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Vernon Howell closely
directs the grim daily
lives of cult members

By MARK ENGLAND
and DARLEME McCORMICK
c. 1993 Waco Tribune-Herald

Robyn Bunds was one of the
first women in the Branch Davi-
dians to be sexuvally seduced by
Vernon Howell.

ahe seemed out of place among
the women in the cult. Manv of
them had a plain, unfinished loak.
Even withoul makeup, Bunds did
nol lack for polish, not with her
luxurious black hair, angular
face and piercing eves. Beneath
long, simple skirtz, she wore styl-
ish suede boots,

A California girl, Bunds' life at
Mount Carmel, the cull's ram-
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shackle baze 10 miles east of
Waco, was a stark change from
her wouth.

Her father, Don, was a design
engineer, Her mother, Jeannine,

a nurse, Both were longtime
Branch Davidians. In and around
Los Angeles, the Bunds lived a
middle-class existence, which
geemed pampered Lo Robyn
Bunds after she stayed in a tent
for a vear after going to live with
the cult.

She had been drawn slowly into
the Branch Davidians, an off-
shoot of the Seventh-day Ad-
ventists.

It definitely wasn't lowe at first
sight between Bunds and Howell,
the call's young prophet and lead-
er. Bunds hated Howell's periodie
visits during the mid- Bgglo her
parents” home in the Highland
Park section of Los Angeles,
Howell thoupght Bunds was
gpoiled, He called ber “princess™
because she slept in a canopy bed.
In turn, Bunds felt Howell was ar-

rogant,

One morning, when she was 14
vears old, Bunds walked out of
her home expecting her brother,
Dravid, to drive her Lo sehool. Da-
vid, though, was raptly lislening
to Howell, then 24.

Her pleas that she was late for
school fell on deal ears, Both men
told her to take & walk,

When she returned home that
afternoon, Howell was outside
with his brother, Roger. When
Howell tried to introduce Bunds,
she snubbed both of them. She did
have something to say (o Roger
Howell, though,

“Your brother’s an a---—," she
gaid,

That remark earmed RHobyn a
harsh spanking from her Father,
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Leader inspired

members to do his will
[ From Page 1A

Vernon Howell had changed
what it meant to be a Branch Da-
vidian, Before, Don and Jeannine
Bunds sent money religiously to
Ben and Lois Roden, the culi's
prophets, but they only oocasion-
ally wvisited Mount Carmel. If was
being farmed at the time and
thers were horzes for the children
to ride.

“Before, il was harmless,” Ho-
bwn Bunds said. “You sent tithes,
had serviees, When Vernomn came
along. he totally changed it. He
zaid vou had to give him all your
money. You had to live on the
property. You had to give up ev-
erything else, You had to give
him your mind . . . your body.”

The cost of being a Branch Da-
vidian ros¢ when Howell became
prophet. _

Dwn and Jeannine Bunds spent
£10,000 baying a van for the cull.
Later, they bought a house in Po-
mona, valued at $100,000, at
Howell's request, The house had a
rock facing, which reminded
Howell of the Biblical parable to
build your house upon a rock.
Howell wanted & place for the
men in the cult to stay while in
California, Robyn Bunds said.

An attempt to escape

She made an attempt 0o escape
Howell’s growing influence over
her family.

When she was 17 yvears old,
Bunds went Lo live with relatives
in Mew Bedford, Mass, A few
months later, she asked to come
home, Her parents said no. She
could not rejoin them in Califor-
nia. Howell had left orders for
her to report to the piney woods
of Palestine, Texas, where the
cult was headquartered at the
timee.

Bundz bowed to her parents'
wighes,

Most of the cult members at
Palestine lived in plywood boxes,
Bunds shared & tent with Mi-
chelle Tom, an Australian,

Like the other Branch Davi-
dians, Bunds fell under Howell's
spell,
For one thing, she had seen &
transformation in him. 5She re-
membered hearing him speak at
Mount Carmel, before the Branch
Davidians acknowledged him a
prophet. Howell couldn’t connect
his thoughts. He tried to preach,
but he didn’t have anyihing
ta say. Bhe had felt embarrassed
for him.

Mow, just a few vears older,
Howell seemed to her incredibly
articulate, never al a loss for
words. He zeemed tapped into &
never-cnding source of Hiblical
knowledge,

But how?

Lurking behind the Branch Da-
vidians' blind faith in Vernon
Howell was the acknowledgment
that a ninth-grade dropout was
keeping them spellbound. To
these intelligent and, in some
cases, highly edocated devotees
there was only one possible ex-
planation; Howell was inspired.

And inspiration meant power
in the Branch Davidians. Raw

WET,

Ome of the first ways Howell
began using that power was to se-
duce the women in the cult — the
single women, at the start, ae-
cording to former cull members.

The humble prophet

Bunds had been willing. She be-
lieved Howell to be inspired. But,
more importantly to Bunds, How-
ell seemed different from the
man she remembered in Califor-
hia. Fora proclaimed prophet, he
was surprizingly humble, polite
and charming.

In fact, he wa= the only man
she had ever seen cry.

When Howell and seven follow-
ers stood trial in 1988 for the at-
tempted murder of self-pro-
claimed prophel George Hoden,
Howell had wept. He was holding
hiz daughter, Star, in hiz arms. Tt
had touched Bunds, for she just
kEnew thal Howell was thinking
maore of his followers than
himaelf,

She was in love. Plain, but not
simple

Howell made her a “'wifa"
when she was 17 by having sex
with her, Bunds said.

But she had to share Howell, Tt
wasn't easy for her.

When Waeco attorney Gary
Coker vizited Mount Carmel, pre-
paring for the shootout trial,
Howell would make it a point fo
cling to Rachel Howell, his legal
wife, like she was his one and
only, Bunds said. Howell had
married Rachel in 1984, when she
was 14 and he was 24.

Bunds oceazionally whined to

dad

Howrell about not getting enough
attention. It stung when he called
her spedled, although she believed
him to be right.

Her problems soon multiplied,
though.

