlo was the child’s father.

Lila and John visited often, too, and before long they’d all become friends. Maura was grateful for the company—her world had shrunk dramatically since becoming a mother. When Lila arrived at the medical center one day with a ring that had belonged to her and Carlo’s grandmother, she told Carlo to give it to Maura as a token of their friendship. Maura happily accepted the simple gold band and slipped it onto her left ring finger. She said she would wear it forever.

It wasn’t long before Maura was spending several evenings a week at John and Lila’s house, a funky spot off a back alleyway in West Sacramento. Maura had given up marijuana when she’d gotten pregnant with Iantha, but she started smoking again now, luxuriating in long, heady conversations with the couple late into the night. Lila said she wanted to be an explorer in life; Maura said she did, too.

But it wasn’t just the future they discussed. Sometimes Lila also brought up the past.

She had almost nothing good to say about her upbringing. Her father was an alcoholic. Her parents divorced when she was young. Her mother worked at an almond-processing facility—hard, tedious labor that had barely afforded the family a subsistence-level existence in West Sacramento. Lila and her three siblings had lived in a small gray house on Sutter Avenue, a dirt road that dead-ended into a ditch. The yard had barely any grass. Ill-tempered geese nipped at unwelcome visitors.

Even in a neighborhood marked by economic struggle, the Carters’ poverty was striking. They used an outhouse where they wiped themselves with the pages of an old Sears catalog. To bathe, they heated water on the stove and poured it into a corrugated metal tub they dragged into the kitchen.

For fun the Carter kids picked clovers in an alfalfa field across the street from the house. They caught frogs, put on plays with the neighbors, and sipped water from old gourds they cut in half to use as “bowls.” They bought soda and candy bars from a Chinese grocery at the far end of Sutter Avenue, and when they’d saved up a little money, they visited the nearby Commodore Motel, a shabby flophouse where the begrudging proprietor let them use the pool for a small fee.

Among this band of friends and siblings, Lila was the quiet one, the soft-spoken one, the one who always played along, but never as the leader. Her older sister, Bonnie, was the family flirt. Her younger brothers, Carlo and Calvin, were tough, wild characters. Carlo smoked often and slapped his friends on the bus. He called their mothers whores.

Still, Lila remained devoted to him. She had to be. With her mother off at work and her older sister out with her friends, she became responsible for much of the housework. From her early teens she cooked and cared for her younger brothers, helped little if at all by her grandparents, who lived in a dark, unpainted shack behind the outhouse. Her largely absent father claimed to be Native American, so her relatives on her mother’s side would beat her up and called her a dirty squaw.

That she meanwhile cultivated a stellar academic record indicated the tremendous intelligence and grit that lay hidden behind her reserved exterior. Lila was at the top of her class at James Marshall High School, where she served, variously, as Class Treasurer, Commissioner of Publicity, and Girls’ Vice President. She rarely met up with classmates after school. But she was still a mainstay, a pretty girl in makeup and glasses whose intelligence and competence were known to all. She never seemed to have a boyfriend, though at one point she was elected “class kitten,” a feminine riff on the wildcat, the school mascot. Her classmates were surprised to see her jumping and cheering in costume in front of a crowd.

But you never knew what was inside a person, did you?

Still, Lila was more than a straight-A student, more than a Pep Club stalwart and a capable housekeeper. She was also a deeply sensitive young woman who felt things with an intensity matched by few of her peers. In 1960, when she was thirteen, her best friend and neighbor, Kathie, brought home the new Elvis single, “It’s Now or Never.” Excitedly the girls and their siblings gathered on the floor around the family record player.

“It’s now or never,” came the singer’s trademark baritone.


Come hold me tight

Kiss me, my darling

Be mine tonight.



When the song was over, Lila was crying.

After graduating from high school, Lila enrolled in Sacramento State College. Was there ever a headier time to be seventeen years old than in the fall of 1964? Not if you were Lila Mae Carter, who quickly fell into the counterculture then burgeoning on campus. Sac State was just a twenty-minute drive from Sutter Avenue, but it might as well have been a whole world away, so radically different—so radical, full stop—were its fashions and mores.

Today the sixties aesthetic is so drenched in sentiment, so overlaid with association, that it can be easy to forget how rainbow-blazingly fresh it all seemed at the moment of its first appearance. To smoke a joint after having sex with a stranger, a Grateful Dead record playing in the background: For Lila and hundreds of thousands of young people like her, this was not yet a cliché. It was their altogether unprecedented new way of life.

