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These songs that are here and gone,
here and gone,
to purify our ears.

Gary Snyder






This is the story of
Americans who did something original. They just sat down.

[ am the wrong person to write this story, and this seems to make sense
to everyone. Early in 1998, I met Norman Fischer, then Abbot of Zen Cen-
ter, and I told him I did not have a Zen practice, was not even an aspiring
Buddhist, had never meditated, ate more than my share of meat, and basi-
cally knew nothing.

“Knowing nothing is a great place for you to begin,” Norman said. “I
hope you end up there.”

Since then, I've often been in a room with a bald person in a black robe
who says things like, “It’s not this, and it’s not that; and it’s not not this,
and it’s not not that.” In those moments, in those rooms, the nature of it—
whether we are talking about rice, compassion, or sex—seems perfectly
clear and true. Later, sometimes as soon as the door closes behind me, it is
a little murky, and soon enough I find myself in the dark again, where I
waste a lot of time trying to articulate the difference between a monk and
a priest, or a priest and a layperson, or a monastery and a madhouse.

Such distinctions—the detritus of dualistic thinking, according to a
young Zen student I met during my first visit to the San Francisco Zen
Center in 1997 —don’t matter, of course. Will the man I am to meet today
wear robes or street clothes? Immaterial. Will we sit on chairs or cushions
on the floor? No difference. Is that incense burning behind me or tea
brewing? Doesn’t matter. Is Zen a religion? Is Zen Center a cult? Don't
think about it.

That's the situation every time I sit down to talk with somebody asso-

ciated with the San Francisco Zen Center, somebody with a long history
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of just sitting still for hours every day in cross-legged, mind-emptying,
mantraless, motionless zazen, the no-point meditation that is the un-
speakable truth of this story. ‘

The first time I spent a day at the San Francisco Zen Center, [ wasn’t in
San Francisco, and I didn’t know I was at Zen Center. I'd been invited to
join a small group of writers and editors, including Wendell Berry, who
was giving an afternoon talk at Green Gulch Farm. Just about twenty
miles north of San Francisco, in a hilly, coastal stretch of Marin County,
the farm is a rich green secret stretch of land that slips down from High-
way 1 to the ocean. It is also the home of the Green Dragon Temple, one
of the San Francisco Zen Center’s three splendidly sited residential train-
ing temples.

[t was the autumn of 1997. [ was in the Bay Area for a week to promote
a novel I'd written, in which the American Shakers figure prominently.
The Shakers had organized themselves as a collective of self-supporting
residential farms, so a day at Green Gulch Farm, and the few facts I picked
up about the larger Zen Center project, were enough to make me think I
should read a book about the place.

Most of the people I asked in San Francisco had heard about Zen Cen-
ter, and more than a few had visited or practiced there, but no one knew of
a book to recommend. The history of Zen Center has been summarized
and analyzed in chapters of books dedicated to the broader topic of Bud-
dhism in the West, and the development of Buddhist thought and practice
in America. There was no full account of the people who had built Zen
Center, | was told, but had I eaten at Greens restaurant overlooking the
Golden Gate Bridge? Greens, the home of haute vegetarian cuisine, was a
Zen Center invention. Many of the longtime teachers at Zen Center have
written or contributed to books about spiritual practice in the last ten
years, and they and their community are well-represented in the period-
icals devoted to the widening circle of Buddhist practice in America. And
did I like to bake? The Tassajara Bread Book was written by a Zen Center
priest. Had I ever taken a summer vacation at the Tassajara hot springs
resort? Owned and operated by Zen Center. A few people also recalled
some newspaper articles about Zen Center—most of them in the 1980s,
and most of them not good news. I learned that novelist David Chadwick
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was completing Crooked Cucumber (1999), a biography of Shunryu
Suzuki, the Japanese Zen Buddhist who founded Zen Center and who
died in 1971. Did I know that Zen Center was the home of the first Bud-
dhist monastery established outside of Asia in the history of the world?

I knew nothing, but it was soon apparent that in the 1970s and early
1980s, Zen Center’s reputation and influence as a center of spiritual, cul-
tural, and entrepreneurial innovation were profound. [ began to ask some
people who might know about the story, and why it had not been written.

“Not much of what we did or what happened at Zen Center has been
written down,” said Mel Weitsman, the fifth Abbot of Zen Center, the first
time [ spoke to him. “It’s too bad. There is Wind Bell, which does tell the
story, or a story.” Wind Bell was a monthly newsletter that developed into
a biannual magazine for members and supporters, though only a single
issue of Wind Bell was published from 1977 through mid-1983. “You'll
have to talk to people,” said Mel.

Thousands of books have been written by Buddhists and about Bud-
dhism, and after a couple of years of reading nothing but, I did suffer the
recurring delusion that I had read most of them. None was more useful
than How the Swans Came to the Lake, Rick Fields’s narrative history of
Buddhism’s arrival in the West over the course of the twentieth century.
Before he died in 1999, Rick Fields, who was familiar with the Zen Center
story and its place in the history of the early communal efforts to culti-
vate Buddhist practice in America, gave me some advice. If you want to
know what happened, he said, don’t ask too many questions. Ask people
what led them to Zen Center; ask people who visited once or twice, and
people who stayed for a year and thirty years. In one conversation, [ asked
Rick a number of questions, all of which he pointedly did not answer. He
did say I could talk to plenty of people who'd explain to me why things
happened as they did at Zen Center, but it might be more interesting to
talk to some people who actually knew what had happened.

What had happened, I thought initially, happened mostly in the 1970s,
which was the period that interested me most. In effect, Zen Center had
translated its spiritual practice into cultural, retail, and social experiences
that made it possible for a few hundred devoted Zen Buddhists to trans-
mit the ancient teaching of the Buddha, the dharma, to countless Ameri-
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cans who might not be ready or willing to meditate or bow nine times at
four or five in the morning. The Shakers had successfully influenced the
material culture of America with their beautiful chairs, their architecture,
and their famous food and hospitality, but the aegree to which Shaker
practice and principles penetrated the hearts and minds of their customers
is debatable; some would say it was negligible. Had Zen Center had better
luck?

AllTreally knew when I first wrote letters to current and former mem-
bers of Zen Center was that their story was not widely known. I learned
quickly that 1983 was a troubling year. More than half of the people to
whom I spoke specifically suggested or stipulated that we not discuss 1983
or the events that led up to that hard year; however, no one did not speak
about 1983, and most people’s personal recollections were organized
around that year—Before and After stories. I was never less than fasci-
nated by anyone’s recollection of the details of the 1983 crisis and its
effects. For more than two years, however, I remained convinced that it
was not only not the story, but it was not even central to the story. This
took some doing on my part. I ignored some obvious hints. First, that
everyone talked about it. Second, that many would only speak about it
“off the record” (especially current students). In early 1998, a former Zen
Center student responded to my initial letter with an enthusiastic tele-
phone call, made immediate arrangements to clear several hours in a
complex and busy schedule, and then told me that everything had to be
“deeply off the record; when you tell whatever stories you tell, I never
existed.” I did begin to get the sense that something of consequence had
happened. There were other hints; for instance, Linda Cutts, who was in-
stalled as Abbess of Zen Center in 2000, refers to 1983 as the Apocalypse.

My reluctance was not noble. It was, in part, an unwillingness to give
up the story I had invented for them. But it was more than that, I think;
many of the accounts I'd heard were disheartening, and the elements
seemed somehow too ordinary or familiar for a story about people whose
fundamental life choices I considered admirably inventive and not a little
exotic.

Tens of thousands of people can tell you a story of Zen Center. I didn’t
speak to all of them. Zen Center had only two Abbots in its first two
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decades (from 1962 through 1983), and yet in the year 2000, its eighth
Abbot was installed. [ spoke to six of the seven living Abbots. I also spent
a lot of time in the Zen Center archives trying to round out the story line
that is, as Mel had told me it was, traced out in forty years of Wind Bell
articles and announcements. Still, hundreds of people have held positions
of responsibility within the community —elected and appointed—for one
or for many three-month terms; some have remained in a single position
for five or ten years, or more. How many stories are sufficient to stand in
for all of the stories?

A longtime community resident and leader, who was also a former
Treasurer, speculated that after talking to “ten or twenty-five or fifty peo-
ple with very different profiles in the community” I might see that “most
of us were trying to tell the same story; we were trying to learn to say, Yes.
Just sit with it.” I interviewed more than eighty people, spoke to many
more, and I think he was right. As he was when he added, “You could also
say that what happened broke the bounds of what any of the mortals at
the time were able to sit through.”

Remember, | was told time and again, it was a voluntary thing. I always
knew this was true; no one told me a tale of being snatched from home
and deposited at Zen Center, and I heard not a single account of a person
who spent time at Zen Center in shackles. Many practitioners remember
being told they could leave at any time, that the door was always open.

For a couple of years, I used this fact to discredit or at least dilute the
stories I had been told. If people were suffering and disappointed and
unhappy, why didn’t they just leave? It’s interesting because I am accus-
tomed to being impressed by people whose occupations occasion physical,
psychological, and emotional hardships, and the cultural reward of money
or fame or prestige answers any question [ might have about their deter-
mination to keep at it. Spiritual awakening and devotion, or simple hope-
fulness, are less compelling currencies.

Finally, I stopped telling myself that they didn’t have to be there and
tried to remember that these were the people who were there. And that
seemed as good a reason as any to listen to what they had to say.

Some people volunteered to tell their stories. Some spoke for an hour;
others spoke for ten hours or more. I transcribed the audiotapes and notes
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I'd made, and read them many times. What [ heard, time and again,
defeated my fragile sense of the sequence of events. The frame I had
assembled while reading and thinking and spending time in the archives
was way too small—so way too small that it was nothing.

Most of the material here was neither reviewed nor revised by the peo-
ple to whom it is attributed. Their stories were edited only by my selec-
tion; ['ve tried to make even small changes to their diction obvious. My
only prepared question was my first: What led you to Zen Center? In the
course of these conversations, I did not ask many questions. Rarely did I
ask the same question of two people, and only rarely did anyone ask what
others had told me. Before and after we met, many people gave me addi-
tional documents and dug up old letters and files they thought might be
useful, or directed me to essays and books they had written, which I read.

There is nothing definitive here. Even the budget figures for a given
year or the time people actually were awakened for morning meditation
when checked against ten sources—paper and people, included—aren’t
fixed. Numbers in a ledger, a memorable conversation with a spiritual
teacher, the meaning of it all—these are stories someone once told. I sat
with the stories and the documentary evidence, and what emerged was
not indisputable, but it was overwhelming.

If you spend time at any of Zen Center’s three residential temples, you
will see that even if you've invested nothing but an afternoon, it is hard to
leave. You'll see this when you drop in for a lecture, an introductory zazen
period, or if you spend a week as a guest student, practicing and working
with the community for half of every day and behaving like a guest for
the rest of the day. After many days and many nights at each of the three
temples, I think my initial impressions of Zen Center were true and not.