A right to 60 wives

Howell began preaching that
he was the antagonist of the Bi-
ble's Song of Selemon, accord-
ing to Bonds and other former
cult members. Howell read the
Seripture aloud and =aid it fore-
told the nomber of wives he
would have: “threescore gueens,
and fourscore concubines, and
virging withoot number_"

Translated, Howell was sup-
posedly entitled to 60 wives and
&0 concubines, according to Mare
Breault, a former Branch Davi-
dian who became a confidant of
Howell's.

The wives make up what How-
ell calls the House of David,

Howell teaches that children
from the house will eventually
rule the earth with him, Breault
and other former cult members
said,

In the same prophecy. Howel
foretold of the Branch Davidians
moving to [srael. There they
would become a target of an in-
vading US. Army. Howell taughtl
that he would be erucified out of
jealousy over his many wives, ac-
cording to Karl Hennig, a Canadi-
an who stodied with Howell but
never joinad his cull.

It was obvious that Howell
meant to make his prophecy
come true, said Hennig, a teacher
from Vancouver, British Co-
lumbia.

“He started sleeping with the
girlz in the group,” Hennig said.
“People started to notice. It's one
thing to say polygamy is going to
happen in Israel at some future
point. It's another to say that's
what is going on now. The reality
of what be's teaching started to
press in. I don't think anyone
knew he'd be taking women in the
group.”

Howell went to great lengths to
fulfill his prophecy.

Taking a bride

Former Branch Davidians
EBruce and Lisa Gent said Howall
visited their Melbourne, Austra-
lia, home in 1988, He told them
that God had given Bruce Gent's
daughter, Micole, 18, to him as a
wife,

I seemed an unlikely unlon

In earlier years, Nicole Gent,
much like a young Robyn Bunds,
thought Howell was someone 1o
laugh at, what with the wav “he
strutted around like a peacock,”
Bruce Gent said.

Micole Gent was at college, but
in timing that Bruce Gent ealls
“uncanny,” she arrived home
shortly before Howell was to re-
turn to America. Howell wooed
her with round-the-clock Scrip-
ture. Micole Gent decided to go to
Mounl Carmel to study Howell's
message.

“It's like he cooks women,"
Lisa Gent said. “He prepares
them for the fire by the way he
gives his stodies. Tt's mind ma-
nipulation.”

But Howell had control over
Micole Gent's father and step-
mather, too.

One night, before she left, the
teen-ager went to the Gents'
bedrsom.

“Wernon wanls me o be his
teddy bear for the night,"” she told
them. “Will you give your per-
mizsion?"

The Genis gave her their bless-
ing, believing Nicole had been
chosen for a holy purpose — to
help build the House of David,

“At that point in time, yes 1
was very influenced,” Bruce Gent
gaid. “Nicole had spent four days
with him being convinced of the
message. I§ wasn't for me to say
¥E5 0T na. , . she was going to have
children for the Lord. I shudder
when I zay that now.”

At Mount Carmel, Micole Gent
became Howell's "favorite™ wife
for a time, Robyn Bunds said.

“It's not like he says that you're
his favorite,” Bunds said. “It's
just obvious, He isn't with anyone
else. He's always with you. It's
mare like & flavor-of-the-month
thing.”

Nicole Gent's family said she
returned 1o Australia fo have her
first baby, Dayland, born July 22,
1983

Her family hid her, Bruce and
Liza Gent =aid, to keap the preg-
nancy & seeret. Following How-
ell's instructions, Nicole Gent
went out only at night for walks
and then wore a wig and glasses,

Nicole Gent complained be-
cause Howell wasnt present for
the birth of the baby, said her
stepeizter, Michelle Tom. A for-
mer cult member, Tom said Gent
confided to her that Howell was
the falher.

But no father was listed on
Dayland Gent's birth certificate,
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Robyn Bunds peers into the courtroom during the 1988 attempted murder trial of Vernon Howell and seven followers. Months later, she
would have a son, Shaun, who she says was fathered by Howell.

. 1993 Waco Tribuna-Herald

Vernon Howell, beaming, began asserling his power after a
McLennan County jury acquitted seven of his followers of a1-
tempted murder. Charges were [ater dropped against him. Howell
eventually controlled everything from what people ate to how long
they slept, according to former cult members.

according to the family of Nicole

Gent,
Howell didn't want anyone re-

cording the babies-born to unwed
Branch Davidian women, Liza
Gent said. He was afraid it would
attract unwanted attention from
authorities,

Mo one was tracking the ba-
bies, however. Few outsiders
knew of the hold Howell had on
his followers. Those whe did
found it hard bo fathom.

Skeptical outsider

Barbara 5lawson has two
granddaughters in the Branch
Davidians and was hersell a
member in the days of Ben and
Loiz Roden. Slawson came (o
Moont Carmel in 1984 at the re-
quest of Lois Hoden to hear oul
Vernon Howell, touted as the
newest prophet.

Slawson couldn’t understand
what the others saw in Howell

“AL one time, 1 wondered (f he
put something in the water,”
Slawson said, “Why do they think
God gave them brains if they're
going Lo listen to zomeons and let
him make 2]l their decisions?"

Slawson saw the tightness of
Howell's grip on cult members
through granddaughter Earen
Doyle,

He had put the fear of Vernon
Howell into her,

After much coaxing one day,
Slawson persuaded Doyle and a
few other Branch Davidians to go
shopping. As they drove along,
the car died. A frantic Doyle was
sure Howell had intervened su-
pernaturally, Slawson recalled.

“YWernon didn't want us to go,”
Dovle said.

“He can make the car stop?”
an exasperated Slawson asked.

Howell liked to leave cult
miernbers guessing on that point.

Branch Davidians didn't de-
pend on Howell just for spiritual
guidance. They depended on him
for everything. And he had an
opinion on everyvthing, from what
they waore to whal they ate, for-
mer cult members said. When
Howell first became their proph-
et, Branch Davidians could buy
extra food and juice drinks, How-
ell forbade any changes in the
preseribed diet.

He regularly checked people’s
living quarters to confirm his fol-
lowers' obedience, according Lo
former cull members,

& family was thrown out of the
Palestine camp after a search re-
vealed they had bought fremch
friezs im town against Howell's

wishes, Lisa Gent said. One
Branch Davidian was banished
from Mount Carmel for eating
chocolate chip iee cream

Howell's edicts were complete-
Iy arbitrary.