They came from all over the country, these so-called hippies. They were mostly white and middle-class, expats from the suburbs who hurled themselves into a psychedelic scramble of drugs, protests, and free love. They longed to cede themselves to the group, to let their egos die: to feel, as when they took LSD, constituent to the world in all its wideness. But they could also be aggressively individualistic, insistent on forging their own path. It was a central paradox of the counterculture, if not human nature itself. Hippies claimed the right to be themselves in all their unique specificity. But they also often longed to be part of a group, to feel connected to others just like them.

“Is God Dead?” asked the iconic 1966 Time magazine cover, and for many of these young men and women, disillusioned by what they saw at the spiritual and emotional bankruptcy of the era, the answer was a resounding yes. This was not, however, cause for despair, but rather a call to fill the void anew. American religious history is marked by three great movements: the First, Second, and Third Great Awakenings, religious uprisings of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that decisively and permanently shaped the character of the United States. The spiritual upheaval of the 1960s and early seventies is known to some scholars as the Fourth Great Awakening: a reformation in tie-dye.

How much did Lila participate in the clamorous energy of the era? Enough that within a few short years she was smoking a pipe, wearing a beret, and driving a green Karmann Ghia. The quiet book lover of Sutter Avenue had turned into a rainbow-clad feminist, her transformation a product of broader social dynamics and her own desperation to leave behind the poverty, alcoholism, and turmoil of her early life.

She got a job at a movie theater where she ate popcorn to save money on food. She left college after three years, possibly for medical reasons—a major change for a young woman who’d been among the smartest and most academically driven students of her high school class. But in an era defined by the mantra “turn on, tune in, drop out,” perhaps it wasn’t so shocking after all. Lila had been through so much, had worked so hard. Maybe she was sick of the struggle. Maybe she just wanted to get high and listen to Bob Dylan records.

Her hair, once a prim bob, grew all the way down to her breasts. She met a guy—John—and moved in with him. She applied for a job as an airline stewardess but was rejected because of her witchy good looks. She was attractive, the interviewers told her, but in a way that might cause trouble.

No matter. She would stay the course, living in Sacramento, going wherever the counterculture took her.

And then her brother got sick.

* * *

Carlo grew weaker and skinnier as the summer progressed. Almost a year had passed since Maura had first spotted him in the hallway. Eventually he was transferred to Camellia Cottage, an adobe-like hospice center with a view of palm trees tilting contentedly in the breeze. The idyllic setting covered a grim new reality. Twenty-one-year-old Carlo was about to die.

Lila, John, and Maura tried to make his final weeks as comfortable as possible. They played him music, changed his bandages, and treated his bedsores. When a chaplain came to visit, Lila shooed the man away. Neither she nor Carlo had any faith background to speak of.

Then, on the morning of September 16, 1970, Maura stopped by Camellia Cottage before work, same as usual.

“Carlo,” she whispered. “I’m here to give you a back rub.”

Carlo didn’t respond. Then Maura noticed his breathing had grown irregular; for seconds at a time he stopped breathing altogether. Maura had been around enough dying patients to know what this meant.

She called Lila and John. The couple hurried to the medical center and tried to rouse Carlo, to no avail. For two hours they waited.

When the moment finally arrived, when they realized Carlo was gone, they hugged each other and cried.

A nurse came by. Still thinking Maura and Carlo had been married, the nurse hugged Maura and said, “You’re the bravest.”

Maura tried to parry the compliment to Lila. “No, you were the bravest one,” she said.

But Lila didn’t seem bothered by the mistake. The experience of Carlo’s death—and the months preceding it—had forged a deep and powerful intimacy between the two young women. They knew each other’s frustrations and philosophies, their histories and aspirations. They’d faced mortality together. If there had been any ambiguity before, now there was none. Maura and Lila were friends. Best friends.




CHAPTER 2

Would Lila’s life have turned out differently if her brother had survived? In another era, a less experimental era, would her grief have resolved into something manageable? Perhaps, perhaps not. Either way, Carlo’s death was to be a foundational event in Lila’s life—arguably the foundational event.