Green Gulch still seems like a folk song of a farm. It makes you want to
wear overalls and forget to shave, and maybe it’s just me, but I suspect the
setting will always be at odds with black robes and polished pates. Maybe
that’s the point; maybe we are all at odds with where we live. Rich soil,
clean water, and cool air nurture a landscape’s wild and ramshackle nature.
Why should human nature be immune? A body’s just a building; it’s
impermanent, and before it disappears, it gets older and stops looking like
it used to, and it cracks and bends and hunches over. Sometimes at Green
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Gulch, it seems easy to bear that in mind, and sometimes it is not. In the
mid-1990s, a former Zen Center resident brought a group of veterans to
Green Gulch for a day of meditation and writing practice. There was some
disturbance because a few of the veterans didn’t want to take off their
shoes to enter the meditation hall in the Japanese way. “The head of the
meditation hall was aghast with this breach of protocol,” remembers the
group’s leader. “I proceeded to explain that for at least two of the veterans,
their shoes were their feet. It was a thunderous moment for me, but, alas,
I didn’t see much realization in the eyes of the head of the meditation
hall.”

We're not—but you could say we are—all homeless. You could say our
shoes are our feet. Take off your feet. Leave yourself outside the door.
We're all going away. Even the elegant and expensive structures erected
in the 1980s—an octagonal guest house for conference attendees and a
magnificent little ceremonial teahouse—will tilt and sag and recede into
the earth.

You can see all of this and more at the farm.

Most people who visit Green Gulch for a morning or a week probably
don't catch all the finer points of crop rotation or water-saving irrigation
strategies or every bend in Buddhism’s Eightfold Path, but many of them
spend at least a few hours weeding and setting seeds or eating a muffin
made by human hands, and they can take away a head of lettuce and a
bunch of beets and a way of sitting—all unimproved, unaltered, unen-
hanced, and all the better for it.

The spirit of the place is not not friendly. Meals begin in silence; once
everyone is seated, someone slaps the wooden clackers and leads a little
chant. The food is often amazingly good, and despite the growing number
of vegans in the ranks, heaps of delicious cheese are often melted and
sprinkled and layered into the hot things that come out of the kitchen. At
breakfast, watch the very senior people deal with rice gruel, and you’ll
know enough to spike yours with brown sugar and stir in some whole
milk or cream, and you could do much worse on a morning in March.
(“You can’t change your karma, but you can sweeten your cereal,” whis-
pered an elderly priest when I nobly and foolishly added nothing to that
blob in my bowl during my first stay at the farm.) Once eating is under
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way, the common dining room looks rather like a high school cafeteria;
there are insider and outsider tables, and it is often easy to spot the new
students and short-term guests—they’re a few minutes late because they
haven’t memorized the schedule; they're smiling bravely, wielding their
dinner trays like steering wheels, weaving around, desperately looking
for a public parking space, hoping someone will wave or smile or other-
wise signal them to safety. [ asked a practice leader about this, and she said
she knew it was hard but people have to get over their self-consciousness;
for some newcomers, she said, that’s zazen, that’s their meditative prac-
tice. I think that’s what I mean by not not friendly.

The residents-only feeling is not pervasive; it’s not there during med-
itation, or a lecture or a class, or even on a work crew. And that’s the most
of your day. But something else happens in the interstices, in the gaps,
when the force of activity does not bind an outsider to the insiders. “1
don’t feel unwelcome,” said a funny woman visiting Green Gulch for a
week from the Midwest, “but I do feel like the only person walking
around without a badge.”

The atmosphere at Zen Center’s residential temple in San Francisco is
not so different, but it is not so surprising there, because the big, hand-
some brick City Center building is all interiors, and to get anywhere, you
have to travel through the low-wattage hush of hallways, as you might in
a convent or a fancy convalescent home, and this keeps your social expec-
tations in the right range. Also, City Center is equipped with a safety
valve—its door opens to the city. 300 Page Street is in the Western Addi-
tion neighborhood, a few blocks from Haight-Ashbury, the Fillmore,
Hayes Valley, Market Street, and the Castro. If you do begin to feel sad or
self-conscious at the City Center temple, you can drop the truss of neo-
Japanese manners, which you've probably got on backwards anyway, open
the door, walk outside, and wave at a passerby, or yell, “Hello. How are
you?” to someone sitting on a neighboring stoop, or smile at a stranger,
and that makes all the difference in the world.

“The first time [ went into the zendo [meditation hall] at City Center
I'd had no instruction,” recalled Pat Leonetti, a public health nurse who
has lived at Zen Center for almost twenty years. “I went in and sat down
and watched what people did. At the end of the meditation period, when I
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got up, [ stood up on the tan [a two-foot-high platform on which people
sit in meditation; it extends along the perimeter of the room, like a gener-
ous bench]. I had never seen the proper form.” This is akin to visiting a
Christian church and kneeling on a bench and facing away from the altar.
“As soon as you make a mistake like that, you can see it.  mean, [ saw that
everyone else was standing on the floor.” Pat is not tall, and she is laugh-
ing as she remembers her moment of towering above everyone else. “And
this is what amazed me—no one batted an eyelash. No one corrected me.
No one smiled. They let me notice [ had made a mistake, correct it myself,
and [ stood down and joined them. I felt like a boulder had dropped into
the room, but there was not a ripple. In my heart, I thought, Who are
these people?”

That’s also what I mean by not not friendly.

I should say, too, that | made fast friends from the start at the farm and
in the city, not because [ lack self-consciousness or do well by manners,
but because [ am a smoker, and at Green Gulch, as at City Center, there is
a little outdoor den of iniquity for the weak, where people behave like
humbled people everywhere—they offer you a chair; they might nod or
bow slightly in greeting, but when their faces bob back into sight, they are
reliably smiling; and they take turns running to the kitchen to get all the
cold smokers a cup of hot tea.

“Uh-huh,” said the brown-sugar priest when I explained to him how
I'd made myself feel at home. He was not impressed. He was smiling and
slurping soup. I was slurping but not smiling. [ thought he’d sort of
missed the point. Then he told me what one of the strictest ceremonial
Japanese priests ever to spend time at Zen Center had to say on the sub-
ject thirty years ago: “Tatsugami-roshi said smoking is zazen.”

And then there’s Tassajara, the Zen Center monastery, deep in a pro-
found wilderness valley 150 miles south of San Francisco, at the end of an
unpaved fourteen-mile mountain road apparently designed to make sure
you don't get there. If you do get there, you pass through a gate that marks
the official end of the journey, and you feel you are swimming in . ..
something. It was not, for me, a familiar feeling, and it was not foreign. It
was like a transfusion, as if some essential fuel had been leaking out of me
for a long time and my tank was suddenly refiiled. Oh, [ remember think-
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AT SOME POINT DURING THE LATE SPRING OF
1983, Richard Baker realized he was in a pickle. He wasn't alone. Hundreds
of people were stewing in the same juice. But Richard was an enlightened
Zen master. He was the Chief Priest of the San Francisco Zen Center, the
most influential Buddhist training and teaching center in the country. He
was Abbot of the first Buddhist monastery established outside of Asia in
the history of the world. Even people who didn’t particularly like him or
his flamboyant style conceded that he was an intuitive genius, reliably
able to anticipate cultural trends and to dream up events and enterprises
to exploit them. So it surprised a lot of people in and around Zen Center
that Richard hadn’t smelled trouble sooner.

“I was at Tassajara during the Peace Conference,” says John Bailes, who
was Richard’s student for more than a decade. “And you had to wonder, Is
this guy this stupid?”

It had been going on for years, says Paul Discoe, a carpenter and or-
dained priest, but “most people didn’t want to see anything.”

One of Richard’s personal attendants remembers how he told himself
the story of his teacher’s behavior until that weekend. “I thought, I wish I
could say to [Richard] Baker-roshi, ‘I know that nothing is wrong, that it
is all aboveboard, but you should be careful of appearances as well.”” He
shrugs. “I did not know his history.”

He was not alone. After Richard was installed as Abbot in 1971, dozens
of Zen students rotated through his three residences, earning their room
and board and tiny monthly stipends as household staff. Most of them
saw nothing that unsettled their faith in their teacher; within the year,
most Zen Center students—the largest and most seasoned community of
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Buddhist practitioners in America—terminated their relationships with
Richard in the aftermath of the revelations, accusations, and hijinks
referred to by Abbess Linda Cutts as “the Apocalypse.”

This apocalypse was not occasioned by a sudden, eye-opening moment
of satori, the instantaneous enlightenment that incited so many Ameri-
cans in the fifties and sixties to explore Buddhism and other yogic cultural
practices. Whether they were busy contemplating their navels or trying
to come up with a passably irrational response to a question about the
sound of one hand clapping, those early enlightenment groupies wanted
to be splashed with the cold, clear waters of awakening.

The San Francisco Zen Center Buddhists are descended from the Jap-
anese Soto Zen tradition. They like to wake up to their Buddha nature
softly, gradually, slowly; they're sleepers who are reluctant to get out of
bed, just like the rest of us. This may explain why so many of them didn’t
respond to the many alarms they heard in the years before 1983. Who
hasn’t hit the snooze button a few times?

So, it was not an insight into the nature of all things that attracted their
attention one sunny weekend in March of 1983. It was a dusty pair of
women'’s slip-on shoes. The shoes were spotted at several different times
outside the door of Richard’s cabin at Tassajara, an old hot springs resort
150 miles south of San Francisco.

Richard was in one of the little wooden cabins. He had first visited the
resort in the early 1960s with his wife, Virginia, and even then “I thought
it was great,” he remembers, though “it looked pretty run down—the
kind of place you bring your girlfriend or boyfriend, to be away from
your spouse or job or something. It was pretty tacky, but beautiful.” By
1983, when Richard invited his friend Anna and her children to join him
there for along weekend, the buildings and landscape at Tassajara had been
subtly and thoroughly transformed. A pearl had been polished.

The Esselen people and other Native Americans visited the Tassajara hot
springs for centuries before the first white settlers arrived in the 1860s.
These settlers named the place Tassajara, a coinage that probably derives
from the Esselen phrase denoting “the place where dried meat is hung.”
Tassajara acquired its basic shape as a rustic resort in the early years of the
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twentieth century, longafter the anonymous Chinese laborers cleared and
dug the road, and long before one of Joan Crawford’s husbands bought it
and, like almost every other owner, could not manage to make it pay. It’s
not a gold mine. Even today, after thirty years of extensive renovation by
the current owners, including a few new residential buildings and some
low-cost improvements to a couple of saggy old barns (where they stick
the kitchen and cleanup crews during the summer guest season), Tassa-
jara can only accommodate about seventy overnight guests.

Tassajara is far from anywhere. On a map, it is about ten sky miles east
of Big Sur. When you look inland from California’s central coast, you see
the outskirts of the two-million-acre Los Padres National Forest. Near its
center is the Ventana Wilderness—200,000 acres of rugged and profound
sanctuary. It is ringed by a snaggle-toothed grin of granite peaks more
than a mile high; inside, the sloping land is dense with stands of conifer
that give way to sudden, almost purely vertical ridges. A single dirt road
winds slowly upward for more than ten miles and plunges down the last
four toward Tassajara Creek in a series of switchbacks that sometimes will
spare a car’s transmission (if a recent rain hasn’t washed a lot of trees and
rock into the road) though often at the cost of the brakes, which go mushy
and can melt under constant pressure in summertime temperatures of
110 degrees.

The road ends—it just ends. You're almost there. It’s a short walk down
a soft hill to the valley floor, where the little village spreads out along the
creek. A central stand of long, low buildings houses the kitchen and din-
ing room, a large deck overlooking the creek, and an administrative office.
There is one telephone (sometimes), and four giant propane tanks provide
fuel for cooking and hot water for cleaning up, but the guest rooms are
not electrified, and every night the paths and cabins are lit by kerosene
lamps. This keeps the nightly fire-watch crew alert, as wildfires have more
than once nearly burned Tassajara out of existence.

