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Looking for Utopia: The Men and Women of the People’s Temple 
Even in mid-November, the air in the Guyanese jungle was thick with heat. The 
screams of spider monkeys pierced the silence over the corrugated tin roof of a pavilion. Fields of cassava, eddoes, and pineapple lay abandoned, trailing off into the vast green jungle (Hatfield, 1998). And on the soft, spongy ground, circled by plastic barrels dripping with red, lay the bodies of over 900 people. Above the muddy road leading into the settlement, a sign: “Welcome to Jonestown.” 
The rise and fall of the People’s Temple, the Reverend Jim Jones, and the cataclysmic mass murder/suicide at Jonestown, Guyana, on November 18, 1978, still haunt the American consciousness. However, the further removed we are from the devastating events of that day, the less clearly we are able to see the humanity of its victims. The tragedy at Jonestown was not caused only by brainwashing or coercion, but rather by a more complex formula—it was the product of the dream of a new group of liberal idealists who, frustrated with their disaffected society, came together to find solace in the hope of utopian possibility, no matter what the cost.
James Warren Jones, the man who was to become the Reverend Jim Jones, was born on May 13, 1931, in rural Crete, Indiana, and developed an interest in religion early on. At the young age of 21, Jones accepted a position as a pastor at the Somerset Southside Methodist Church in Indianapolis. He had a unique vision for a church, though—one that didn’t mesh with what was happening in Indianapolis in the 1950s. Infuriated by the congregation’s refusal to desegregate, Jones left and purchased a small building he called the Wings of Deliverance Church (Lattin, 2003). Later that year, the name of the church was changed to the People’s Temple. 
In developing a doctrine, Jim Jones focused his vision on racial equality and civil rights. This immediately appealed to the black community in Indianapolis, who flocked to the church to hear Jones’s sermons: “What is God anyway?” he would ask the congregation, and then answer, “God is perfect justice, freedom, and equality” (Weston, 1981, p. 56). And Jones practiced what he preached. 
In 1953, he and his wife, Marceline, went to a local adoption agency, where they witnessed a wealthy black doctor refuse to take home a child, claiming the boy was “too black.” Furious, Jones retorted, “Well, in that case, I’ll take him” (“Messiah,” 1978). This was to be the first of seven ethnically diverse children the family would adopt. For many black congregants, Jones was the first white man who had ever showed kinship to them and compassion for their struggle. Through tithing and other support, they could be a part of Jones’s social movement. In religious terms, Jones’s style of preaching and practice of healings and psychic magic were aligned with traditional Pentecostalism, a familiar faith for many black congregants. They felt right at home. 
In the early 1960s, Jones, like many other Americans, became caught up in nuclear paranoia. He decided a permanent location change for the Church was needed, and selected Ukiah, in Redwood Valley, California. In 1963, Jones and his family, along with over 70 members of the Indianapolis People’s Temple, relocated to rural Ukiah. In California, the Temple recruited a new group of con- verts: white, middle-class
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intellectuals and idealists. The political landscape in America was in upheaval, and in California, the alienation experienced by many budding idealists led them to fringe religious groups, such as Hare Krishna, Scientology, and the People’s Temple. Jones provided an opportunity for recruits of all races—his “rainbow family”—to join hands and work to make a utopia of equality and freedom.
Jones preached apostolic socialism, which combines Christian doc- trine with socialist goals. He quoted Bible verses, such as Acts 4:31–32, which advocates for common finances, and Acts 4:35, which speaks of the distribution of resources according to need (Wessinger, 2000). The People’s Temple was engaged in a new kind of civil rights activism, pairing the Christian stance of Martin Luther King Jr. with the militarism of Marcus Garvey (Hall, 1987). Jones was vibrant and well-loved, and the Temple community was tight-knit and warm, and successfully broke down barriers of race, age, and gender (nearly all Temple leaders were women). This meant that even when the doctrine got darker and their leader grew more and more paranoid, the congregants stayed put. Everything the People’s Temple was fighting against lurked right outside the Church doors; if they wanted to realize their dream of utopia, they had to stick with Jones. 