In the weeks after Carlo died, Maura continued to hang out with Lila and John at their apartment. But something had changed. Whatever bitterness and anger Lila had carried over from childhood now blazed into something wild, something uncontrollable. Her beloved brother: gone. For someone of Lila’s sensitivity, a young woman who could cry at an Elvis song, it was a cataclysm beyond all measure. Her family held a funeral, but Lila refused to attend. She started talking about leaving Sacramento—anything to get away from the horrors of home.

Near the end of the year she heard about a group of young people who’d established a commune in the forest outside the city in the Sierra Nevada foothills. The Bear Tribe, it was called. The group had been founded by Sun Bear, a Chippewa medicine chief who believed the world was approaching an era of breakdown and purification. Soon the air would be choked with smog, the skies filled with vultures. A new multiracial tribe could provide an escape from this breakdown and a model for a more sustainable alternative.

Like her father before her, Lila described herself as Native American (though the evidence to support Lila’s claim to that effect is mixed). Before Carlo’s death, Lila had barely mentioned her alleged Sioux heritage. Now she brought it up frequently. Around Christmastime, three months after the funeral, she announced her decision to join the Bear Tribe. She would “go to the mountains and learn a new way of life,” she later wrote. John agreed to come with her.

Maura, too, thought seriously about joining, and not just because of her ongoing devotion to Lila. Part of her still longed to move to the woods, to experience life within a small community of like-minded young people. The Bear Tribe seemed like the perfect opportunity to turn that dream into a reality. It would be an adjustment for both her and Iantha, who’d just turned two. Maura would have to abandon her nursing ambitions. But by now she was ready to trade in her constraining white uniform for jeans and a denim shirt.

It wasn’t a hard decision in the end. Maura and Iantha would leave their old lives—would strike out in search of something better and new. Something true.

The Bear Tribe had set up camp about an hour northwest of Sacramento, along Shoo Fly Ridge, on an old mining claim that Sun Bear rechristened Medicine Rock. Deer prints dotted the forest floor. Spider webs hung lazily across the footpaths. There was an open area in front of an old cabin and another down by the creek, but the property was otherwise thick with greenery—manzanita, yerba santa, and other plants hearty enough to make a go of the tough mountain soil. Up to twenty people at a time lived in tents and lean-tos. Most were white. Some were Native. All were searching.

Maura and Iantha arrived at the property in the bed of an open truck, a single stuffed duffel bag at their side. It was February 1971. Lila and John had been in the woods for several weeks by now, and Maura was excited to see them. But from the moment Lila emerged from the trees, Maura knew something was off.

There was Lila’s name for one thing—now she went by Full Night. Lila had ditched her hippie digs, too, and wore fringed buckskins, moccasins, and a loincloth. A number of other tribe members had also assumed pseudo-Native personas, but in Lila the change felt more significant, as if it corresponded with some deeper shift. In the way she spoke, in the way she reacted to others, in the way she moved, there was an uncomfortable new abrasiveness about her.

Was this a temporary development or something more permanent? Maura would have to wait and see.

At Medicine Rock, Maura’s days were formless, evolving, subject not to the clock but to the rise and fall of the sun. Tribe members spent their days walking in the woods, hunting, and participating in sweat lodge ceremonies. They tried to grow vegetables but had better luck dumpster diving in what Sun Bear referred to as the Safeway Recycling Program. Mostly the expired produce and sweet rolls were fine to eat, but sometimes it was best to heed one of the group’s guiding mantras: If the salad moves, don’t touch it. At night everyone gathered around the campfire, singing and dancing to the sound of the guitar, flute, and drum. Maura struck up a romance with a man named Grey Wolf, and when it came time to sleep, he, Maura, and Iantha would retreat into a domed structure made from bent saplings and a sheet of clear plastic. Burrowed into their sleeping bags they would gaze up through the tree branches—and, beyond them, at the faint glimmer of stars.

However singular the Bear Tribe might have felt to its members, the group was one of likely “tens of thousands” of communes to operate in the hippie era, according to scholar Timothy Miller. Similar groups have always existed in American history, products of the same separatist, utopian impulse that brought the first European colonists across the Atlantic. In 1776, Thomas Paine wrote of this abiding compulsion, “We have it in our power to begin the world over again. A situation, similar to the present, hath not happened since the days of Noah until now.” Almost two hundred years had passed since Paine had written these words, and they still felt apt. We have it in our power to begin the world over again: Sun Bear couldn’t have said it any better himself.