Follow the dusty footpath to the right, and you pass a short string of
pine and stone rooms set along the banks of the creek. Only one building
project—a large concrete bathhouse—was ever completed across the
creek, where a steep piece of ridge intrudes almost into the water. It is now
in ruins. Erosion has turned the big old bunker into a temporary retain-
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ing wall. It'll be gone soon. The path winds through the narrow valley
floor—you're at the bottom of an ancient gorge, and the land rises so pre-
cipitously from the creek basin that'direct sunlight slips inside for only
a couple of hours every day, even in the summer. A few hundred yards
further on, you pass the new Japanese-style wood-and-tile hot-bath com-
plex, and then you head into deeper woods, where land begins to rise
toward the ridge and the path dwindles away and you are hiking out of
the gorge on a narrow trail.

If you head left from the central courtyard and dining room along the
footpath, you pass painted wooden huts clinging to the creek’s edge, and
then the men’s and women’s “dormitories”—two little rustic motels for
solo travelers willing to share one of the five twin-bedded rooms with a
stranger. The valley floor is a little more generous over here. There is room
enough for a few big public buildings, a neighborly cluster of eight-by-
ten cold-water cabins, a flower and vegetable garden, one strange cylin-
drical cabin with a deck that is bigger and much less charming than any-
thing else on the property, a couple of refitted barns where students live,
and a swimming pool filled with a temperate blend of creek and hot-
spring waters.

Every night there is nothing but the unsteady amber glow of glass
lanterns lined up like jarred fireflies along the path, an embarrassment of
stars overhead, and the creek water smooth-talking its way around a lot of

rocks.

Richard’s wife Virginia and their two children had decided not to join him
at Tassajara that weekend in March of 1983. Anna and her kids had their
own cabin, but the neighbors—most of them not more than ten feet
away—figured those dusty shoes outside Richard’s door were Anna’s.
“They were,” Richard says, years later, nodding. Several people also
remember Richard and Anna holding hands as they walked along the
path toward a trail into the woods. When he hears this, he looks genuinely
confused. “Could’ve been,” he says, and then he smiles briefly, as if he
wishes he had held Anna’s hand. “T actually don’t think so, but it could’ve
looked like it. It was impossible to hide what we were feeling.”
Hiding? Who said anything about hiding?
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No one in this story supposed that Richard and Anna had traveled to
Tassajara for a clandestine rendezvous. Just for starters, Richard is six-
foot-two, with dark eyes, a big Roman nose, and he shaves his head. He
attracts attention. Anna was lithe, blonde, and “so beautiful”—according
to a young female Zen student who remembers the first time she saw
Anna on Zen Center property—"so beautiful that I didn’t ask her if she
needed help, even though she looked lost. I immediately thought, She
must be here visiting [Richard] Baker-roshi. No way he doesn’t know this
woman.”

On the merits of their appearance and behavior alone, Richard and
Anna might reasonably have expected to excite passing glances no matter
where they were that weekend. And secrecy was not served by their selec-
tion of a resort with one public byway, a communal dining room, and
sleeping arrangements only slightly more private than bunk beds. Also,
Richard sort of owned the place.

Since 1967, the Tassajara hot springs resort has been owned and oper-
ated as a summer-season business by the San Francisco Zen Center, a non-
profit corporation sole at the time, with Richard as its legally designated
Chief Priest. Tassajara is also Zen Center’s monastery. Here, for the first
time in the 2,500-year history of Buddhism, Zen priests and monks were
trained and ordained in the West. And though the guest season was still a
few months away and Tassajara typically is closed to all visitors from Sep-
tember until May for intense monastic practice periods, that spring week-
end in 1983, Richard had invited the most eminent Buddhist teachers,
scholars, and poets in the Western world to the first Buddhist Peace Con-
ference. Thich Nhat Hanh, spiritual pioneer of the Buddhist Mindfulness
communities, was at Tassajara, along with poet Gary Snyder, American
Zen master and founder of the Diamond Sangha Robert Aitken, Esalen
cofounder Michael Murphy, former California governor Jerry Brown,
and most of the senior priests of Zen Center. Richard was spending the
weekend at the one place on earth where every sentient being he passed
was bound to recognize him—and to miss him when he wasn’t around.
“He and Anna didn’t make it to most of Thich Nhat Hanh'’s talks,” a for-
mer Zen Center Board member recalls. “Of course, by then, Paul was
there.”
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Richard had invited Paul Hawken to the conference, too. Paul was
Richard’s friend. Paul was Anna’s husband. Paul had recently turned over
to Zen Center 200 shares of stockin his new business enterprise, the Smith
and Hawken garden-tool catalog company. He and Anna had also made a
recent donation—$25,000 in cash and a $20,000 loan—to Zen Center in
exchange for a home that had been built for them on the Zen Center farm
and practice center in Marin County, twenty miles north of San Francisco,
where Richard’s wife and two children lived most of the year.

And yet, everyone who lived through the Apocalypse will tell you, as
more than eighty of them have told me, it was not about sex.

Okay; but it was not not about sex.

“How could these people not have known there were other women in
his life?” Frederique Botermans had spent several years at Tassajara and
was on her way back from a stay in Japan when she heard the news. “I was
shocked by the community more than Richard. Did they think he was
perfect?”

By 1983, John Bailes was not looking for perfection. “I didn’t care who
Dick slept with,” he says. “1 did care that he cared who I slept with and told
me who I could or couldn’t. That he did.” John had taken a leave of absence
from college in 1972; it was not until February of 1984 that he left Zen
Center and returned to Harvard to complete his undergraduate degree.
Fifteen years later, John is a married investment advisor, and he is train-
ing to spend the year 2000 as a crew member (“one of seventeen in a sev-
enty-two-foot boat,” he says) in a sailing race around the world. “I like
situations,” John explains. “That’s why I like Zen.”

John remembers Richard, at his best, challenging and pressing people
to exceed their own perceived limits, “and people rarely do that.” John
says, “The relationship with Dick was always one of love, and it made me
strong.” He smiles and rakes his big hands through his curly brown hair.
John is taller and more obviously muscular than Richard, but as a young
Zen student, “I used to feel I had gone fifteen rounds with Muhammad
Ali. As my practice matured,” says John, “well. . . I think it was difficult
for [Richard] to acknowledge the growth of his students. He couldn’t do
it.” After several years as Richard’s student, “there was always this con-
fusion: Is this Zen practice, or is this just a power trip?”
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You can’t believe how charismatic he was. When the Clinton story started
to unravel, I thought, I have seen this before. Magnetic. They make you
feel special, in the first place. They're hilariously funny. And he was always
right there; very aware.” From the first, Willem believed that “Richard
had the vision. And maybe he was right. Maybe America wasn't ready to
support a Buddhist community the way it was traditionally done, by beg-
ging on the street and by performing ceremonies—weddings and funer-
als. But there was something else in the businesses and the conferences,”
says Willem. “There was his personal ego. The structure of Zen Center
was an S Corp [Corporation Sole], as I have now with Cloud Cliff. You can
do whatever you want. This made it hard to depose him. He could change
the rules. And he did what he wanted and legitimized it with the mantle

of practice.”

Suzuki-roshi’s historic Transmission of the dharma to one and only one
American man haunts everything that ever happened at Zen Center. And
it only got spookier when, in 1983, Richard publicly identified his own
first dharma heir.

The job of a Zen master is to transmit the dharma.

The word dharmais a cognate of the Pali word for carrying. The dharma
that is passed from teacher to student involves the essential teachings of
the Buddha and the spirit of living those truths. Transmission is applied
both to the ritual identification and acknowledgment of a particular stu-
dent as the legitimate successor, or dharma heir, of a Zen master, and to
the ordinary, daily interactions between the teacher and all students.

Transmit is an oddly technical verb, and the analogies it occasions are
oddly useful. If you imagine the dharma as an electrical current arcing
across a distance from one conductive wire to another, you get the basic
idea. However, if you have even a rudimentary grasp of physics, you
know that the power of an electrical charge decreases as it travels this way.
This is precisely what is not supposed to happen to the dharma as it passes
from master to disciple. A dharma heir is meant to be someone whose
enlightenment or understanding equals or, preferably, surpasses that of
the master.

It may be more useful to imagine a teacher as a radio station. Anyone
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nearby with a radio can catch the news. The challenge for the Zen student
is to develop the equipment to catch the signal and become a broadcaster.
A student who has the equipment and skill to take the dharma signals and
make a more powerful, or more skillfully modulated, broadcast than the
master transmitted is a legitimate dharma heir. After a protracted series of
private ceremonies and ritual tests, the heir’s name is added to the master’s
lineage chart, which constitutes a genealogy of the dharma. A teacher
might have one dharma heir or dozens, and some teachers receive cere-
monial Transmission from more than one master (sometimes from dif-
ferent schools or sects), but if you trace any strand of this tangled web of
teachers’ names, it will lead you back to the Buddha.

Personal encounters between teacher and student are especially signif-
icant as Zen is transmitted without regard to orthodoxy or sacred scrip-
tures. The dharma is passed, essentially unworded, from the teacher’s
“heart-mind” to the student’s “heart-mind.” In Soto Zen, the aim is not
accumulation of insights or ideas but the realization of one’s essential
nature, Buddha nature, which has no boundaries and no form. It is an
awakening to what you are not.

Even to a relative newcomer like Willem, it was evident that “Reb was
first in line for Transmission. Then the master fell down from his pedestal,
and where did that leave Reb, who had just professed oneness with Rich-
ard? Reb faced an existential dilemma,” says Willem. “Was he going to
say, ‘Look, I will stick up for Richard and be with him. If you throw him
out, I will go with him and serve him to the end of my days'?”

What Reb said in July of 1983 was recorded in the notes of a meeting
of the Outside Financial Advisory Board (OFAB).”Zen Center has entered
a new phase—it is like these flowers,” he said, pointing to a centerpiece on
the table. “When the petals fall off, the seeds are left. We would not have
chosen this particular catalyst, of course. Fortunately, our meditation
practice helps us retain some level of calm. An expansive period has just
ended for Zen Center, and a contractive, solidifying period has begun. We
don't want to overdo it and get too withdrawn, but the changes we are
undertaking are actually two years overdue.”

This speech was perfectly pitched to discredit and dismiss his teacher.
But if that was his intent, his method was indirect. Indeed, in the records
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of this and other meetings, Reb’s mannered tone and diction often make
him seem somewhat remote from the business at hand, typified by his
reference to the flowers. Robert Aitken, who was called in to consult at
various stages of the long-running Zen Center crisis, characterizes this
quality of voice as “a cultivated habit of making enigmatic, Zen-ish proc-
lamations.” Reb’s implication is clear enough. As Darlene Cohen, a Zen
priest whose speech is never robed or pious, explains, “It was all inevitable
earlier than almost anyone could have known. It became inevitable when
Richard gave Reb dharma Transmission. Then, we were valid without
Richard; he was dispensable for the first time. We turn a corner at that
moment.” Reb had become an acknowledged master two months before
the Apocalypse.