By the early 1970s, the Church was already functioning as a standalone socialist community, financially supported by members’ donations of Social Security checks, paychecks, and the funds from the sale of their private homes. However, as his paranoia increased, Jones was tightening the reins. He forced members to prove their loyalty by signing blank power-of-attorney forms and false confessions of murder and child molestation, stating that should they leave the Church, he would turn these in to the police (Maaga, 1998, p. 13). The Diversions Committee, a group comprised of Jones’s most loyal confidantes, was organized to push forth the principles of the Temple and undermine opposition in the public arena. He also began to lay the groundwork for an exodus from “capitalist America,-racist America, fascist America” (Chidester, 1988, p. 72) to Guyana, a small nation in South America that had granted Jones a lease in October 1973 (Weston, 1981). He preached the danger of radioactive fallout and the threat of the government and media, asserting that he had “seen, by divine revelation, the total annihilation of this country and other parts of the world” (Appel, 1983, pp. 28–29). 
In 1977, New West Magazine published an article by Marshall Kilduff that was harshly critical of Jones and the People’s Temple. It was a public relations nightmare, and Jones panicked and moved immediately to Guyana, enacting an emergency six-week egression. Most Temple members followed him. A planned exodus of this kind is not out of line with the actions of similar groups, such as Marcus Garvey’s Back-to-Africa movement, and Guyana provided an opportunity to start fresh. “I wanted my son to grow up in a better place,” remembered Vernon Gosney. “I wanted to help create this utopia that Jim Jones had talked about, where people would live in harmony and peace” (Vandecarr, 2003, p. 38). Guyana was the promised land, and Jones was going to lead them there (Hall, 1987).
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Once the members arrived in Georgetown, the capital of Guyana, they were transported by small passenger plane to Port Kaituma. From there, they were driven by truck for seven miles on muddy, unpaved roads to the Jonestown Agricultural Commune. In the beginning, there was little to see—merely a large, open-air pavilion framed by fields of cassava, eddoes, and pineapple. Eventually, thanks to the ceaseless hard work of the Temple members, the commune would house a sawmill, a 10,000- book library, a nursery, a hospital, a dispensary, ammunition and equipment storage, a repair shop, and a playground. On the walls of the buildings hung signs painted with hopeful quotes: “Where the spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty,” “All that believed were together, and had all things in common” (“What I Saw,” 1978, p. 43). “It was a harmonious, supportive community,” recalled Vernon Gosney. “Everyone was building beautiful buildings. Jim Jones was a benevolent figure” (Vandecarr, 2003, p. 38). 
Despite that early sense of harmony, the move to Jonestown only in- creased the intensity of the control Jones wielded over Temple members, and his paranoia was significantly worsened by his descent into prescription drug addiction. Jones enacted frequent emergency drills, or white nights, announced with sirens. Some white nights concluded with suicide drills. Members were given wine, which they were told was poisoned. If they didn’t drink it immediately, they were berated until they did. They were told that in death, they would be transformed and live with Jones in a better world (Long, 1994). Although extreme, suicide drills were not unheard of in other radical movements. Jones’s white nights followed the example of Black Panther Minister of Defense Huey Newton, who stated, “By having no family, I inherited the family of humanity. By having no possessions, I have possessed all . . . . By surrendering my life to the revolution, I have found eternal life” (Chidester, 1988, p. 14). “The white nights didn’t seem real,” recalled Vernon Gosney. “I should have seen it coming, but I didn’t” (Vandecarr, 2003, p. 38). 
Gosney was not the only one who didn’t seem to see the warning signs. While in the United States, Temple members didn’t defect mostly for ideological reasons, but in Guyana, miles away from civilization, the reasons became more mortal. In Jonestown, Temple members were mentally and emotionally exhausted from constant fear of punishment, excessive work, and malnourishment. For many, despite the conditions, the community they were creating in Guyana was still the closest they had ever come to their idea of a societal utopia. The problem was that the “People’s Temple at some point lost its ability to look self-critically at itself and to challenge the decisions of the leadership—not just Jim Jones,” states the Rev. Mary McCormick Maaga, a Jonestown scholar. “And Jones lost his ability to lead because of drug addiction and mental illness” (Hatfield, 1998). 