Once, Howell ordered follow-
ers nod Lo eat any [ruit except ba-
nanaz, Breault said. Then Howell
would net let anyone eal oranges
and grapes at the same meal
They could, however, sal oranges
and raisins.

It was hard to keep up with the
changes.

“First, he was the only one al-
lowed to eat meat,” Breault sajd.
“Then he was the only one al-
lowed to drink Coke, Then he was
the anly one allowed fo drink
bear, The thing 1 noliced about
Vernon is thal whatever he was
tempted with, eventually God
would get around to saying it was
all right for him to de.™

Mo need to think

Bruce Gent was sure Howell's
involvernent in every facet of the
Branch Davidians’ lives and their
dependence on him must be tir-
ing. He¢ asked Howell shout it
once while driving him from Pal-
eatine to Waeo.

“Tsn't it greal to gel away?"
Gent asked Howell,

Howell wanted to know what
he meant. Well, Gent asked,
wasn't it a relief to gef some time
to yourself, away from people
wanting your opinion on every-
thing, people who couldn’t think
for themselves?

Gent asked the guestion good-
naturedly, but it upset Howell.

“Why do you need to think your
own thoughts?” Gent remembers
Howell asking.

Why Indeed? There were al-
ways plenty of orders from How-
ell to follow, Guard duty for all
was one, The Branch Davidians
had gotten their weapons back af-
ter the 1988 shoeotoul trial, in
which a Waco jury acquitted sev-
en of Howell's followers of trying
to kill rival prophet George Ro-
den. Jurors couldn't reach a ver-
diet on Howell, but the distriet at-
torney dropped the charges
against him.

Soon after, attorney Gary
Coker hacked hizs Bronco up to the
sheriff's department and deputies
loaded it with shotguns and semi-
antomatic rifles. He returned the
weapons Lo his clients,

Everyone at Mount Carmel did
guard duty, even the women —
who often brought their children
along with them. If any follower

Wermon Howell — Cull keader,
He joined the Branch Devidians
in the early 19805, In 1884, cult
members acknowledgad him a
prophel, Followers believe he
will laad them TI‘ITI:II.IQJ"'- an apoca-
hypdic future b Salvation,

Robyn Bunds — One of the
first women in the cult whom
Howeell took as & “wile,” She has
a s6n, Shaun Bunds and other
former cult memibers say Howell
is bhe boy's father,

Shaun Bunds — The son of
former cult member Robyn
Bunds, She and other former cult
members said Howell is the
boy's father.

Jeannine Bunds — Kother of
Robyn Bunds. A nursa, she de-
Ivered many of the babies born
to Branch Davidian woman., Her
daughter left the cuft when Jean-
ning beceme oneg of Howell's
“wives,”

House of David — The harem
that Tarmer cult members said
Vernon Haowell fashioned out of
wiormen in the ol Children from
the unions arg reporedy sup-
posed to rube with Howell alter
the and of the waorld.

Michelle Tom — Daughter of
Liza Gent and stepsistar of Wi
cole Gent. Former cull membear
sald her dawghter, Tarah, was
severely beaten by Vernon
Hawall

Hicole Gent — Cult membaer
and daughter of Bruce Geni, &

A GUIDE TO THE NAMES

former Australian cull member.
Hevweell travaled to Malbourne in
1088 and told Gent and his wite,
Lisa, that God had given 18-year-
ald Micole 1 him &5 & wife.

Bruce Genl — Former Austra-
lian cult member. He and his
wile, Liga, gave Vernon Howall
parmigsion Lo take thelr daughter
asa “wife.” believing It was for a
|"I{:I|':|I DUrEErSe,

Marc Breault — Former confi-
dant of Howell's. Broke sy in
1883, moving to Australia. He
has devobad much of his time
since to debunking Howell's
massaga

Elizabeth Baranyai - Wile ol
Marc Breault and & formar cult
membar,

Dawid Jewell — Mon=culi
rmember who sued his ex-wite in
1992 tor custody of their daugh-
ter. Kiri. Former cull members
told the disc jockey that Howell
had targeted Kin for his harem, A
WMichigan pudge ordered hés ax-
wita 1o kedp Kiri from Howell.

Kiri Jewall — Schaal girl
whom formar cult mambers testi-
fiegd hed been targeted for Var-
non Mowel's harem, She now
stays with har fathar in Michigan,

Sherr Jewell — School teach-
er who joined the cult. She
shares custody of har daughtar,
Kiri, with her ex-husband, David.
But a Michigan judge in 1932
barred her from bringing Kiri into
contact with Howell.

had trouble seeing the need for
eternal vigilance, Howell warned
of the day the world would arize
in jealousy over his many wives,
Breaull said.

The Branch Davidians took
target practice, but they were far
from Marines.

A Tribune-Herald carrier
learned that early one morning in
LoEE.

An elderly Hawalian eouple at
Mount Carmel subseribed to the
newspaper. When the carrier
backed his car into the entrance,
sliding the paper inte a slot next
to the mailbox, the lights flashed
an the dozing guand.

Startled, he jumped wp and
fired a shotgun into the air.

The guard was apologetic, bat
the newspaper’s circulation de-
pariment asked the Branch Davi-
dians to move the slot for the pa-
per farther down the road, away
from the entrance,

Brezult, with his poor vision,
was exempt from guard duty, He
spient his time at Mount Carmyel
hacking at his computer and
practicing his muosic.

He hated the place,

Ik was isolated, out in the boon-
jes of McLennan County, near
Tradinghouse Lake. Miles from
anywhere. A far ery from Hawail
and California, where Breault
had spent his vouth and college
vears. The Dallas Cowbovs foot-
ball team was about the only at-
traction Texas had for him.

Howell had taken a liking to
Breault, who was easy-going and
book smart, having gotien his
master's degree in religion from
Loma Linda University while in
the cult.

He encoursged Breault's
gearch to discover if he, too, was
a prophet, telling him to write
down his dreams. Breault shared
them with other cult members

and together they pondered thelr
meaning.