A commune founded before the 1960s would have been one among hundreds. The Bear Tribe was one of thousands. The movement exploded in 1965 with a Colorado commune called Drop City. Miller writes, “Drop City brought together most of the themes that had been developing in other recent communities—anarchy, pacifism, sexual freedom, rural isolation, interest in drugs, art—and wrapped them flamboyantly into a commune not quite like any that had gone before.” Members lived in geodesic domes made from old car roofs. They took new names. They shared their belongings and made sculptures out of floor lamps.

Other communes would follow: Sunrise Hill in Massachusetts, Morning Star Ranch in Sonoma, the Hog Farm in Tujunga, California. All gave radical expression to a widespread dissatisfaction with the isolation and materialism of modern life. What good was a physically comfortable existence if it unfolded in a boxed-off housing development? Better to follow the most basic, even biological of human impulses; better to accept the ecstatic embrace of the collective.

Though American communes were “overwhelmingly white” (per Miller), they often took inspiration from Indigenous customs and rituals. The counterculture more broadly, too, was saturated with Native imagery, dress, and spiritualism. Hippies wore beads and moccasins. They spoke lovingly of the “Earth Mother.” In 1967, the legendary “Human Be-In” event in San Francisco was advertised as a “Pow-Wow” and a “Gathering of the Tribes.” If there was, for actual Native Americans, a political usefulness to this allyship, the phenomenon still trafficked in stereotypes about the admirably “primitive” ways of Indigenous life. To some Native people, it all smacked of imperialism. It wasn’t enough for America to engage in a centuries-long genocide. Now white people wanted to pillage Indigenous culture, too.

“The way of the hippie is completely at variance to that of the Indian,” wrote Rupert Costo, a prominent figure in the San Francisco Native American community. “It is disgusting. It is demeaning. It is the Way of the Bum.”

Sun Bear took a more accommodating position. In 1967, when asked about hippies who adopted elements of Native life, he said, “More power to them.” Sun Bear’s vision of the Bear Tribe as a group for Native and non-Native peoples alike sprang from this same conviction. Not everyone approved. “Sun Bear hasn’t started a new tribe,” Native American leader and advocate Rick Williams later said. “Nobody can just up and start a new tribe. What he’s done is start a cult.”

Either way, Maura found it deeply strange to see her mostly white, middle-class contemporaries painting their faces, taking peyote, and howling at the moon. Like the others, she had taken an “Indian name,” and now went by Evening Light. But this was largely where her commitment to Native customs ended.

Lila, however, only grew more devoted to her new identity as the weeks went by. She took peyote and told people’s fortunes. She pronounced herself a medicine woman. She spoke with the herbs of the forest and engaged in what she described as sorcery.

She also started sleeping with tribe members other than John. Lila had always projected a powerful sexuality—once, back in Sacramento, Maura had watched as Lila massaged John’s penis through his pants with her foot. At Medicine Rock she grew more uninhibited than ever. She spent the night in other people’s tepees and wandered around topless after sweat lodge ceremonies.

It was all part of an escalating alienation Maura felt not just from Lila but from the tribe more broadly. Maura wasn’t interested in pretending to be Native American. She simply wanted to live in a small, off-the-grid community.

Still, she also enjoyed a certain amount of status thanks to her association with Grey Wolf, one of the group’s leaders. As spring approached, Maura sensed that Lila was becoming resentful of her status in the group—Maura, a white woman without any Native blood in her veins!

At the campfire one evening, Lila appeared from behind Maura, eyes flashing. In a voice twisted with resentment, she complained about her own lack of power and influence in the group. Maura listened uneasily as the flames cast a flickery glow on the surrounding forest.

What had happened to the mysterious young woman who had entranced Maura at Carlo’s bedside? Lila’s natural intensity, formerly so intriguing, had gone sour, had curdled into a kind of angry zeal that held little appeal, at least to Maura.

Weeks passed and Maura saw less and less of Lila. Soon the two young women barely spoke at all.

Then Jim Green arrived. He was twenty-five years old, a handsome, wooly-bearded former Army Reservist who went by Buffalo Sun. He wore feathers and a loincloth and moved around the camp with a wild-eyed hostility, a barely subdued hint of violence. He was white, and in full command of the English language, but he often spoke in a kind of monosyllabic TV-Indian pidgin: “Me hunt.” “You go.” Like other tribe members, he wore a large hunting knife on his hip. But on Jim, the knife didn’t look like a tool. It looked like a weapon.