In July of 1983, Richard was still the Abbot; however, he had begun a
year’s leave of absence and no one ever seemed to know exactly where he
was. Reb’s meditation-induced calm at the center of this storm certainly
distinguished him; most of the rest of the community was spending more
time in meetings large and small than in meditation. “Most people just
stopped keeping the schedule,” a senior priest remembers. Often, at the
first morning period, there were fewer than a dozen people in the zendo,
or meditation hall. “We were used to it being full —fifty or sixty people, at
least—with latecomers seated on cushions in the hall outside.” By mid-
1983, in fact, Zen Center had spent thousands of dollars on group-process
consultants and psychological counselors, who were hired to bat relief for
the exhausted lineup of Buddhist big-hitters who'd stepped up to the plate
in the immediate aftermath of the crisis. And this was just the beginning;
it would be three years before Zen Center installed a new Abbot.

What Reb described as a “solidifying period,” others recall as “a com-

" u

munity-wide nervous breakdown,” “a witch hunt,” and the beginning of
“fifteen years of total reaction” (this is Darlene again), “dead as a door-
nail, no energy. Everything that was visionary and bright and shining—
Oh! [Richard] Baker-roshi would have done that. And that was the end of
it. Fifteen years dead as a doornail.”

It was no exaggeration for Reb to call the seventies an expansive period
or to highlight the dire need for fiscal restraint. At this same OFAB meet-

ing, the Treasurer reported that Zen Center had just finished two years of
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deficit spending (at least $155,000 in the red) with a $100,000 deficit pro-
jected for the year ahead. In the same period, the “Abbot’s department
budget” (which had come to mean, “Richard’s lifestyle expenses”) had
grown from $130,000 to $180,000 to $215,000. And most people in the
room considered these figures to be fractional estimates of Richard’s
annual spending. In these same years, Deborah Madison, the head chef at
Greens, Zen Center’s celebrated vegetarian restaurant, was sharing a
monthly stipend of $300 with her husband. “And that was considered a
lot of money, something other people in the community might resent,”
Deborah recalls.

As a result, there was a lot of discussion that summer about the afford-
ability of a full-scale audit of Zen Center’s finances as the accusations
about Richard and his use of Zen Center funds quickly escalated from
grandiosity toward graver, criminal charges.

“There are fanciful stories around about money,” laments Richard.
“That’s one of the things [ hate. I hate that people say I stole money from
Zen Center. The opposite is true, as far as I'm concerned. All of [my wife]
Ginny's resources went into it. You can draw a line, what was personal and
what was not—and [ don't think [ practically have a personal life—and I
drew the line maybe differently from the way other people did.”

This sentiment doesn’t surprise Willem. When Willem first arrived
at Zen Center from the Netherlands, Richard told him that before he
became Abbot, he was ambivalent about the material and ceremonial
aspects of Zen. This tallies with the questions and concerns expressed in
letters Richard wrote to his teacher, Suzuki-roshi, and to the Board of Zen
Center during his first trip to the monasteries in Japan during the late six-
ties. “But he really grew into the ceremonial role,” says Willem, smiling
and looking suddenly very young. “Richard would go into Japantown [in
San Francisco], into exclusive antique stores, and order antique, certified
Zen master robes for thousands of dollars apiece. He developed a power-
ful combination of sincerity and theatrics.” This is one of several stories
about the ceremonial robes Richard wore as Abbot of Zen Center. More
than a decade after the Apocalypse, the provenance, cost, and ownership
of the robes were still in dispute.
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But even more serious in the minds and memories of almost everyone
who spoke about this period was the quality of Richard’s remorse. He did
apologize—repeatedly. But his expressions of responsibility and remorse
for having caused harm did not register as sincere within the community.
Almost overnight, Richard’s performance in the role of Abbot lost its
authority. Why; after twelve years, was his audience unwilling to suspend

its disbelief?

Do not harm. This is the first precept, or obligatory rule for behavior,
given to a Zen Buddhist during lay ordination, a ceremony that marks a
period of sincere practice, typically a year, with a teacher and other practi-
tioners. If the first precept was not clear to the Abbot, what had been
transmitted to him from the ancient lineage of dharma teachers? It was an
alarming question for everyone at Zen Center, and it became a question
about Reb, who was Richard’s heir.

The precept is literally a prohibition against killing, but it is under-
stood as a proscription against all words or actions that will add to suffer-
ing in the world. (Our doctors operate under the Greek version of this
wisdom, of course. They take the Hippocratic oath, and then they pick up
their scalpels.) The founder of Zen Center, Suzuki-roshi, had repeatedly
reminded his young students that the easiest way to do no harm was to
“Just sit.”

And though Zen eschews comparative judgments, most of the priests
and lay practitioners point to one person as Zen Center’s best sitter. “Reb
is a rock in the zendo,” says a longtime student, aptly summarizing the
opinion of her former colleagues. “His presence during practice [sitting
meditation] is total.” For many, the stillness and discipline of Reb’s prac-
tice invites comparison to the legendary Japanese samurai, the warriors
who trained in medieval Zen monasteries. Reb’s magnetism is more
purely physical than Richard’s charisma. Reb is not a big man—s' 10"
and 155 pounds. He is fit; he shaves his head; he moves and doesn’t move
with a genuine, economical grace. His eyes are blue, and his gaze unsettles
a lot of people. One of his young students said that whenever Reb looks
right at her she has an impulse to ask him what he’s looking at.
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What do people see when they see Reb? They see a boxer. He was—and
this is typically the first fact repeated about Reb—a Golden Gloves boxer
in his youth.

It was not irrelevant training, and when the bell for Round One was
rung at the conclusion of the 1983 Buddhist Peace Conference, Reb was
the first to step into the ring. As recorded by Willem in his voluminous
ringside journals, Reb hammered away at the first precept, but he also
whacked himself upside the head a couple of times, a dramatic demon-

stration of the sincerity of his own remorse.

The room fell silent. Reb Anderson was about to speak. People
were still filing into the dining room at Tassajara. It was the
night after we had been told. Hadn't Reb just finished the
Transmission ceremony with Richard that would make him
technically not only an equal to Baker but, as far as intention
is concerned, an identical clone to Baker-roshi? As students, we
must accept that Reb’s word is of authority, even though it is
the same authority that has just been drawn into complete
question. How can it be? These were the kind of paradoxes that
stared us in the face with urgency, like life-sized koans that
were not just to be studied while meditating, but called for in-
stantaneous authenticity, which was in scarce supply. Caught.
No way out. No longer any room for denial.

Reb was facing a huge dilemma. By doing the Transmission
ceremony together with Baker-roshi, Reb had freshly and
publicly expressed his oneness with Baker. The question thus
became how to keep his own leadership position while Baker
was tumbling down. From this almost impossible position,
Reb came up with a solution worthy of Machiavelli. Being the
next in line to speak, he began his performance by hyperven-
tilating as if frantically trying to suck in all of the attention
that had just focused on him. Like a child throwing the worst
temper tantrum, his head swelled up until it was purple and
almost featureless, just his nose sticking out. He was holding
on to his seat as he finally burst out and screamed in anguish
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at the top of his lungs that actually everybody had perceived it
all wrong. It was Reb Anderson! It was Reb Anderson, not
Baker-roshi who was actually responsible for the whole mess
at the Zen Center! And he felt terribly bad and sorry that he
had let Baker-roshi do what he did for such a long time before
correcting the situation. And he begged the whole community
for forgiveness.

Like a good fundamentalist preacher of hell and condemna-
tion, he actually shed tears of repentance and denounced his
own evil ways. Then he asked the whole community for for-
giveness, before sinking back into his chair like a hot air bal-
loon, which was suddenly deflated.

He pressed his point once more. Everybody present could
count on his repentance.

He repeated this crafty, high-strung performance before
audiences not just at Tassajara but also at the Green Gulch
Farm and the San Francisco City Center. It left Reb wounded,
but he retained his power base.

“I realize,” wrote Willem after some reflection, “that I am caught in the
world of judgments. And that all of this must be, in essence, superfluous,
but I did have a bad taste in my mouth after Reb finished speaking. If
these words had been the mark of enlightenment, | was disappointed . . .
this was about as far away as one could get from what I take to be mysti-
cal understanding.”

It is a commonplace among Americans that every person has his own
reality, his own truth, his own valid account of anything he has seen,
heard, felt, or otherwise experienced. Willem was young and disillu-
sioned, and he was still closely allied with Richard as a teacher and friend
when Reb spoke. All the more significant, then, that his deep discourage-
ment was not singular.

“I backed Reb,” Paul Discoe told me. “Reb was my dharma brother.
And I thought we needed leadership and that Reb would be willing to
lead.” Paul’s a stout, brusque man who finds a lot to laugh about. You also
quickly get the sense that he thinks most people are full of shit. He doesn't
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and say to me, "You're no longer the roshi.’ I always thought that was
weird. To me roshi meant that your teacher had confidence in you.” Rich-
ard shrugs.

Richard is constantly saying something so apparently simple and rea-
sonable that you begin to share his consternation about the confusion
that engulfed him in 1983. Why didn’t everyone else get it? As Richard
explains it, Transmission happens outside the limits of identity and ego.
The fact that an acknowledged master acknowledges you as a Zen master
means “you are no longer a Buddhist; what you do is Buddhism. You
might be a lousy form of Buddhism. As Suzuki-roshi would say, ‘We are
always showing people what kind of Buddha we are.””

Richard wasn't perfect. But it wasn’t exactly Richard who was kicked
out of Zen Center; it was Buddha, Buddhism, and Suzuki-roshi, whose
confidence in Richard, warts and all, is a matter of public and ecclesiastical
record.

Is that what he said?

“I felt this had not done Buddhism any good. It hadn’t done people’s
practice any good,” says Richard, who saw Erik Erikson for therapy. After
several sessions, he recalls Erikson saying, “Well, you understand what
has happened; now, you just have to survive it.” Richard’s close friend and
advisor, Esalen’s Michael Murphy, told Richard that “the whole alterna-
tive movement was crippled by what happened at Zen Center. He always
felt we should put it back together.” First, though, Richard had to getaway.
After the Buddhist Peace Conference, while Richard was holed up in his

house on Page Street in San Francisco (next door to the big brick Zen Cen-
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ter city residence and temple), several women students accused Richard of
“sexualizing” his relationship with them. His erstwhile best friend, Paul
Hawken, had a lawyer and had spoken to the Board about his legal options
regarding Zen Center and its Chief Priest. Senior priests were testifying
at public meetings about physical and psychological abuse Richard had
perpetrated. And word was leaking out to Laurance Rockefeller, Fidelity
Investments CEO Ned Johnson, and the worldwide network of patrons
Richard had cultivated on behalf of Zen Center. “It was pretty hard going
through it,” says Richard, and then he reconsiders. “Hard? 1 went
through—I walked to Tassajara.”

Did he say he walked 150 miles from San Francisco to Tassajara?

“He did this famous walk to Tassajara,” Lew Richmond told me. Lew
was one of the handful of senior priests at Zen Center who composed the
Abbot’s inner circle, the people often credited and blamed for Richard’s
demise. “I actually think he did want to do a dramatic act of penance, that
he wanted to demonstrate in all sincerity that he felt very badly about all
of this. He told people that he spent a lot of time walking down Route One
crying.”

Richard dismisses this interpretation. “People thought it was a walk for
penance. I never walked for penance at all.”

This was news to Mel Weitsman, then head of the Berkeley Zen Cen-
ter, who remembers trying to help Richard figure out what he should do.
“At that time, he was planning to take a walk to Tassajara as a kind of pil-
grimage or something. I talked to him about it. I told him, ‘What I think
would be the best thing is for you to make a public confession about
everything you have done, and apologize, and ask for forgiveness. Come
clean, and turn yourself over. If you do that, we will have a big repentance
ceremony, and we will all do this with you. We can all do this together.””