Breault, like most of Howell's
followers, was a former Seventh-
day Adventist, He considered it &
dying church. Howell had offered
a chance Lo bring about 115 refor-
miation, through his teachings and
hiz rock "n roll band. At first, it
wis exciting. Howell had prophe-
sied that the band would be a hit,
luring converts to the Branch Da-
vidian message.

The prophecy firzled.

Bul what upset Breault more
was the Branch Davidians' slav-
ish worship of Howell. People
acted like he was God or some-
thing. Also, Howell's relentless
pursuit of the single women in (he

group was grating.
Afraid to walk out

More and more, Breault want-,
od Lo leave

But Breault had to admit that
he dida't have the courage to
beave,

What if Howell was right? If he
bucked Howell's authority and
was wrong, helllire awaited him.
0f that, Bresult was sure. Look at;
the people who doubted Moses
They didn't make it to the Prom-
ised Land, Like many Branch Da-
vidians, Breault feared dving and
going to hell. Hell wasn't abstract
to him, as it is to many people
ralsed in traditional churches

Somehow, Howell seemed 10
recognize those fears — and the
real source of his power,

“Sometimes, to illustrate what
hell would be like, how the people
would scream, he'd start scream-
ing,” Breault said. “He once said
it wounld be worse than someons
flaying off your skin with nail
clippers. It was certainly graph-
ic. It got your attention.”

8o Breault hung on. He didn't
know what it would take to make
him leave. Bub he waz about to
find out.

IPart 4 begins on next page I
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An incident involving
Vernon Howell and a
young girl sparks
Marc Breault to leave

By MARK ENGLAMND
and DARLEME McCORMICK
c. 1983 Waco Tribune-Herald

Mare Breault played a compat-
er game — a simualation of the TV
show "Star Trek” — while he
waited outside the bedroom of
cult leader Vernon Howell one
night in 1088,

A blind man staying up to see
what be could see wazn't as ludi-
erous as it sounded. Although le-
gally blind, Breauolt had some vi-
sion. When bowling, for example,
he could see a “triangle of white,"
although he had trouble picking
out individual pins.

Breault wanfed to know if
Howell, the prophet leader of a
Waco-based cult called the
Branch Davidians, waz having
sa¥ with a 13-year-old Aostralian

girl.

He had objected when Howell
talked of bringing her to Ameri-
ca, Breanlt told a Michigan court
a year ago during a child costody
cagse concerning another child in
the cult.

Breault had watched quietly
while Howell proclaimed the
right to have sex with the single
women in the cult, but the Austra-
lian girl was different.

It wasn't just her age,

The girl had not been raised as
4 Branch Davidian, a bizarre
spinoff of the Seventh-day Ad-
ventists. He told Howell that it
wazn't right £o bring over such an
inmocent girl just to have sex with
her, Breault testified,

Howell, after their argument,
said he would not take the Aus-
tralian girl as a wife, Breault
sald, but when she and her family
came to live at Mount Carmel,
the cult's base 10 miles east of
Waco near the Elk community,
Breault began to suspect Howell
had lied to him.

S0 Breault zef a (rap.

Late one night, he entered an
office on the first floor of what
had been the cult’s old church,
Upstairs waz Howell's bedroom.
Breault wrote a few unimportant
letters on his computer, in case
anyone asked what he was doing
there,

Muostly, he played a computer
game — and waited,

The next morning, the Austra-
lian girl emerged from Howell's
bedroom, Breault said. He called
out a greeting. Surprised, the girl
asked why Breault wag there,
Just getting an early start, he
said. She shrugged and left.

“I realized it wasn't a matter
of Biblical anything," Breault
testified in Michigan. “He just
wanted to have sex with her, Be-
cause she really didn’t know what
he wras teaching.™

Breault and other former cult
members said Howell had talked
publicly about having sex with
underage girls — in 1986 telling
hiz followers that God had or-
dered him to “give seed” to a 14-
vear-old American girl.

Two vears later, when Breault
broke up with a girlfriend, How-
all consoled him by talking about
his own problems. He said it
wasn't easy lrying to pleaze all
hiz wives in the Houze of David —
the harem of single women in the
cult whose children were suppos-
edly destined to Fule the next Life
with Howell,

Howell asked him to guess his
favorite wife, Breault said.

He named Howell's legal wife,
Rachel Howell. No, Howell told
him. Mot her. Breault said he rat-
tled off more names, but not the
name of Howell's favorite wife,

Finally, Breault gave up.
Howell did the talking

“Howell said his favorite wife
was Rachel’'s younger sister,
Ereault told the Michigan court
in 1882,

Breault sald he never forgot
Howell's next words.

“Can you believe it, Mare?
She's been with me since she was
12 years old.”

Howells secret eventually be-
carne the talk of the Branch Davi-
dians. And Howell did the talking,
10 former cult members said.

Bruee Gent, an Australian once
im the cult, said ke was in a Bible
gtudy when he heard Howell re-
late-the first time he had sex with
hiz wife's sister,

“When he got into bed with her,
shewas only aboul 12, Gent said.
“He talked about taking her pants
off. There was a big fight. She
was trying to look after her own,
to protect herself, He made a big
joke of it. A warped bloody mind
he's got.”

Robyn Bunds, a former “wife"”

of Howell's, remembers not gues-
tipning Howells aceount of hav-
ing sex with his wife's sister,

“But now that ['m out here, liv-
ing a normal life, 1 realize it was
rape,” Bonds said. "It was rape.
When he deseribes it he says (Lhe
girl) thought he was getting in bed
to get warm. That's what he said.
When he tried to pull down her
panties, she tried to get him not
to. She was 12 years old. She
trusted him. He's her sister’s hus-
band. She was 12, | remember be-
ing 12. Bhe resisted, but he kept
on going because he said God told
him to. Psychologically, it's
weird. But you got used to it Tt
was normal.”

The girl's brother, Joel Jones,
who fled the cult, also said that
Howell had sex with his sister.

“There was no mystery," Jones
gaid. "You weare either blind or
vou could see, There was a lot of
perversion going on out there,
Vernon going gfter all thoze
voung girls. It's not right. It's not
a normal life.”

According to state records,
Jones' gister gave birth to a baby
girl Feb. 3, 1989. Bhe was 14.

