By KAREN FELD

(The writer is a Washington
Journalist who has contributed to
many publications. She recently
moved back to Washington after
living in Los Angeles for four
yvears.)
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WASHINGTON — Saturday, Oct.
15, 1978, was the last night of the 95th
session of Congress. For Rep. Leo J.
Ryan, D-Calif., it was his last night in
Washington before he would head
back home and then, several weeks
later, embark on his fact-finding trip
to Guyana.

[ spent much of that final evening
here with the congressman, first over
a relaxed dinner at Romeo and Juliet,
a popular downtown Washington res-
taurant, and later talking in his office
where, between votes on the House
floor, we shared a little brandy to cel-
ebrate the imminent recess.

It was to be an all-night session of
Congress. Most members were anx-
ious to adjourn and return to their
districts for hectic campaigning in the
few weeks remaining before the off-
year election. Ryan, for his part, was

so confident about holding his Cali-
fornia congressional seat that his
main concern was his post-election
journey to a remote part of Guyana,
searching out the truth about Jones-
town.

_ [t was this same intellectual curios-
ity and insatiable appetite to experi-

‘Sometimes his
outspokenness
rubbed people

the wrong way.’

ence the unfamiliar — to see reality
for himself, however unpleasant the
sight might be — that had persuaded
Ryan to give up his safe academic ca-
reer for the hurly-burly of politics; to
don clown makeup on one occasion
and enter the circus arena as a
tramp; to work as a high school
teacher in Watts after the riots; to
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Congressman Ryan’s last testament

spend eight days behind bars, volun-
tarily, in Folsom, California’s maxi-
mum-security prison; ahd this month,
to lead an investigative mission to a
primitive South American country
where a controversial American reli-
gious sect, the Peoples Temple, had
established a community in exile.

While most of his colleagues pre-
ferred junkets to more glamorous
destinations — (Tokyo was the favor-
ite during this particular recess),
Ryan was not at all averse to rough-
ing it. A loner by temperament, he
had to see Jim Jones's settlement —
and he would die in the process.

The last evening we talked, Ryan
drew parallels between his observa-
tions during his self-imposed stay in
Folsom Prison in 1970 and what he
had heard about conditions in Jones-
town, where the relatives of many
Californians were allegedly being
held against their will.

After his stay in Folsom, Ryan
wrote a play about his newfound
“friends”” in that dark, different
world, and he gave me a copy of his
unproduced script. Ryan titled it ““A
Small Piece of Sky" — a metaphor
for the hope that each prisoner on
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viewing his life as though seen trom
the bottom of a deep well. Anticipat-
ing the worst in Jonestown — though
not, of course, the very worst — Ryan
told me that he wanted to sit back
down at his typewriter on his return

and write a sequel. Imprisonment, he_~

implied, comes in various guises, and
one can be as damaging as another.

In his foreword to ‘A Small Piece
of Sky,” Ryan wrote this about Fol-
som: “I did meet many men who
have become members of a subcul-
ture that is both distinct and un-
known to the rest of America. It is
also a violent subculture, .. This play
is about those men, and others like
them. Society was their victim and so
they are now inside the walls. But un-
less we change that system, we will
be their victim again. Where does it
end?...How shall we end it?"

That's what Leo Ryan was all
about: always looking, always ques-
tioning, always seeking his own ap-
swers. His fierce independence lit his
path from California to Washingto@,
as it also lit his mission to Guyan@.
That light went out only when vifp-
lence erupted on the edge of the jum-
gle, plunging all of Jonestown into
unspeakable darkness. '
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