Yvonne Rand, the only woman in Richard’s inner circle of senior
priests, says flatly, “Dick didn’t really walk to Tassajara as he promised.”

Did Richard announce that he was taking a penitential walk? “Abso-
lutely not. Absolutely not. Never. No, in fact, I didn’t discuss it with any-
body except [my wife] Ginny. And then I planned it maybe a week or two
before. Pretty much I decided on the spur of the moment. And when I
camped, I would make a little fire. Playing at being alive.”
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“Well,” says Lew, “he did say it, no matter what he says now. Probably
his idea of doing it was different from everybody else’s, too.”

“I started out at eight at night,” Richard remembers. He had a knapsack
with two Buddhas and some camping gear. “I'd always wanted to walk to
Tassajara, and [poet and Zen practitioner] Gary Snyder and I had talked
about finding a walking path to have students go down there. I started
walking, and T got down to—1I think to a certain point toward the airport,
and I stopped to call Earl [McGrath, one of Richard’s best friends] in New

1

York. I said, ‘I decided to walk to Tassajara.”” Earl persuaded Richard to
interrupt his walk, and he offered Richard his Los Angeles home as a place
to rest.

So did Richard walk to Tassajara?

Yvonne says, “The description of the walk and the actuality of the walk
are like everything else—press releases. He would walk, and then he’d get
aride, and then he’d stay at someone’s house and get distracted.”

An indignant friend of Richard’s later assured me that he’d found
Richard on the side of the road, many miles south of San Francisco, with
blistered, black-and-blue feet.

Richard later told me that his wife and daughters joined him at Earl’s
house in Los Angeles. There, Linda Ronstadt took Richard and his family
to Disneyland, and Richard found himself with Linda Ronstadt on the
roller coaster. Linda was biting his hand. Disneyland is approximately 400
miles south of San Francisco.

What was the question?



NoO ONE IS ALLOWED TO LIVE IN GOLDEN
Gate Park. It is half a mile wide and three miles long, and its twisty roads
and trails are dotted with handsome old museums, a couple of windmills,
America’s first Japanese-style garden, and no end of deep, fragrant shade.
It is a refuge from ordinary life. An exception to the occupancy rule was
made after the 1906 earthquake and fire. Almost 200,000 homeless citi-
zens were sheltered in Golden Gate Park; about 40,000 stayed long
enough to establish a tent city of temporary homes and schools and pri-
vate garden plots. It was a natural response to a natural disaster. Today,
however, the citizens of San Francisco pay police to make sure the city’s
15,000 homeless residents don’t drag their plastic-bagged belongings into
the park’s Japanese Tea Gardens and set up camp in the sweet little
wooden gazebos beside the ponds and bamboo groves. You're not sup-
posed to sleep anywhere in the park, never mind die there. It’s a refuge
from ordinary life.

It wasn'talways there. Stretching from the Pacific Ocean to the edge of
San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury neighborhood, Golden Gate Park was a
thousand-acre spill of sand dunes until 1870. Of course, you'd never know
that by looking at it.

This is one of the principal reasons people seek out spiritual teachers.
They figure there is more to most things than meets the eye.

In 1983 (no one is sure exactly when this happened; more than one of
Richard’s supporters date it to the moment of Richard’s leave of absence
or his resignation), a white man in a dark sweat suit jogged through the
greenery of Golden Gate Park. (No one saw this happen. Until 1987, al-
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most no one knew that this had happened.) Can you see the man jogging?
His head is shaved smooth. His eyes are blue. His gaze is riveting and
wary. He is five-feet ten-inches tall, lean and fit. He is forty-three. Time
has not diminished his adolescent physical confidence. As he runs, he
holds his torso straight and still. Like a deer, his composure is fierce and
fragile. Like a darting boxer, he is not there when you look again. He
knows how to erase himself.

As he runs, he becomes aware of something in the bushes beside the
path, a familiar form in an unlikely place.

He stops. The form is human. He approaches. It is the body of a man.
He sits down. The man is dead.

For some time, he sits on the ground beside the body of the dead man,
legs crossed, spine erect, eyes half-closed. He is sitting zazen, the no-
point, no-mantra, no-focus meditation that is the heart of this story.

Apparently no one among the thousands of other people in Golden
Gate Park that spring day in 1983 noticed the body in the bushes. And if
any of them saw Reb meditating with a cadaver, the sighting went unre-
ported. Maybe the dead man didn’t look so dead with a live man sitting
still beside him. Or perhaps by 1983, every passerby could interpret the
meaning of the Lotus meditation posture: Do Not Disturb. Important
Spiritual Work Under Way.

Sometime later, Reb stands up and runs away along the path. He does
not ask any of the not-dead people in the park for help or advice, as if they
are not there. He runs. He does not stop to call the police and alert them to
the presence of a corpse in a public place, as if it is not there. He runs. Later
that day, he does not tell his colleagues that he sat zazen beside an uniden-
tified man with a bullet hole in his head, as if he wasn't really there.

You could say nothing happened, but you would have to say that noth-
ing happened the next day, and the next, because Reb ran back to the body
several times. He took a woman priest-in-training with him once, but she
didn’t mention it to anyone, either. On the third day, or maybe the
fourth—the scant public record varies; let’s just say, during one of his
alfresco meditation sessions—Reb discovered a gun near the corpse. A
moment of enlightenment? Or was he disturbing a crime scene? No one
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knows. Reb ran the loaded gun back to Zen Center, emptied the chamber,
and stashed the bullets and the gun in a trunk. (“I never saw a gun,” the
female priest assured her friends, years later.)

Whether a passerby, someone at Zen Center, or a routine patrol first
alerted authorities to the presence of the body in the bushes is not clear.
The body was gone. What did Reb’s ritual in the park signify? For four
years, no one really knew. He did not mention the body or the gun during
any of his meetings with the members of the Outside Financial Advisory
Board or the many other boards and councils at Zen Center, where, as far
as almost everyone knew until 1987, nothing had happened.

No harm done?
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morning, beginning at five, attended a midday service, and sat again for an
hour or two in the evening until nine. During the two annual Practice
Periods, the daily meditation periods were extended. Once a month, they
sat for twelve or fourteen hours—a one-day sesshin (intensive retreat). At
the end of each Practice Period, they sat a seven-day sesshin—twelve to
fourteen hours a day for seven straight days, during which they took their
meager meals in the zendo, and slept on their cushions. In fifteen years,
Reb, Yvonne, Lew, and the other senior students who'd kept the daily
schedule had each sat zazen for at least 10,000 to 15,000 hours.

And yet, by any common-sense standard, the most seasoned medita-
tors at Zen Center repeatedly flunked simple tests of self-awareness. “1
wonder,” wrote a former Zen Center student in a letter to Yvonne in 1987,
“if in some cases doing zazen doesn’t augment or aggravate the dissocia-
tive process—as if in some way it cauterizes the personality and seals it

off, encapsulates it, widens the breach between heart and mind.”

In 1983, Reb Anderson was sitting in that breach, apparently waiting for
an opportunity to exert a spiritual authority he had inherited from a
teacher he did not respect or trust.

Yvonne Rand was sitting with the stories of several women who had
been students at Zen Center and had sexual relationships with Richard. It
was a fundamental breach of ethics for a teacher, and Yvonne sat with the
knowledge for a long time. “[Richard] kept saying—and none of us be-
lieved him—T don’t know how to teach.” He wanted a lot of activity to
keep people around. He had a sense of what was possible if you had a sta-
ble community over the long haul,” says Yvonne, whose diction is always
clear and unmannered. She has short hair, a strong, solid physical pres-
ence, and a very steady gaze—which often gives way to a half-smile, as if
there is more to say. “One of the weaknesses was that those of us who
were close to him didn't believe he couldn’t teach. I heard it. I didn’t
entirely understand why he would say it. And only after I had separated
from him emotionally did I realize he had been right.”

Lew Richmond had the unenviable task of reconciling the breach. He
was the treasurer in the early days. Lew is a tall, lithe, vigorous man with
short graying hair and an incongruously youthful face. Fifteen years after
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he left, he still speaks with an infectious ardor about the creativity and
controversies that shaped Zen Center. “Dick drew a small salary,” says
Lew, “but he had unlimited expense accounts. He could spend money on,
quote, Zen Center things that were for him. In a time when we had very
little money, he thought nothing of spending $20,000 on a statue that he
happened to like. He loved objects. He was like an art collector, somebody
who would die to get that thing, go to the auction and bid it up. He liked
objects in the way someone else likes a man or a woman—he got eroti-
cally charged about things.” In the early days, says Lew, “it was incon-
ceivable to me why he would spend all of our hard-earned money on a
statue, but to him it was more important than anything. The Zen Center
collection [of art and artifacts] was worth hundreds of thousands. One
Gandharan stone statue,” which Lew says is one of the finest examples in
the world of the celebrated sculpture from the Gandhara region of India,
“he bought for 10K and it's—well, it’s priceless. Compare it to those in
museums. Dick knew a bargain when he saw one,” says Lew, who admires
the statue and Richard’s aesthetics, but says, “I was against it. [ was the
money man. It was one of the first times he and [ disagreed. [ was against
the purchase of Green Gulch Farm, too. I thought it was too expensive.
But it wasn't as simple as his asking and getting advice or approval —there
was always an elaborate spin that made it seem this was essential to our
practice. It took a long time for it to dawn on us that maybe there was
another way to look at this.”

Richard had been sitting zazen, studying himself, for almost twenty
years. He, too, managed to misinterpret or ignore many wake-up calls
from his students. One of the most poignant came during a meeting with
students at Green Gulch Farm. Lew remembers that the mood in the
room was relaxed. “Then one of the students said, ‘Baker-roshi, we want
you to not sit in the Abbot’s seat but to come down on the floor and sit
with us.” Richard didn’t do it. He couldn’t do it. He really did not see him-
self like he saw the rest of us.”

Richard maintains that too often he sees others exactly as he sees him-
self. “I have no interest in status. That’s not Buddhism. Really.” As a
result, “I have a blind spot when it comes to people’s ambitions. Like
they’d rather have this slightly different position in an office? I don’t
know what the hell they're talking about.” In this way, Richard explains,
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he is like Philip Whalen, the Beat poet who became Richard’s studentand,
eventually, one of Richard’s dharma heirs. “Ialways think everyone is like
Philip. We don't give a shit about all that stuff, but you have to do it.”

He concedes that he has never been able to account for his impact on
people. He calls it a defect. A patron of Zen Center used to chastise him
about taking up too much space. When you enter a room, she told him,
you change everything. Richard’s response? “How am I supposed to
know that? I wasn’t in the room before, when it was different.” Even after
1983, after he left Zen Center and spent much of his time in Europe, he
struggled “to figure out this strange person I occupy. For the most part,
nobody knew I was a Zen teacher. Many times, [ was just hanging out.
People would fall in love with me—and by that time I began to notice it.
People would want me to do this, or they’d want me to talk them, and so I
found myself very sought after—not because I was the Abbot or any-
thing. I don’t know. I look convincing? I don’t know what I do. I had to deal
with that.”