The space on the birth certifi-
cate for the father's name was
left blank.

Howell denies fathering any
children in the cult besides the
two, Cyrus and Star, born to his
legal wife, Rachel, whom he mar-
ried when she was 14 vears old.

Birth certificates show that at
least two single women and one
girl identified by former cult
members as Howell's so-called
wives had habies. None of them
listed their babhies' father on the
birth certificate.

Mo recorded father

A copy of the California birth
certificate for Wisdom Bunds re-
cords his birth in Pomona on Nov,
14, 1988, Fobyn Bunds is listed as
the mother, but there is no re-
corded father.

Bunds, 23, has since changed
her son's first name to Shaun.

She zaid Howell i= the boy's fa-
ther. Howell ordered her not Lo
lizt hiz name on Shaun's birth cer-
tificate, Bunds said.

“Why de you have o put un-
known for the father?” Robyn
Baunds asked. "“Think abkout it. He
was afraid someone was keeping
track of all the babies he was
having.”

Dana Okimoto, then 22, gave
birth to a son, Sky Borne, on Sept,
10, 1984, in Torrance, Calif,

Mo father is listed. The birth
certificate says "Declined to
state.”

Okimoto refused to identify the
[ather of her som, but former cult
members — including Bunds,
who traveled with Okimoto from
Mount Carmel to the Loz Angeles
area in 1988 for the birth of their
bables — zald Howell iz the
father,

A former cult member listed
until 1591 as a midwife in McLen-
nan County 2aid Howell eventual-
Iy guit registering many of the
babies born at Mount Carmel.

Jeannine Bunds, Robyn's moth-
er, said she delivered twin girls to
Howell’s young sister-in-law at
Mount Carmel in 1991. A nurse,
Bunds said she also delivered
Okimoto’s second baby, Accord-
ing to Bunds, Howell directed her
not to register the births, which is
a Class O misdemeanor.

Howell was reportedly not dis-
creet within the Branch Davwi-
dians aboul his sexual relation-
ghips, though

During a Bible study, Heowell
talked about the first time he had
sex with the 13-vear-old Austra-
lian girl, two former cult mem-
bers said, Howell said the girl's
heart beat s0 hard that he could
actually hear it.

“¥ou know when an animal’s
gcared, how its heart just
pounds?" Robyn Bunds asked,
“That’s how Vernon said her
heart sounded. Like when vou're
hunting something is how he put
it. That's how he said the heart of
all the girls sound when he's with
them for the first time.”

Howell dismizses the charge
that he had sex with underage
girls. He argues that former cult
mesmbers who make the allega-
tions are followers of Breault.
However, Robyn Bunds heatedly
denies Howell's contention, call-
ing it “part of his paranoia.”

Peter Roenfeldt, pastor of a
Seventh-day Adventist Church in
Melbourne, said Breault attends
hizs church regularly,

“I have heard that is a rebuttal
that is coming from the cull in
Waco Texas, but he certainly has
not held himself out as a prophet
in any sense, certainly not in the
three, three-and-a-half years that
I've known him, "

The fear that Howell took mi-
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File phote
Vemon Howell says he has only two children, Cyrus, and Star, whom he is holding in the photo. The mother of both children is Rachel

Howell, his legal wife. Former cult members say Howell has more than 15 “wives.” With Howell is attorney Gary Coker.

Experts: Branch Davidians
dangerous, destructive cult

Michigan man to take legal ac-
tiom last year,

David Jewell, never a cult
member, sued for custody of his
daughter, Kiri, then 10, after an
October 1991 telephone call from
Breault, Jewell's ex-wife iz a
longtime Branch Davidian.

Breaolt asked David Jewel] if
his danghter wore a pendant.

As Breault had predicted, she
wore a Star of David. What
Breault said next enraged Jewell
and made him fear for Kiri's
safely.

“He said Kirl was targeted,”
Jewell zaid.

All Howell's wives or wives-to-
be wore a six-sided Star of David,
Breault told a 5t. Joseph, Mich.,
court in February 1543,

Breault, his wife Elizabeth
Baranvai, and Jean Emith, all
former cull members, paid their
way Lo Michigan to testify on be-
half of David Jewes]l

Howell wanted Kiri Jewell for
hig harem, Breault testified.

During the sommer of 1080,
Breauwlt said he and Kirl, along
with her mother, met Howell
while walking at Mount Carmel.

“Howell walked up and said
hello,” Breault wrote in a sworn
affidavil. “He asked Kiri whether
ghe had been behaving lately.
Kiri responded that she bad been
behaving. Howell said this was
good, because if she wanled to be
in the House of David, she would
have to be a good girl”™

Robyn Bunds also said she
heard Howell discuss the House
of David with Kiri.

“If Kiri and her friends acted
up, Vernon would say, “You have
to act like ladies if you want to be
in the House of David," " Bunds
said. "1t blew me away.”

Judge Ronald Taylor granted
jint costody of Kiri Jewell to her
parents, but he ordered Jewell's
cx-wife to keep her young daugh-
ter away from Howell.

The suffering started early at
Mount Carmel, according to for-
mer cull mambers, who said that
Howell at one time taught that
parenis should spank their chil-
dren at § months of age.

It was full-contact whipping,
oo, enough to leave iis mark on a
baby’s buttocks, according to for-
mer cult members. They said
Howell didnt spare the rod, often
using a large wooden spoon with
a straight handle and almost
spatula-like bottorm.

Howell denied the allegation.
He teaches that babies be “con-
girained” for discipline, Howell
said. Starting at age 4, discipline
should include spanking, he said.

But former cult member Mi-
chelle Tom told the Michigan
court differently, in a sworn affi-
davit. Bhe wrote that Howell hil
Tarah Tom, her daughter by hus-
band James Tom, on her buttocks
with the wooden spoon for more
than 30 minutas in 1988,

Tarah earned Howell's wrath
by crying when put on hiz lap, the
affidavit said.