Lila took an immediate dislike to Jim, as if his fervency were a challenge to her own. He was a wild man, Lila said, a threat to the tribe. One day he organized what he called a “Sun Dance” ceremony where participants hooked skewers into their nipples and strung the skewers to the top of a kind of maypole, circling the pole in a peyote haze until they fell to the ground, skewers ripping painfully from their chests.

Several weeks passed. Soon it was early spring, the hills flecked with tomcat clovers and yellow star tulips. Food was often scarce around Medicine Rock, so one day Lila sneaked into Jim’s tepee to steal a handful of dried fruit and nuts. On discovering the theft, Jim beat up his one-armed tentmate; feeling guilty, Lila confessed, cooling some of the hostility between them.

Jim subsequently became ill, likely with hepatitis—often a problem in rural communes, where food safety was minimal to nonexistent. Lila stayed with him through the sickness and nursed him back to health. In those delirious, sweaty days, something fateful happened between them. Lila later said that “God told her to go to [Jim’s] tent,” strip naked, and present herself to him. His flesh became her flesh; her flesh became his.

From then on, they were a couple.

In early April, Jim proposed a “blood oath” ceremony where tribe members would cut themselves and offer their blood to the moon. Ritual cutting felt good, Jim said. It brought reconciliation and release.

On the appointed evening, the group’s most devoted members assembled around the campfire. “A knife was placed into the glowing coals” and then “passed around the circle,” Jim later wrote. Soon the air was filled with “the stench of burning flesh,” “the devilish howls of souls in pain.”

Maura and John listened to the ruckus from the cabin. In hushed, bewildered tones they discussed everything that had happened over the past few months. How Lila had changed. How her friendship with Maura had shattered. How she’d cast John aside, swapping him out for a madman.

For months the neighbors along Shoo Fly Ridge had been complaining about the Bear Tribe, and on the night of the blood oath ceremony, they decided they’d had enough. Exasperated by the noise, several neighbors called the sheriff, who drove to Medicine Rock with a handful of deputies. At around 3:00 a.m. they put a stop to the noisy, blood-drenched proceedings. The fire died and the hills grew quiet.

Sun Bear had been absent from the camp at the time of the ceremony, and was distressed to learn what had happened. Further investigation revealed that Jim had been organizing his own splinter faction, perhaps even planning a coup to take over the group. Sun Bear believed in giving people chances, but Jim seemed unstable. On Sun Bear’s return to Medicine Rock, he escorted Jim off the property. Lila soon followed after him.

The entire community fell apart shortly thereafter. Sun Bear had become frustrated that people “wanted to play Indian, rather than to learn to live in harmony,” he later wrote. The Bureau of Land Management, which controlled the property, may also have ordered the tribe to leave. Whatever the case, everyone had abruptly departed by April 15, 1971, when the Mountain Democrat and Placerville Times reported the Bear Tribe was gone. “Tom-toms were still heard Monday night, but by Tuesday they had vanished.”

Maura wasn’t sorry to go. The season she’d spent at Medicine Rock had been a letdown—a bizarre version of the woodsy paradise she’d dreamed of as a girl. She liked being out in nature, among the trees, the foxes, and the mountain quail. But she’d never felt comfortable among the people. Living in a community, it turned out, didn’t necessarily satisfy a person’s longing for community.

Maura and Iantha moved with several others to a dairy farm south of Sacramento, where they milked cows and picked fruit for the summer in exchange for a place to stay. Away from Lila, Jim, and the group’s more radical adherents, Maura was much happier. And yet there was also something profoundly sad about her relief at saying good-bye to a woman she’d recently considered her best friend. The Bear Tribe had transformed Lila into a harder, more zealous version of the woman Maura had met back in Sacramento.

But there was another possibility. What if the Bear Tribe had simply exposed Lila’s true nature? What if it had surfaced a dark, brutal part of her character that had been waiting to roar, claw, scream its way into view?

What if this was who she’d been all along?




CHAPTER 3

Spirituality was knitted into the very fabric of the Bear Tribe, as it was in the counterculture writ large. To be a hippie was to participate in a loose and shaggy faith structure, to pursue truth and transcendence with the same intensity as members of the world’s oldest, most established religions. There was no agreed-upon Bible of the counterculture, no explicitly defined catechism. But there was a certain reverence mixed up with all the music, drugs, and free love. These were mystical rites of a kind, holy pursuits that brought people closer, if not to God, then to something like him. In this way the counterculture didn’t just incorporate elements of religion. In some ways it was a religion.