[t’s not clear that Richard believes any of this is a satisfactory explana-
tion for his performance at Zen Center. It is clear that he believes the per-
ception of him and his behavior was distorted by students’ projections. “I
am practicing at Zen Center, and I'm trying to learn what impact I have
on people as the teacher, and it was two or three years before I got the
first glimmer that you have a big impact on people as their teacher. I just
didn’t get it. Teachers never had a big impact on me—I didn’t give a damn
about my teachers at Harvard. Maybe I'm just too self-centered or self-
motivated or self-something. Projection? As far as [ know, I've never pro-
jected onto anybody. Intellectually, I understand projection. But the fact
that people were projecting on to me? [His wife] Ginny used to say, ‘You
don’t know, you don’t know.””

He didn't know.

He didn’t know?

“I realize now,” muses Richard, as if it were a subtle point, “that being
the landlord, the employer, the teacher, and the manager/ president of the
businesses, [ had a tremendous influence on people’s lives. I decided where
they lived, worked, practiced, and what salaries they got. I didnt see it,
then.”

For most people who lived through Richard’s reign, this is simply not
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credible. Of course, it is also incredible that Richard was the last to wake
up to the crisis occasioned by Anna’s shoes.

And in 1983, everyone’s credibility was at issue because almost every
so-called revelation, every serious offense with which Richard was
charged, had involved the participation of a practicing member of the
community who, at some point long before the Apocalypse, had informed
other practitioners about the incident. Richard’s access to funds had been
subject to the approval of the Board; plans and budgets for major capital
projects were reviewed by the Board, as well as a council of advisors.

“This was a smart bunch of people” says Gary Snyder. “Without
Suzuki-roshi, it could not have happened. Their behavior was the legacy
of their profound respect for him. Many of them thought, Suzuki-roshi
made Dick the teacher, so I guess it is all okay.” Gary was an infrequent
visitor to Zen Center; however, in the minds and hearts of the practition-
ers, he has been an enduring, almost heroic presence by virtue of his
celebrated poetry, and his lifelong study of Zen and Asian languages and
cultures. And he and Richard have been friends for thirty-five years.
“Dick was carrying out something big. [ remember feeling this at the
time—they were building Zen in America. It was exciting, and people
wanted to be there and be part of it. So serving dinner to him and his
guests or getting up at four in the morning to drive him to Tassajara—
you can make that normal in your mind.” Gary smiles. “And Dick carried
himself well. There was an enormous energy around the place, bigger
than Dick by far. He was just an agent of that and, in some senses, its
victim.”

Richard met Suzuki-roshi in 1961, and he was elected Treasurer when
the dozen or so regular meditators incorporated themselves as the San
Francisco Zen Center the following year. At that time, practitioners did
not live at Zen Center; everyone who sat zazen in the morning and
evening was on the way to or from a job in the city. The annual budget—
principally, a small contribution to their teacher—was $2,000. The budget
grew modestly with the organization until the purchase of Tassajara,
which Richard negotiated on behalf of the members.

“I just think things are possible,” Richard explains, recalling Suzuki-
roshi’s enthusiasm when he first saw the Tassajara property. “My ques-
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tion was, ‘Do you want it?’ Suzuki-roshi said, ‘Can we afford it?’ [ said,
‘Do you want it?" Suzuki-roshi said, ‘How will we be able to—?" And |
said, ‘Do you want it?"” The asking price was $300,000. “When I repre-
sented it to Zen Center, everyone said, "We can't possibly do that. We only
have a budget of $6,000.” And I said, “Then what do we have to lose? We
can’t lose more than that. What's the problem?””

“I completely believed in Richard’s vision—his picture of the world
and of Buddhism,” says Yvonne, “—and I trusted him. I believed in what
he was trying to do, and I still think that the creative energy and force that
he came up with—the dream of a Buddhist community, and the activity
that grew out of meditation that was directed at social change—is viable
and exciting. Dick had a vision about the whole network of work activities
that would make it possible for people to stay in a practice environment
for a long time. [t took me a long time to realize that the description did
not fit my experience.”

It was supposed to be simple. The practice of Buddhism is the practice
of taking refuge. The individual renews this awareness by chanting the
threefold refuge: I take refuge in the Buddha. I take refuge in the dharma
[the teaching]. ] take refuge in the sangha [the spiritual community].

Buddha, dharma, sangha: these are the three treasures of Buddhism.

In 1983, more than 350 full-time practitioners and thousands of part-
time students and occasional visitors were taking refuge at Zen Center.
And the refuge was threefold. Zen Center comprised three separate tem-
ples and residential practice centers—three treasures of California real
estate.

Tassajara was a year-round monastery, and the monks managed and
staffed a summer guest season that not only funded the stipends and
scholarships for students and staff at the monastery but by 1980 con-
tributed more than $100,000 in profits to the annual budget. City Center,
which was initially a single large brick residence and temple on the corner
of Page and Laguna Streets in San Francisco, had extended its reach across
the street and around the block. By 1983, Zen Center owned several
neighboring apartment buildings and townhouses in the Western Addi-
tion neighborhood between Hayes Valley and Haight- Ashbury, including
a two-story home for the Abbot and a separate Guest House. During the
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1970s, the Guest House was so frequently occupied by Jerry Brown that
the San Francisco Chronicle and the Los Angeles Times ran front-page
exposés of “the Zen Center connection” and its influence on the gover-
nor’s political appointments. City Center also served as administrative
headquarters for the $4 million operation, including retail and service
businesses developed, owned, and staffed by Zen Center in locations
across the city—Tassajara Bread Bakery (serving 1,000 customers a day);
Alaya Stitchery (makers of futons, meditation cushions, and clothing);
Cole Valley Graphics; the Whole Earth Bookstore; the Greengrocer’s
organic-produce market; and Greens restaurant, which opened to praise
for its food and design from Gourmet, Interiors, and the International Her-
ald Tribune.

As if this were not enough, within a year of becoming Abbot in 1971,
Richard had launched “a semi-monastic experiment in developing a prac-
tice for men and women and families.” Seventeen miles north of San
Francisco, in Marin County, Zen Center students were transforming 115
acres of ranch land on the Pacific Coast into Green Gulch, a practice, re-
treat, and conference center, as well as an organic farm and garden. In a
1982 letter to donors, Richard summarized a decade of work, which had
included “laying of tens of thousands of feet of line for drinking water,
irrigation, sewage, gray water, fire protection, electrical conduit, and tele-
phones,” as well as “composting acres of former pasture” and securing
housing for thirty single students and fifteen families. Each Sunday, 300
people from the Bay Area attended Sunday dharma lecture at Green
Gulch, and by 1983, work was nearing completion on the $300,000 Lind-
isfarne Hall guest house—an octagonal post-and-beam and plaster struc-
ture whose design specifications required aged and custom-milled lumber
and the participation of three craftsmen from Japan, who used fiberglass
and wheat straw to approximate the traditional pliant plaster used to fin-
ish the walls and ceilings.

What was the problem?

“I didn’t know what the issues were at Zen Center,” explains John
Bailes, who was nineteen when-he met Richard, “but I would say things
like, Why am I living in a barn?” Other unlucky students and families at
Green Gulch were living in trailers. ““Oh, that’s practice,” I was told. Prac-
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tice? Well, I've got a problem with that.” John dropped out of Harvard and
found his way to Zen Center in 1972.“I'm a guy who loves Dick,” he says,
but “Green Gulch Farm was total, utmost torture. You were on display
every Sunday. The visitors loved Sunday lecture—as if that was what Zen
was about. Meanwhile you're digging your guts out, and trying to sleep
in a barn. There was no way for me to socialize with the larger world that
came to look. Okay, I would think, you're nice, you're rich, you live in
Marin—Fuck you. [ was something to look at, someone doing Zen. Baker
was there now and again, but God knows where he lived. In cars and air-
planes mostly, I think.”

Richard took well to travel—Japan, the Adirondacks, the Soviet Union,
England, and at least once to the Netherlands, to visit his young student
Willem Malten, who had gone home for a year to complete his under-
graduate thesis. Willem doesn’t know exactly why Richard came to visit
him. “I filled a void, I guess. [ was an attractive young punk. What was
required of me from the sangha side [the spiritual community of Zen
Center]—well, they saw me as a flunkie. They made it clear that they had
gone through a lot of shit to get to where they were, and if [ wanted any
position, I would have to go through all the same shit. Wash the floor. And
don't think you are anybody. I was willing to do that. So, | was harmless.”
Willem was pleased and surprised when Richard arrived in the Nether-
lands with Michael Murphy. “And there, at home, I could see who Richard
was—his sexuality,” says Willem. “And he would buy everything in
threes—one book for himself, and one for the city, and one for Tassajara
or Marin [Green Gulch]. And he knew how to rationalize his purchases
and his privileges.”

“Richard Baker had a duplicate library in three places,” says Yvonne in
her matter-of-fact way. “He had a full-time assistant in each of those
places—cooking, cleaning, tending, and doing laundry. He and his family
went out to dinner [often]. And it was all paid for by Zen Center.” Yvonne
was not living in a barn, but neither did she have a household staff or an
expense account. And unlike the Abbot, she and the other practitioners
with college-aged children did not receive tuition bonuses. What distin-
guishes Yvonne from many of the senior priests is her willingness to
acknowledge the material benefits that accrued to the Abbot’s intimates.
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“DOZENS OF STUDENTS STANDING IN
black robes and bowing to a white BMW—you can say that’s megalo-
mania, or you can say that Richard had become a masterful manipulator
of the symbology of Zen.” Willem shrugs. “It made him larger than life.”

It’s a hard picture to read from outside of Zen Center. Bowing to the
teacher was not bothersome for most practitioners; it tallied with many
students’ sense of the egoless ideal of Zen Buddhism. In effect, they were
bowing to the dharma. More troubling was the knowledge that they had
bowed to that car.

The picture finally came clear to Richard in the aftermath of the Apoc-
alypse, though not without the help of an eminent theologian. “William
Sloane Coffin said to me, “That BMW was a mistake.” He couldn’t under-
stand it,” says Richard, still sounding a note of incredulity. “It just didn’t
occur to me that people were so involved in such things, the status of
things. I loved it because of the way it drove; it didn’t mean anything to
me as status. Now I know.”

It was 1979 when, according to Yvonne, “Richard did that craziness
with the BMW, which was a flagrant violation of the will of the Board. It
happened at the time of Greens, and that was the point at which Dick
stopped listening.”

Greens restaurant was the most ambitious of the student-operated
businesses, which were essential to Richard’s vision of a self-sustaining
Buddhist community. No one had anticipated the numbers involved. Zen
Center had started the restaurant from scratch, in an empty military
warehouse in the abandoned Fort Mason waterfront complex, which was

being redeveloped by the National Parks Service. From construction and
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wiring to learning to brew espresso and resolving menu controversies
(should a Buddhist business serve wine?), the project required so many
students that staffers were almost daily dragged away from other Zen
Center businesses and from administrative posts at the three temples.
And the number of hours in an average restaurant worker’s day made it
impossible for the students employed at Greens to observe the meditation
schedule.

“The project was a very heady, visionary idea,” says Steve Weintraub,
a psychotherapist who is married to Linda, the current Abbess. In 1979, he
was Treasurer of Zen Center. “Buddhism has a long history [in matters
of financial support|. There was the Indian way, which was monks beg-
ging. And then there was the Chinese way, which was working and self-
sufficiency. And now there was an American way. And that’s how Richard
Baker thought. In grand historical terms. I think the name of the project
was how to integrate business into spiritual practice. But down on the
ground, among the people working, it was less clear. Richard was into
micromanagement before they ever coined the term. So, you had no
authority and tremendous responsibilities. I was producing all the num-
bers toward the end of that period [of expanding retail business], when
things became more abusive, or more obviously so. The corker was when
Richard wanted to buy a BMW.”