“My baby was B months old at
the time and when he finished
her bottom was badly bruaised and
bleeding,” Tom wrote,

A former cult member, who
does not wish to be identified, saw
Tarah shortly after the whipping
and zaid “her bottom was com-
pletely black and blue.”

nors in the cult as “wives” led a I Please see CHILDRENM, Page 8A

By DARLENE McCORMICK
and MARK ENGLAND
c. 1953 Waco Tribune-Hergd

The Gospel According to Vernon Howell is a
dangerous, volatile swerve out of the main-
stream, say two cult experts who have talked to
sorme of Howells former followers.

They say Howell's brand of religion constitutes
& rult and that Howell controls the minds of his
followers,

“The group 15 withoul a doubl, without any
dounbt whatspever, a highly destructive, manipa-
lative cull,” said Rick Ross, a colt deprogram-
mer whoe works in Phoenlx, Ariz. “Vernon Howell
ig the ab=olute aonthoritarian leader of this colt.
He controls everything and evervone in that
compound, period.”

Although he is not a mental health profession-
al, Ros= hes developed an educational corrico-
lum on the subject of cults and serves on a nation-
wide committes on cults and missionaries for the
Union of American Hebrew Congregations in
Mew York,

He has been involved in more than 200 destruc-
tive cult cases, including the deprogramming of
one of Howell's former followers, Ross said.

Ross compares Mount Carmel, the Branch Dia-
vidians® base 10 miles east of Waco, to Jones-
town, a setflernent of American cultists in South
America's Guyana led by the Rev. Jim Jones. On
Mov. 18, 1978, more than #00 people there killed
themselves by drinking cvanide or were mur-
dered.

Rosg zaid, 1 would liken the group to Jim
Jomes . .. from the standpoint that it's in a com-
pound; it's isolated; it's extremely totalitarian

Conditioned to be passive

Priscilla Coates, a 10-year Cult Awareness
Metwork volunteer based at the organization's
Glendale, Calif. office, also said Howells group
is “unsafe or destructive.” The Cult Awareness
Network is a non-profit group with chapters in 21
states that addresses the issoe of cults, Coates
was national director of the group when it was
known as Citizens Freedom Foundation Cult
Awareness Network.

Both Ross and Coates said they talked with two
people who left the Branch Davidians.

The two cult experis zald they believe Howell
practices mind control.

Ross zavs Howell breaks down eult members
to where they have little or no sense of seli-worth
or individuality. They are conditioned to be pas-
sive and obedient.

Mind control comes from isolation, control of
the environment and setting up doctrines that
override an individual's needs, Foss said.

He zaid Howell twistz people’s belief in God
into & commitment to him,

Ross said most people at Mount Carmel proba-
bly would not zay they are committed to Howell
as their abeplute leader, They probably would
say they are committed te God. Their commit-
menk b Howell, in their minds, is synonymous to
their commitment to God, he said.

Followers become accepting

Ross said he deprogrammed a man who had
been with Howell for al least five vears. The man
sald he was afrald to be identified, but he told
Tribune-Herald reporters that he attended long
Bible studies, sometimes for 18 hours, while in
the cult. People go into the cult wanting to learn,
s they open up and become accepting, be sald.

"“You reach a point where you'll see things go
of oF you'll be told things, and they'll go against
vour befter judgment,” he said. “Bul because
you're now starting to doubt that you can trust
vour own judgrmeent, vou can see a conflict start
to develop in your mind,”

Individuals in the group were broken down, the
former cult member said. Every azpect of life
wis controlled, from finances to food, he said.

““The cults themselves always
say these are disgruntled
members — that's their
standard line and . . . that
they're lying. ‘Our feeling is that
they have no reason to lie to

us."
Priscilla Coates, Cult
Awareness Network volunteer

Ro=s and Coates said the man was uzed for
physical labor on various construction projects
at Mount Carmel,

He was “physically depleted,” Roas aaid of the
man. “There’s a rigorous work program going on
in there . . . they are essentially a foee labor foree
at Howell's beck and call , |, "

The former cult member said boilding projects
in¢luded a pool and a gym. He said followers
would often work on emply slomachs.

Working without food

Sometimes it would be torment, he said. Cult
members would go without food all day, and then
Howell woold hold Bible stedies late at might,
“berating” members for various things. All the
while, Howell would be eating, perhaps some-
thing as rich and tempting as ive cream, he said,
Afterward, they got to eat.

Howell'z group was defrimental to the man he
deprogrammed, Ross said.

The man said be feels angry over Lhe lost years
he spent with Howell. SBometimes, though, he still
wonders about Howell's seemingly superhuman
leedge of the Bible.

“When I die, am I going to end up standing in
front of this guy?" he asked.

‘Hoss said just about anybody can get involved
ina cult — that members are “basically just like
anybody else,”

Another former member, Robert Scott of Colo-
rado, said Howell's group could recruoit anyone.

“T don't care who you are, you could be the
sirongest person in the world,” Scott said, “1
don’t care who vou are because all they need is &
foothold.”

Exploiting the vulnerable

Scotf zaid Howell freely admitted the group
was a cult. Bt Scott said he never perceived the
uge of mind control.

“Dipes the spider ever zay to the fly bes going
to eat him™" he asked.

Culis exploit people who are vulnerable. Re-
cruits may be suffering from the death of a loved
one, experiencing a job change, or starting col-
lege, Coates 2aid.

Coates said that Howell probably uses many of
the Branch Davidians' past connection to the
Seventh-day Adventisis to gain eagier access to
patential recruits,

The religion believes in modern-day prophecy.

Ehe belleves the stories of the people who came
to her from Howell's cult, Coates said,

“The cults themselves always say these arae
disgruntled members — that™ their standard
line and ... that they're lving,” she said. “Cur
feeling is that they have no reason to lie to us,”

Ross said he believes Howell is prone to vio-
lemee, ag he has already demonstrated through a
1887 shootout with hiz rival, George Roden,

Speaking out and exposing Howell might bring
in the authorities or in some way help those '“be-
ing held in that compound through a kind of psy-
chological, emotional slavery and servitude,” he
said.

FRoss said authorities need to understand that
Howell is fully capable of vislence,

“You would say that is a very dangerous
group,” Ross said.
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Former cult members like Robyn Bunds (second woman from right) say cult leader Vernon Howell
taught that daughters of Branch Davidians should be groomed to bacome his “wives.”