Spiritual expression was everywhere, from the anti-war protesters who “performed a mock-exorcism to levitate the Pentagon and cast out its demons,” per one scholar, to the songs of George Harrison and the other Beatles, whose use of the sitar helped bring elements of Hinduism to a broad American audience. Psychedelics pioneer Timothy Leary created a League for Spiritual Discovery for which “LSD” wasn’t just an acronym but a central guiding sacrament.

In 1965, the Immigration and Nationality Act ended the quota system of immigration in the United States. The years that followed saw the arrival of spiritual teachers from across Asia: gurus who expanded awareness of Buddhism, Sikhism, Taoism, Sufism, and other faiths. For many young people, Eastern religion presented an alluring counterpoint to the comparatively rigid, doctrine-oriented forms of Protestantism they’d grown up practicing. This was “the dawning of the Age of Aquarius,” the hippies of the musical Hair announced on Broadway in 1968. A new era in human history required new modes of spiritual inquiry, new ways of accessing “Golden living dreams of visions / Mystic crystal revelation / And the mind’s true liberation.” Young people meditated and practiced yoga. They consulted divination texts and made meals from the Zen Macrobiotic cookbook.

American Christianity wasn’t immune to the radicalizing forces of the era. The late 1960s saw the arrival of what became known as the Jesus Movement, a grassroots uprising that began on the streets of Los Angeles and in Orange County, California, in coffeehouses, storefronts, and, in one case, in an ad hoc space outfitted with old movie theater seats. Hippie evangelists spoke of a savior who wore robes and sandals; who threatened the established political order; who proclaimed a message of radical love and acceptance. A savior just like them, in other words. Theirs was a church not of “brick and pews but an invisible community of oneness,” as a Christian newspaper in Hollywood put it in 1971.

These, the “Jesus People,” or “Jesus freaks” (hippies more generally were often called freaks), were hardly wrong in their characterization of Christ. Jesus had been a homeless radical, a pacifist who’d ignited a social justice movement that had changed the course of history. Secular hippies might enjoy more sex and do more drugs than their Christian counterparts, but both groups shared a version of the same freewheeling, tunic-and-tie-dye ethos.

Sometimes the intermingling of Christianity and the counterculture produced comical results, as when hippie believers claimed to be “high on the Lord,” or cited Genesis (“Let the earth bring forth grass”) as a defense of marijuana. A Jesus Movement bumper sticker put a godly twist on a popular anti-war slogan: “HELL? NO! WE WON’T GO.” In New York City, a baby was reportedly baptized “in the name of the Father, the Holy Ghost, and Jesus Christ Superstar,” a reference to the enormously popular 1971 Broadway musical.

For all its surface-level silliness, however, the Jesus Movement brought real energy and vitality to American Protestantism. Calvary Christian, a prominent church in the movement, conducted mass baptisms of up to a thousand people at a time along the stony bluffs at Corona del Mar State Beach in Southern California. It was an ecstatic scene, over-the-top, perhaps, but also striking in its vibrancy.

In June 1971, Time magazine ran a cover story titled “The Jesus Revolution,” in which a twenty-six-year-old Christian surfer told the magazine, “It’s so beautiful when you are with the Lord and catch a good ride. When you are piling out for the next one you just say ‘Thank you Lord for being so good to us and for the good waves and the good vibes.’” His was a rhapsodic, groovy reverence—easy to dismiss, perhaps, even to mock. But there was also something profound, almost moving, in the young man’s ability to locate the divine in the everyday.

And then there were the cults.

For millennia, cults have proliferated in periods of social unrest or transition: after the fall of the Roman Empire, during the French and Industrial Revolutions, following the fall of the Soviet Union. The late 1960s and seventies was an era of similar upheaval, and triggered a corresponding “meteoric rise” in cults, per scholar Ronald M. Enroth. So much of society was up for grabs, falling apart, or being considered from new and different perspectives. Amid this mayhem, this frenzy of freedom, cults offered something different. They offered clarity, security, order. They offered a home.