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Shortly after Jones’s exodus to Guyana, on November 17, 1978, a delegation of reporters, photographers, and concerned relatives of Jonestown residents, led by California Congressman Leo Ryan, arrived in Port Kaituma. The junket spent that evening in Jonestown interviewing Temple members, who were effusive about their love for Jonestown, and enjoying entertainment and freshly prepared food. Impressed, Ryan announced, “From what I’ve seen there are a lot of people here who think this is the best thing that has happened in their whole lives” (Neff, 1978, p. 41). However, before the party left for the evening, a small note was slipped to reporter Don Harris, who later showed it to Ryan. It read: “Vernon Gosney and Monica Bagby. Please help us get out of Jonestown.” The next day, Ryan extended an open invitation to any Temple members who wanted to leave with him, and at around 11:00 in the morning, 16 defectors, including Vernon Gosney, Monica Bagby, and last-minute addition Larry Layton, departed for the airstrip in Port Kaituma, where two planes waited to take them back to the United States. The smaller plane was boarded by Monica Bagby, Vernon Gosney, Dale Parks, and Larry Layton, who, upon the closing of the doors, pulled out a gun, wounding Bagby and Gosney. Simultaneously, a tractor and two trailers belonging to the People’s Temple arrived on the airstrip and opened fire. Congressman Ryan, defector Patricia Parks, and reporters Greg Robinson, Don Harris, and Bob Brown were shot dead within seconds. Brown’s camera, which was on, kept rolling even after he fell to the ground (Stephenson, 2005). 
Meanwhile, Jones was preparing for the end of his own movement. As night fell, the familiar siren rang out over Jonestown: “This is a white night. Everyone to the pavilion.” Jones instructed Dr. Laurence Schacht and others in his inner circle to prepare the concoction of Fla-V-or Aid, liquid cyanide, and Valium (which Dr. Schacht believed would cause painless death) in large white buckets. Slowly, carefully, Jones explained the drastic action. “Some months I’ve tried to keep this thing from happening,” he said breathily into his microphone. “But now I see... it’s the will of the Sovereign Being that this happen to us. That we lay down our lives in protest against what’s being done.” One woman, 60-year-old Christine Miller, interrupted Jones: “As long as there’s life,” she said, “there’s hope.” Kindly, Jones responded: “Well, someday, everybody dies.... And I’d like to choose my own kind of death for a change” (Stephenson, 2005, pp. 131–136). Miller relented and joined the others, who walked willingly to the poison. Certainly, they had been prepared for this moment by the suicide drills and Jones’s recent apocalyptic sermons, but more importantly, the Temple members didn’t see their deaths as senseless. Their suicides fit in with the doctrine of the Temple, enacting a release from a corrupt society, revenge against capitalism and inequality, and a revolution against the degradation that they believed existed in American society (Chidester, 1988). 
With the organization of Temple leaders, the children were lined up before the vats of Fla-V-or Aid, and with syringes, squirts of the red liquid were pressed into their mouths. Adults were given plastic cups with the poison, and after drinking, were told to lie down in the grass with their children. However, the mixture wasn’t quite right, and the Valium didn’t adequately dull the pain of the cyanide’s work. Within minutes, Temple members began to convulse and sob, blood flowing out of their noses and mouths. Jones and his inner circle escaped this brutal fate, and moved to Jones’s private cabin, where they shot themselves (Hall, 1987). Within about an hour, 914 people, blood covering their faces, tears staining their cheeks, arms tightened about each other, lay dead.
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“The people who died in Jonestown were sweet, altruistic people,” stated survivor Timothy Stoen. “One of the tragedies of Jonestown is that people haven’t paid enough attention to that” (Hatfield, 1998). It was not only Jones’s sweet talking that convinced the Temple mem- bers to “drink the Kool-Aid.” The people of Jonestown were idealists building a utopia, following a man they thought would lead them there. They loved their children, and feared for their futures. They cared for each other, and stayed together, even in death. They believed in a better world, and dedicated their lives, and deaths, to making it a reality. “As a society we fail to take seriously the very strong and powerful desire, or hunger, for community, a community of people working for social change,” stated Rebecca Moore, whose sisters, Carolyn Layton and Annie Moore, died in Jonestown. “At times I despair we’ve learned nothing” (Hatfield, 1998). 
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