CHILDREN

Cult leader had sex
with underage girls

[l From Page TA

Tom, who later left the cult, did
not protest the whipping,

“It's like you're in shock,” she
sald in an interview. “"He always
plaved on your emotions. If 1 had
shown emotion, he might have
taken her away from me or
sormething.”

She wanted to grab Tarah and
leawve Mount Carmeel, Tom said. I
was the first real whipping her
danghter had received. But it was
only wishful thinking — “How do
vou get ont with a child through
an armed guard in the middle of
winter?"

Howell didn't just pumnish the
children of other Branch Davi-
dians, former cult members said .
He waz particularly harsh to his

son, CyTus.
Boy slept in garage
Once, Cyrus refused to call Ni-

cole Gent "mommy,"” Breault
told the Michigan court. She had
been babysitting the boy. Howell
ofdered his 2on 1o 81t next to Gent,
the daughter of Bruce Gent and
reporiedly one of his “wives."”
When Cyrus, then about 3 years
old, refused, Howell forced him to
gleep on the kilchen floor and go
without food.

After a couple days, Howell
told Micole Gent to feed Cyrus,
who was s¢ weak he could not eat
by himself, Breaull testified.

That night, Howell made Cyrus
sleap in the garage of the cualt's
houze in Pomona, Calif. Howell
told the boy that large rats
prowled the garage, and they ate
naughiy boys, according o for-
mer Branch Davidian James
‘Tom.

Tom said Howell ordered him
to take Cyrus Lo the garage.

“T told Vernon that it wasn't a
goodd idea, because there were
rals there,” Tom wrole in an affi-
davit. “Vernon made me take
him anyway and told me to make
sure I told Cyrus that there were
rats, The child was terrified. Cy-
rus was made to gleep on a hard
bench taken oot of the shuttle bus
and was beside himsell with
fear."

During a 1886 Bible study in
Palestine, Texas, Cyrus, then
about 1 wear old, began crying,
Bruce Gent said.

The baby had been lefi alone
inzide a bus,

Howell, irritated at the disrup-
tion, made several trips to the bus
to strike his son, Gent said. Each
whipping reportedly lagted sever-
al minutes.

The boy's screams from the bus
haunted the church, Gent said.

“"After 5 to 10 minutes, the
cries became whimpers and Ver-
non would return,” said Breault,
who was also at Palestine, “Then
Cyrus would start crying again.
Vernon would go back to the bus,
You could hear the spanks from
where we were."

Neither Cyrus” mother Rachel

Howell nor any other member in
the cult left to comfort the baby,
Breault and (rent said,
* “It's hard to understand if
you've néver been there,” Breault
sakd. “But we're talking about a
man who was supposed to be a
prophet, He was giving the words
of life. ¥ou were not supposed to
miss out,”

Eating cinnamon

Jean Emith, a former cult
member who also testified in the
Michigan case, zald Cyruz and
another boy were onde made to
eat a tablespoon of plain cinna-
mon, which is extremely bitter,
after being caought sampling a

cinfamon jar at the Branch Davi-
dianz' house in La Verne, Calil,

Howell's petulance often led
him to whip children, Rebyn
Bunds said.

She sald Howell hit 10-month-
ald Shaun Bunds with a paddle at
Mount Carmel after the baby
wouldnt come to him.

“l was shocked,” Bunds said.
“But I realized he wanted him to
love his father. In a normal fam-
ily, the child knows who his father
is. But Vernon was never around
to know as a daddy. He shows up
and thinks it's time to discipline
Shaun beeaunse he's spoiled. He's
not spoiled. He was scared of
Vernon.”

Bunds said Shaun Bunds' bot-
tom bled after the whipping.

“You know how sofl and sensi-
tive a baby's skin i37" Bunds
asked. “His boitom was hil so
much that the skin was raw. It's
not like a serape. I's just where
the skin is hit s0 much that it
bruises and can’t Lake any more
and bleeds.”

Lasting effects

She believes the whippings had
lasting effects

At the recommendation of
Shaun Bunds' day care center,
Bunds has scheduoled an appoini-
ment for her son to meet with a
therapist. Day care teachers re-
peort that Shaun Bunds is emotion-
ally underdeveloped, Bunds said.
They told Bunds that her son is
eagily frustrated and eries often.

Bunds blames her son's prob-
lerms on Howell's inatfention and
harsh discipline.

Howell, though, claims Bunds
whipped Shaun,

“Yeah, I spanked him,"” Robyn
Bundz said. “I'm not prowd of it. I
want to throw up, (o know I let
him get to me in that way. I'm
gsorry [ did that. There's noway ta
take it back. But I waz told to.
The hardest thing for me of all
this is to know T did it, too, Al T
can say is I was in a certain
frame of mind, Vernon zaid even
if a child died from a spanking
they would go to heaven. You're
thinking from a worldly perspec-
tive, You don't think like that in a
cult. You can't think that way or
you wion'l survive for one day.”

Day by day was how Breault
had survived for a long time.

Finding out aboot Howell and
the 13-year-old Australian girl,
thowgh, finally pushed him to act.
Breault had considered her inng-
cent, not only of sex but of Branch
Davidian teachings.

In May 1988, Breaolt applied to
Australian officials for an immi-
gration visa,

His new bride, Elizabeth Bar-
anyvai, a native Australian, went
on ahead to Melbourne, to earn
money to pay Breault's way over.

Breault missed her, but it had
to be done.

Thoughts swirled in his head in
those days, He didn't really know
what he believed any more. But
after Breault sat through a Bible
study in Pomona on Aug. 5, 1989
and heard Howell's so-called New
Light, he knew one thing,

Getting his wife out of the
country had been providential.

Vernon Howell's
teaching of the New
Light leaves followers
thunderstruck

By MARK ENGLAND
and DARLENE McCORMICK
c. 1883 Waco Trioune-Herald
Vernon Howell picked Califor-
nia to reveal the “New Light,” a
teaching which led to a major rift
in the Branch Davidians.
About four hours inte a sermon

at the cult's Pomona house on
Aug. 3, 1989, Mare Breaull saw
Howell cock his head and melo-
dramatically lock uop, or so it
seemed to Breault. It was as if
Howell was listening o someone.
It was like, “Yeah, now I see the
light,” Breault recalled.