“It was fantastic to drive,” says Richard. “One of my feelings about the
car was—and this wasn’t just justification—I spent,” Richard calculates
his time spent in cars and the total is “three months each year driving.
And [the BMW] just made it better. Let people give me a break. People
attacked me for the amount of gas it used. I used to say, Look, we've got to
get rid of this gasoline anyway; [ am going to burn it up as fast as I can!
They didn’t like my remarks like that. ”

When Willem asked his teacher about the necessity for such an expen-
sive car, “he told me that the BMW was safer to drive, and who would take
care of Zen Center if he was hurt?”

“It was safe,” says Richard, recalling a ride to Tassajara when his assis-
tant, Arnie Kotler, lost control of the car. “1 was asleep, and Arnie fell
asleep. We bounced over three lanes, and basically the car saved us. So that
justified it in my mind. And [ knew I could raise money from friends for
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the car. Anyway,” he concedes, “it was an issue, and it was a mistake, and I
wouldn't do it again.”

Why has a $25,000 car become legendary? At the time, a high-end
Volvo cost about $15,000, and Richard speculates that there would have
been no problem if he’'d bought two Volvos. Michael Murphy of Esalen
dismisses the controversy, reasoning, “In retrospect, he should've gotten
a Toyota, but he got a BMW. It’s hilarious what that became.”

It was harder, presumably, to have a sense of humor about it if you
were a student on stipend. Monthly stipends in 1979 ranged from $75 to
$300; these were the salaries students earned in addition to room and
board and bonuses for travel and medical emergencies. (Unlike the Abbot,
students and their families weren’t provided with any health-insurance
benefits.) According to notes from the April 1979 meeting of the Abbot’s
Council at which the BMW purchase was considered, the average student
stipend was $115 per month—and that stipend represented 8o to 85 per-
cent of the total reimbursements each student received. The bonuses were
not big.

It gets funnier.

Richard’s reasons for buying a BMW were not as simple as they might
seem. He had other motives in mind. “Suzuki-roshi was really committed
to there being lay practice. So [ decided I would try to prove that you could
be fully a layperson and a monk, and that was part of my thing,” he
explains. “That was a big part of the BMW. I thought, okay, I'll drive a nice
car, and I'll have girlfriends, and I'll go to dinner, which I had basically
never done. And I did all these things to see if I could also practice. |
wanted to be like a layperson. And I don't think I was an exaggerated
layperson. [ was trying an all-fronts experiment.”

Peter Rudnick was helping to run Green Gulch Farm at the time. He
feels the car was consistent with the fine-art and real-estate purchases
Richard made. “He could not differentiate. He said everything he did was
practice. [ was a little disappointed in him.”

Perhaps the purchase of the BMW was not entirely a spiritual maneu-
ver, Richard admits. In fact, practical considerations drove the decision. “I
thought I ought to look at a BMW because I thought, Here’s a good car
that isn’t ostentatious—that’s exactly what [ thought. I went and looked
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at the small ones, and 1 can’t sit in the small ones. I can't sit up straight. I
like to drive in zazen posture.” The newly introduced 700 series BMW
afforded more sitting room than the earlier models; however, even the
new 700 did not fit him properly, so he had to have the driver’s seat torn
out and refitted to suit his frame.

Zazen posture?

In the end, even Richard doesn’t really buy this logic. “It was on the
edge, but who cared? Most of the people I knew—Werner Erhard [founder
of est], for instance—I mean, chauffeurs, a huge Mercedes. [Tibetan
teacher] Trungpa Rimpoche went around in huge cars with flags. I
thought, compared to my sort of peers, I'm being pretty modest. But it
was just sheer indulgence. I mean, I had finished Greens. It hadn’t opened
yet, and | intuitively knew it was going to be a huge success.  don’t know
how I knew, but I knew. So I was feeling my Cheerios, I guess. And 1
thought, We're kind of on a roll. And [ was in love with Mayumi [a painter
with whom he was then having an affair], and so I thought I should buy a
car.”

At its April meeting, the Abbot’s Council asked Richard to leave the
room while it debated the purchase. By 1979, this group of senior priests
hand-picked by the Abbot had effectively displaced the legally empow-
ered Board of Directors in administrative decision making. This is espe-
cially odd because so many members of the Council—including Reb, Lew
Richmond, Yvonne, and Steve Weintraub—were still voting members of
the Board.

The minutes of the Council meeting record some resistance. “The car
is very expensive and Zen Center cannot afford it. The purchase of this car
will cause problems for some of the students.” In its favor? The Council
considered it “a very safe car,” and it was not a Mercedes-Benz. “After a
very long discussion, the Council decided to go along with the purchase of
the BMW that Roshi had found for $25,000.”

Richard was on a roll.

The Council also approved a 20 percent increase in monthly stipends;
Richard may have “finished Greens,” but for the students who had actu-
ally done the work of building Greens and training a staff to run it, the

workload was about to increase dramatically. However, a petition for
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vacation pay for students was turned down. “Vacations should come out
of the twice yearly bonuses,” reasoned the Council, though just the year
before, one of the two anticipated student bonuses had been cut from the
budget to realize savings of $18,800—almost enough to pay for the
Abbot’s car.

Twenty years later, the BMW is still a matter of contention and confu-
sion. Richard does remember that the Board didn’t think the BMW was a
good idea, but he doesn’t remember that the Board absolutely refused to
endorse the purchase. It was paradoxical to think he could defy Zen Cen-
ter, he says, because “I could make the decisions.”

Not exactly. Under the terms of the Corporation Sole, Richard shared
such authority with the Board. In the case of unresolved disputes between
the Chief Priest and the Board, issues were to be resolved by a vote of the
membership. There was no vote of the membership about the BMW
because there was no official dispute between the Chief Priest and the
Board. In this limited sense, Richard is right.

Yvonne was Chair of the Board. She remembers how the BMW deci-
sion was made. “The Board actually said, ‘We don’t want you to buy this.’
But he’d already bought it. And what I can’t believe is that we said, ‘Oh,
well, then there’s nothing we can do about it.” Isn't that amazing?”



“l USED TO WONDER, HOW CAN THIS PERSON
be the Abbot of Zen Center?” Ed Brown had been assigned many differ-
ent jobs at Greens by 1983. “Whenever Dick came to the restaurant, he
refused to acknowledge me. That was a teaching. I was supposed to decide
that he was my teacher anyway and let go of trying to get anything—
even recognition—from him. Especially recognition. He would acknowl-
edge me when I was his waiter.”

In 1966, Ed was the cook at the Tassajara hot springs resort. When Zen
Center purchased the property, he became a disciple of Suzuki-roshi
almost immediately and worked as the cook at the monastery. In 1970, a
year before Suzuki-roshi died and Richard became Abbot, Ed collected the
recipes he’d been using and wrote the first of his best-selling cookbooks,
The Tassajara Bread Book. By 1985, nearly 500,000 copies of the bread
book had been sold; another 250,000 copies of Ed’s second book, Tassajara
Cooking, had been sold; and at least go percent of the considerable profits
had gone directly into the coffers of Zen Center.

In 1979, Ed was living in an apartment on Page Street owned by Zen
Center. He put in a request to have the interior repainted, which was
turned down. “Our Abbot was remodeling his home right across from me
on Page Street. He had been at the renovations for months. He’d hired a
Japanese carpenter to build hand-planed bookshelves. Someone on a scaf-
fold was painting white clouds on the blue ceilings. He had a marble fire-
place mantle installed, and then he didn’t like it, so he had it taken out
and another one was installed—and that happened one more time. He
designed etched-glass windows and had them made and installed as room
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dividers. And he’d bought carpet and furniture. He’d spent $70,000—and
he wasn't finished.” Ed shakes his head, then exhales, expiating some-
thing.

It’s often hard to tell if Ed is happy or sad. He is a compact man with
dark hair and dark eyes, and his halting conversation is a patchwork of
light and dark memories that he lays down side by side, sometimes stitch-
ing them together with laughter, sometimes with silent tears, and some-
times he just lets them sit there, unassimilated fragments of a complicated
life. “One day, in dokusan”—a private interview between student and
teacher—"I said to our Abbot, ‘There is something I don’t understand.
How can Zen Center afford $70,000 to remodel your apartment when it
cannot afford $700 to paint mine?” And Dick said, ‘Oh, Ed, we're in the
same boat. My mouth dropped open. Then he said to me, ‘My apartment
isn't finished, you know. You can't finish your apartment. I can’t finish
mine. Zen Center wants to do this for me. Maybe someday Zen Center
will want to do this kind of thing for you.””

Ed smiles. “Zen Center had hundreds of thousands of dollars from my
book.” He exhales again. “A friend of mine said it best: I give thanks to
Dick Baker every day for fucking up so incredibly well that it gave me my
life back, because I had given it to him.””

What was the event that prompted Ed to retake control of his life? He
says unequivocally, “The affair was not the problem as far as I was con-
cerned.” However, it was about to become the problem as far as Richard
was concerned. Indeed, the affair—the problem that every senior priest
refers to as not the problem—proved to be the solution. As Ed says, “The
affair brought us all together.” It was the glue that the fractured Board
used to paste itself back together.

Like many of his senior colleagues, in 1983 Ed was not not on the
Board, but he was not attending meetings. He was working at Greens, and
soon after the peace conference at Tassajara, he received a phone call. The
full Board of Directors was being convened. “You were supposed to be on
the Board for life, but if you weren't reliably with Dick on everything, he
would have you go on sabbatical. At least five of us were not going to
meetings by then, because we were on the outs. We were invited not to go.




42 = MICHAEL DOWNING

And none of us knew how to challenge him. Over the years, he had culti-
vated our obedience by marginalizing people. In effect, we shunned peo-
ple. He marginalized Yvonne.” ]

“That happened in 1981,” says Yvonne.

In August of 1981, a young student with whom Richard had conducted
a sexual relationship for several years had confided the details of the affair
to Nancy Wilson Ross, a very important friend to Richard and a beloved
patron and mentor at Zen Center. Nancy Wilson Ross wrote a letter to
Yvonne about the student’s confession. It was not news to Yvonne, who
had helped the student leave Zen Center, but it was the opportunity
Yvonne took to disclose her own sexual experience with Richard to
Nancy.

This does not begin to account for the complicated role played by
Nancy in Richard’s rise and fall. But in 1981, “there was a big Zen Center
Board meeting—four days.” Yvonne was on the board of another national
organization, which had an overlapping meeting, “so I excused myself to
go to the other board meeting. And when I came back, a few days later,
none of the Zen Center Board members would look at me or talk to me.
And after a couple of days, I realized that something had happened. I went
to Reb and asked him. Reb said that Dick had gone through a tirade about
me—saying | was crazy, I wasn't really practicing, that Dick had tolerated
my staying at Zen Center all of these years out of mercy for my suffering,
that I actually never really practiced. That I was basically a basket case.”

