A FOOTNOTE

TO HISTORY:
Sheila Ryan's story
By KAREN FELD

“I FELT UKE one of those liwde
clowns that you have when you're 2
kid, one of those inflatable punching
bags that you hit and hit, and it al-.
ways comes back. Buc this time I
thought I wasn't going to bounce
back,” recalls Sheila Ryan, referriag
to the murder of her brother, U. &
Representutive Leo Ryan, slain in
Guyana by members of the People's
Temple.

Yet this tragic incident was not
Sheila Ryan's first experience with
cults—ijust a few years eaclier she had
lost her youngest son to another cult.
It was this personul tragedy, felr so
deeply by the entite Ryan family,
that motivated Coagressman  Leo
Ryan to begin his investigation into
the whole phenomenon of pseudo-
religions. And it was this investiga-

Sheila holds pictures of her brother
Leo Ryan, and son, Ramsey (insert),

tion that led him to Jonestown in
November of 1978.

In the spring of 1974, Sheila Ryan
Devereux (she has since divorced and
uses her maiden name) and her hus-
bund of 22 years lived in Pasadena, =
conservative, quiet, middle-class sub.
urh of Los Angeles. They were a close
Catholic family of moderate means
twying o raise four children on 2
single salary.

Ramsey Devereux, the youngest,
was 16 and attended the 10th grade at
a nearby Catholic school. “He was &
good student, inquisicive, bright and
hard-working,”* says Sheila. e was
sensitive, friendly, outgoing and hacd
a lot of friends.”

One afternoon, on his way home
from school, Ramsey was approached
by a contemperary, a young min who
belonged o a well-known culr. The
man handed Ramsey a pamphler anc
asked if he was interested o page 52




&

FOOTNOYE To HISTORY / From fage 46
in personalicy analysis. an
the test. Answering yes to some of the questions {the tesr was
worded so that anyone sesponding honestly would do jusc
thar), Ramsey was invirsd ro join this pseudo-religious roup,
The other yourh promised, “It will cure ali yout ?.omhnam_

raise your 1.Q., improve your memory, creativity, self-conerol
and enable you to be torzlly free.” Intrigued, Ramsey went to
an introductory meeting, where members of the church spent
several hours trying to convince him that he needed their help.
The brainwashing techniques were already in progress.

That hirst session was free, bur the next time, Ramsey was
told, there would be a fee of 315. “"When Ramsey came home
and told me abour this, I rold him to stay away from the
place,” says Sheila.

“But it's really interesting, Mom,” Ramsey replied. T want
to pursue this,”

"I don’r think thai's 2 good idea, Please Jon't,” Sheila
told her son adamanty. T didn't know much abour cules
then,” she adds, "but § dida't like whae [ heard.”

Bur unknown to Sheils, Ramsey did go back.

"He became very intense,” Sheila remembers. "He began
to question everything, how the world worked, what life was
all abour, | tried to answer his questions but soon realized
I wasn'c geting through to him.”

As Ramsey advanced in his new-found religion, rhe classes
he was instructed to attend became more and more expensive.
In order to meet che costs, the church offered him a position
where he earned 2 small salary. " Bur he never saw che money,”
says Sheila. "Tr was fed righr back into the church.”

At chis gdme Ramsey was stili artending high school and
living at home. His involvement wich the culr took place after
school hours. He came home for dinner and studied in the
evening. Bur as he gor more involved wich the cule. his
grades slipped to failing. "I also began to see a distnce per-
sonality change, ' says Sheila. “He went from 2 very gregarious,
outgoing, friendly kid to an aggressive boy who encured long
periods of depression. He developed a blank stare.

Then he started ralking abouc becoming a leader in rhis
church. "This upser the whole family terribly,” Sheila recalls.

Ramsey graduated from high school in 1975. When he turned
18 that July, he moved into 2 house a few blocks away with
some other church members, He goc a job delivering meat,
using a pick-up truck he was leasing from a company which
the Ryan family lacer discovered was owned by che cule,

"He came home often and we ralked,” Sheils says, “bue I
didn’t see the same happy person. It was as if his mind didn'c

Curiosity gave way and Ramsey took | really belong to him E%Eonm. I saw ir happening right before |

my eyes, but I just didn't know what to do abeur ir.” !

The visits continued for almost a year. Each time Ramsey |
grew more and more distant, Then in May 1976, Sheila Ryan
received a relephone call from che police. They had foand
mwﬂ.ﬁmuﬁ ‘s truck near Bakersfield, the gas tank empty, the aooa_
locked. _

"Just one day earlier, Ramsey had mnomwma by to see me|
but he didn’t say much,” Sheila mmwa thoughtiully, as if celiving |
every bewildering derail. I pleaded with him to talk o me, |
to tell me his problems, buc all he said was 'I'm okay, Mom,
it's all righe.”"

That was the last time she saw her son—rchat day in May, |
three-and-a-half years ago. : 7

Following Ramsey's disappearance, Congressman Ryan _
began his investgation of chis particular cult and then cults
in general. While her brocher's investigation was going on,
Sheila was concinuously harassed on the telephone and in
person by Ramsey's fellow cult members. nanm_nnmmnamn Ryan's
attempts to help Sheila find her son proved fucile, bur Sheila
has not given up hope that her son may one day retuen, _

"I've wied ro figure our why this happened to Ramsey,”
Sheila says. "I ask myseif over and over, did [ do everything
I could have for my son? I doa't know why he joined chis culr;
perhaps it was the fact that he had a grear imagination and so
much curiosity.”

After her brother's murder, Sheila received one phone call
from Ramsey. He rold her he felt bad abour his uncle’s death
but he wasn'tc coming home.

Sheila remains hopeful thar her son will come home, and she
prays other mothers will be spared her agony. "I hope nrpn_
Leo’s murder will, at the very least, keep awareness of cules
alive and open the eyes of all parents to the danger of cults

before ic hures their families the way it hurr mine.” 0|