“Cult” is a famously slippery term, one that evades simple definition. The word hasn’t always had a pejorative topspin: The original Latin, cultus, refers to standard elements of religious practice like ritual and worship. Of course, this definitional overlap gestures at the difficulty, even the impossibility, of distinguishing between a cult and a religion. As the old religious studies saying goes, “cult plus time equals religion.” What might have once appeared nutty or dangerous becomes familiar, even respected, as the centuries fly by.

“It is all but impossible to define cults in a way that does not describe a large share of American religious bodies,” writes scholar Philip Jenkins, “including some of the most respectable.” Cults typically operate out of highly regulated, exclusionary communal spaces—but so do Catholic monks and nuns. Cult members wear similar clothes, eat similar foods, and sing the same songs—but so do many Hasidic Jews and fundamentalist Muslims. Cults impose a totalizing way of life centered around a charismatic guru—but so do many ashrams, healing centers, and artist colonies. The beliefs held by cult members are typically seen as extreme and shocking. But what could be more shocking than the Christian Eucharist, where people claim to eat and drink the actual flesh and blood of a prophet who died two thousand years ago?

Still, there are several criteria that can help identify a cult as such. A cult is not a casual coming together of friends. It is not a group united by a shared hobby: knitting, horses, archery. Cults proclaim novel or radical belief systems. They are led by charismatic leaders who claim to have a singular connection to God. They disallow contact between members and people outside the group, and prohibit independent thought and action. Cults thrive on “persecution”: If the world hates them, they must be doing something right. Cults also subject people to severe exploitation—physical, spiritual, sexual. They use people; they use people up.

But perhaps the most significant distinguishing factor of a cult is in how it relates to the mainstream. Cults have a self-evident marginality; they are startling, even disturbing, to the average observer in a way that more fully developed religions generally aren’t. Perception, in other words, matters as much as belief. Even if early Christianity displayed elements of cultishness—the self-proclaimed messiah, the followers who gave up everything to follow him—the label clearly no longer fit by AD 380, when Roman emperor Theodosius I declared Christianity the official religion of the Roman Empire. Christianity was now too established, too large, too powerful, to be anything but a religion.

Hundreds or perhaps even thousands of cults operated in the late 1960s and seventies, fully a third of them in “Cultifornia.” Unlike many eastern states, California had no post-statehood history of establishment religion, and thus offered more of a blank slate for self-made messiahs. California also attracted seekers of every stripe, from nineteenth-century gold rushers to Dust Bowl refugees to would-be movie stars and hippies. Experimentation itself was floating in the gold-flecked water.

Cults of the 1960s and the 1970s trafficked in a wide range of kookery. Many groups practiced strung-out versions of Eastern mysticism, seeking enlightenment in yoga, massage, crystals, and meditation. Members of the Hare Krishna movement wore saffron robes and sat chanting on street corners. They took new names, lived in communes, and avoided worldly entanglements. Group leaders “were willing to do anything to keep me out of contact with my parents,” recalled a former member. At various points she wore a wig or a fake pregnancy belly to hide her identity from outsiders.

Members of the Divine Light Mission worshiped at the feet of a teenage guru with a taste for ice cream and Rolls-Royces. In the Holy Spirit Association for the Unification of World Christianity, better known as the “Moonies,” members used “holy salt” to sanctify food and drive out evil spirits. The group’s Korean leader, the Reverend Sun Myung Moon, “had a certain magnificence about him,” said one female member. “You felt that if someone were to shoot him, the bullet would swerve.” A visit from Moon required extensive preparation. “If you washed a banana, you had to use Q-tips.”

Notorious cult leader Charles Manson preyed sexually on his female followers and directed several of them to commit a series of murders in Los Angeles in 1969—an act of extravagant violence that brought cults to the attention of many Americans for the first time. The Peoples Temple of the Disciples of Christ, founded by minister Jim Jones, conducted admirable social justice work in its early years. But Jones’s humanitarian spirit had evidently faded by 1978, when he orchestrated the murder-suicide of more than nine hundred souls in the forests of Guyana. It was unthinkable: parents and children consuming cyanide-spiked Flavor Aid, their corpses rotting swiftly in the humid jungle heat. And yet it had happened.

On and on it went like this, cults of the sixties and seventies that demonstrated the extraordinary plasticity of the human mind: its capacity for delusion, whimsy, and violence. The tumult of the counterculture had given rise to this explosion, unleashing a kind of social chaos that, for some, prompted a retreat into spiritual and emotional authoritarianism. But if cults represented the counterculture at its most extreme, they also stood as
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