According to Reb and people who subsequently talked to Yvonne, no
one said anything in her defense at the meeting. “Reb’s theory was that
no one was talking to me because no one wanted to be reminded about
how terrible they felt. It was very freeing for me.” Richard had inadver-
tently awakened Yvonne. “Dick had done the one thing I was afraid he
would do, which was to destroy me in the community. [ had given my life
to the community. These were my closest friends. And [ was still breath-
ing. I felt liberated. My fear of him left at that point.”

Richard’s damaging speech about Yvonne in 1981 impressed Ed, who
was at the table when the Abbot disposed of the most influential woman
in the community and her rebutation. “Dick said, “Well, Yvonne’s not
going to be coming to the meetings for a while. She’s having some diffi-
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culties. She'll have to take care of them; she’s not so stable these days. And
you know, everyone in America knows this—all the Buddhist teachers
realize that Yvonne has these kinds of problems. You know, she picks up
strays all the time, cats and dogs, and she does this with people, and she
doesn’t always make such good choices.””

As if the literal text of what Richard said was not damaging enough,
there was a clear subtext for Yvonne to read. She had become one of
Richard’s discarded, discredited women. She knew it could happen. In the
late sixties, when Richard and his wife were living in Japan, “Dick wrote
to [a young woman he’d met in the States] about how he would leave Vir-
ginia, that this girl was the love of his life, and he would marry her. She
didn’t cook any of this up. It was all there in the letters. And she went to
Japan,” says Yvonne. “What [Richard] said is, She made it all up and she’s
completely crazy.” After Suzuki-roshi died, Yvonne remembers the
young woman “hanging around Zen Center, kind of trying to figure out
what happened.” Yvonne nods. “And she’s fragile enough so she did get
unhinged.”

If Suzuki-roshi witnessed this kind of craziness, why did he choose
Richard as his heir? Yvonne believes “Suzuki-roshi made a giant mistake,
but pathology doesn’t read across cultures.” Many of Suzuki-roshi’s dis-
ciples and admirers offer similar explanations to dispose of this troubling
question. The cross-cultural logic, which exempts the founder from re-
sponsibility for his choice, is undercut by the fact that so many Americans
embraced Richard as the legitimate successor. As Willem said of his time
with Richard in the Netherlands, “I saw who that man was.” Like his
superiors, who were in positions to see exactly who Richard was almost
daily, Willem continued to seek spiritual guidance from Richard.

Why didn’t the troubles at Zen Center trouble its admirers and sup-
porters? Richard’s lifestyle was no secret; his assistants charged most of
his purchases on a Zen Center credit card, and there were other clues. The
BMW, for instance. Many of the scholars, poets, celebrities, and social
activists who accepted invitations to Tassajara or to dinner at Richard’s
home at Green Gulch were aware of Richard’s extramarital affairs and
often dined with his mistresses. They enjoyed elaborate, innovative veg-

etarian food prepared and served by adult students who did not speak
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unless spoken to by the Abbot. In the same year that Yvonne was publicly
shunned, a major capital campaign was launched. In a letter distributed to
potential donors, no less an expert jn human behavior and culture than
Robert Bellah, Ford Professor of Sociology and Comparative Studies at
UC Berkeley, wrote, “At a time when radical individualism threatens vir-
tually all social commitments in our society, Zen Center has been helping
thousands of Americans become more responsible, sensitive, and caring
individuals and has given an example of how a community can at the
same time respect individuality and work harmoniously together for the
greater good.” Of all the Buddhist communities Bellah had studied, “none
has been more important or has made a greater impact on the environing
society than the San Francisco Zen Center.”
It must have been very rough going at those other communities.

[tis not lost on Yvonne that she was living with mature adults whose fun-
damental religious precepts were wisdom and compassion. Their practice
of meditation was meant to be an expression of their intention to wake up.
“Years later, one of the puzzles for me was, What did I do with what I saw?
[ just suspended judgment,” she says. When the young woman who had
fallen in love with Richard returned to Zen Center, Yvonne “tried to
accept that here was somebody who was suffering whom Dick had asked
me to take care of. [ isolated the real cruelty. I put that in a box and didn’t
deal with it. [ supported Richard and enabled him to do a lot of harm to a
lot of people. Of course, it was not at all my intention. But it is what hap-
pened out of my own ignorance and being asleep myself.”

And yet the Abbot’s power was not effectively challenged until Anna’s
shoes were spotted outside his cabin door. “I knew that he had been
attracted to Anna Hawken, who was beginning to be a real student at Zen
Center,” explains Yvonne. “I remember going to a public talk in San Fran-
cisco that Thich Nhat Hanh gave and watching Dick come in with Anna,
and [ thought, Another one. This happened the week after the big confer-
ence and retreat with Thich Nhat Hahn that March, at Tassajara, to which
I was definitely not invited. I had decided by then that this situation
would not change until what was happening at Zen Center with Dick
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began to matter to the men in the community. Dan Welch called me about
Dick’s affair with Anna. Paul Hawken called me. Three or four other sen-
ior men called me to discuss Dick’s affair with Anna. They told me Paul
was suffering terribly. I think that seeing the fallout for Paul woke the
men up.” It was the first time Yvonne believed that enough people were
sufficiently upset to do something. “I was still Chairman of the Board—
weird, huh?” She called a meeting of the Board and the most senior mem-
bers of the community. “At the meeting, I told them everything I knew. I
told them the whole miserable story. And other people told what they
knew.”

Leslie James was on the Board in 1983. One of the few senior teachers
at Zen Center today who has not been ordained as a priest, Leslie first
practiced at Zen Center in 1971 with her husband, Keith, with whom she
has raised two children. She was appointed to a leadership position be-
cause “Richard had certain people who were close to him join the Board.”
Of the meeting called by Yvonne, Leslie says, “It was a shock.” Leslie was
shocked by the litany of her teacher’s sexual involvements. “I'd heard
about it, but people who were friends of mine had spoken directly to
Richard, and he had told them it wasn’t happening. And then we heard
about the most difficult ones—one with a student that I'd had no idea
about.” Leslie and her husband and two children had lived and practiced
at Tassajara for six years before moving back to the city to practice in the
early 1980s. In the aftermath of the Apocalypse, she emerged as the Pres-
ident of Zen Center, a position she held until 1990. She still practices and
lives with her family at Tassajara. So, it is significant—if somewhat
enigmatic—when Leslie says, “Immediately, it was wider than the sexual
behavior. I never felt that Richard did things we didn’t allow him to do. We
totally participated.”

This notion of shared culpability is often voiced at Zen Center today.
But the senior students didn’t lose their homes. Richard and his family
did.

“He was left out on the street,” says Steve Allen, who succeeded Steve
Weintraub as Treasurer. “I figured, If you want to fire this guy, you should
take care of him. I didn’t think he should have nothing. It made no sense
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to me. The Board wanted me to go out and tell everyone how Richard had
screwed everything up. It wasn't true. The community had remarkable
resources.” Steve was not quite a senior student; he’d never been assigned
a position of administrative responsibility before he became Treasurer. He
was constantly astonished by the behavior of the Abbot and his col-
leagues. “Sensible people were acting like idiots. I worked with every
director, every manager, setting up budgets, preparing monthly reports,
but none of them wanted to take any responsibility. They always figured
someone else should take care of the money. And this is not to say that
Richard was a good manager. He wasn't. I was living on $150 a month. He
had a $200,000 budget. His phone bill for the year was $24,000. I had peo-
ple who'd been in the community for twelve years coming into my office
to ask for $25 to buy a pair of pants for their kids.”

Steve Allen is a mild man with thin, shaggy brown hair and a scraggly
beard to match. He speaks slowly and quietly, and even when he says
alarming things, his affect is pacific, like a proper hippie philosopher. And
he has an exacting intelligence. Steve remained loyal to his teacher
throughout the crisis and, with a few other Zen Center students, eventu-
ally followed Richard to Santa Fe. His faith in the practice was not shaken
in 1983. “Curiously enough, the inner teaching and the institutional
teaching can be maintained in any society under any circumstances,” he
says. Steve credits an “inner structure” for safeguarding the integrity of
the dharma. “Zen practice survived for years with fascism in Japan. It is
like an individual maintaining a life outside of a family.”

Steve’s loyalty to his teacher was not blind, nor was it rewarded. “In
December of 1982, when it was clear we needed to make a lot of adminis-
trative changes, we reviewed everything, and we accounted for every
business, how everything would have to be changed to make it work. Dur-
ing the meeting, Richard started to change every plan. And I turned to
him, and I said, ‘Why are you trying to destroy what we are doing here?’
[ was taken aside by a senior member and told, ‘Don’t you realize this is
Richard’s place?’ I didn't realize it. It had never occurred to me because
Richard was never there. We were all working twelve hours a day and it
was clear who was keeping it together—it was this group of people. But
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they didn’t have the sense that they were doing it. Their sense was clear—
it was Richard’s show. They didn’t want responsibility. So they wanted me
to behave. It was like being on an airplane and seeing that an engine is on
fire. When I said, ‘Hey, the engine is on fire, they told me there was a
smudge on the window I should take care of.”

Richard responded to Steve after the meeting in December of 1982. “1
was disinvited to all future Board meetings. That was Richard’s way of
dealing with it.”

In 1983, Yvonne dealt with it by consulting a higher power. “I went to
the Zen Center lawyer and asked, How vulnerable is the institution?”
This might be considered the moment that Zen truly took root in Amer-
ica—when the branches of an ancient lineage were grafted onto the well-
established stand of civil law and legal precedents. “The lawyer did some
research and got back to me and said, ‘Zen Center doesn't have a chance.’
The precedents made it clear that the institution was responsible for the
behavior of an employee—in this case the Chief Priest. ‘Do whatever you
have to in order to settle with Paul Hawken,” he told us, ‘because, with a
lawsuit, he could take Zen Center all the way down.” And it was plausible
at that point that Paul might sue Zen Center. Paul was so frantic and upset
that he talked to everybody. Inside Zen Center there was an unspoken but
potent message— You don't talk about things. But Paul was enough of an
outsider that the first thing he did was to talk to all of his friends, who
were part of the very significant Zen Center support system.”

After that first full meeting of the Board in 1983, “that stunned day
of truth telling,” Yvonne and the Board informed Richard, who had
returned to Tassajara without Anna, that he had to come to the city
immediately.

Willem spent a lot of time with Richard and watching Richard during
the days before he was called back to City Center. “No one was keeping
the schedule [of meditation]. It was clear that the Board had realized it
could not make Paul Hawken disappear. For years, Richard had been
young enough and strong enough to make a lot of other guys pack their
bags, including a lot of senior priests who'd been expecting to get Trans-
mission from Suzuki-roshi. Paul Hawken was a little different. He had
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written. He had a track record and money. And he was an idealist. He was
the first peer on the inside. And he was a peer with Laurance Rockefeller
and Governor Brown. Paul put the Board against the wall. And Baker
realized he was playing a losing hand.”

Willem holds his face in his hands when he says, “I was concerned
about him. I thought, if I was in his place, I would commit suicide.” Wil-
lem gently slaps his face, waking himself up to the facts. “Ultimately,
though, Richard wasn’t going to bite the dust and cry out for help. He was
reeling, but not ashamed.” Instead, says Willem, “he spent a lot of time on
the telephone trying to contain the damage in the outside world. He was
concerned about funders, and how it would ripple through the whole
Buddhist network. Then they took away his phone rights. He looked ash
gray, and he took almost a week to write a short, open letter, to say he felt
bad, but he was still the master. People felt it was not humble enough—
too little, too late. I think if he had eaten shit, it would not<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>