Howell told his followers that
he was the Lamb mentioned in
the Bible book of Revelation, the
one who would open the Seven
Seals and lead them g1l to salva-
tion. That they had heard before
and believed. It really didn't pre-
pare them for what followed,
though.

Howell
MarTiages.

All women in the cult, in fact
all women, belonged to the Lamb,
Howell zaid. He was their perfect
mate. The men's perfect mate
was already part of them. Howell
recounted the story of Adam and
Eve and how Eve came from Ad-
am’s rib, Breault said, The men,
if they henceforth remained celi-
bate, would get their perfect
mates in heaven in the same
manner as Adam, But the mar-
ried men must give up their
earthly wives — o Howell.

“Who could understand you
hetter than someone who had
lived inside wou™ asked Broce
Gent, a former Branch Davidian
who heard the New Light during
Howell's subsequent visit to Aus-
tralia. “That's the way he pre-
sented it."”

Marriage was really just glori=
fied adultery, Howell sald, ac-
cording to Breault and other for-
roer eult members.

Men and women were only
seeking a moral sanction for their
raging hormones, while Howell
wanted the cult’s women in order
to have the babies who would ush-
er in Paradize.

The message left the men
numb.

Howell's New Light wasn't
spontaneous, a whimsy. It was
the logical progression of what he
had been teaching for years, his
utter devotion to building the
House of David — having sex
with numerous women and pirls
in the cult to produce children
that Howell claimed would one
day rule the hereafter with him.

It was just the next step, so
much so that some Branch Davi-
dians staying at Mount Carmel,
the cult’s base 10 miles east of
Waeco, guessed what was up when
they heard rumors that Howell
had delivered a new meszage.

“"Evervone was speculating
what it was,” said Robyn Bunds,
a single woman already in the
House of David. “It was like, “The
only thing left is he's poing to
take our wives,” What the hell
else was left? There wasn't any-
thing else surprizing to do.”

As Breault left the room in Po-
mana after the 13-hour Bible
study, Howell wrapped his arm
around his neck

“80, Mare, how does it feel now
that I'm stuck with Elizabeth?"”
Howell asked.

Elizabeth was Elizabeth Bar-
anyal, Breault’s wife of thres
maonths.

Over my dead body, Breault
thought.

Always wanted more

Life with Vernon Howell had
been more than Breault eould
stomach for some time, When it
came to wives, Howell was like a
miser about monsy: he hoarded
what he had, and he always want-
ed more,

MNow Howell was {urning the
Branch Davidians into & harem
amd the men into virtual eunochs
gworn to guard its secret.

Most married men staved after
Howell took their wives. To those
who left the cult, and to ontsiders,
they were saps, but they couldn't
bear the thought of leawing. It

"annu]l_ed" all

threw them inte despair, For if
they left, what was all the suffer-
ing for? Why had they spent all
those years in the cult? For noth-
ing, that’s what. And that was too
painful for most Branch Davi-
dians to face.

Breault knew. He had experi-
enced all thoge feelings.

He had talked himsell into re-
maining in the cult time after
time: after Howell began using
the Bible as if it were the “Kama
Sutra’™; after Howell boasted of
sex with underage girls; after he
beat the cult's children; and after
he tried to turn mild-mannered
people inlo cormmandos.,

But Breault had finally had
enough,

He had applied to Australian
officials in May 1989 for an im-
migration wvisa, The New Light
made him even more anxious to
leave and thankful hizs wife had
left earlier that summer. Howell
clearly had broken the standard
to which the Bible holds prophets,
Breault decided, for his teaching
contradicied the Bible —which
teaches that marriage iz an hon-
ored institution,

A momth after the New Light,
Australian authorities granted
Breault a visa,

EBreault telephoned an aunt
who lived in Mission Hills, Calif.
While most Branch Davidians
were away working, she picked
him up at the Pomona house. He
took all he could carry in a suit-
case, leaving behind thousands of
dollars in computer equipment

The men and women who re-
mained were guickly separated
by Howell, who told cult mem-
bers that it was for their own
goodd,
To show why, Howell asked one
woman o hike her skirt during a
Bible study, {we former cult
members said. The woman
obeved, exposing her panties.
Howell asked the men if they
were sexually aroused. Almost
all the men raized their hands,
After thanking the woman for her
obedicnoe, Howell told his fallow-
ers that it’s impossible for men
and women to be friends. Sooner
or later, men will want to have
sex with women, They can't help
themselves, Howell said.

Eventuoally, the men and worme
en came fogether only for Bible
studies. Howell harshly rebuked
husbands who tried to maintain
eosntact with their wives, former
cult members said.

One cult member who lost his
wife to Howell said he gave her
up because of “what they were
going to accomplish in the king-
dom,” Bruce Gent said

Life on earth, though, became
hell for the married men in the
cult.

Lives torn asunder

“When [ was there ... [ mean
guys were in tears about it, that
God wanted them to give up their
wives,” sdid a former colt mem-
ber, who fears harm if identified.
“They were hearthroken.”

The men and women who had
their lives torn asunder by the
MWew Light may have thought
their lot was hard, but Howell, in
hiz mind, alwavs had it worss.

He constantly sought sympa-
thy, former cull members said.

“He would say it's nof easy be-
ing in his position,” Breault said.
“All woamen bave things aboal
them wvou don't like, Rachel has
big feet. She was not perfect,
Dana was too short. She was not
perfect. He was looking forward
to the kingdom of God where
they're perfect.”

Hewell talked woefully of his
struggle to build the House of Da-
vid in an avdio tape delivered to
the cult's Australian members.

‘What is love?’

“In my body has been desire,
buk it deceived me,"” Howell said
on the tape, “T looked upon the de-
sire and said, “This is love,’ but
once that love came through my
testicles and left out the head of
my mind and went inte their
body, my body turned into hatred,
my body found no more desire
and my body ached, my stomach
grabbed a hold of me and zays,
“oudon't love these girls." I said,
‘God, what is love?" God said, ‘No
man knoweth love, nor hate, by
&ll the things that he sees under
the sun.' And I persevered. I con-
tinued my work, feeling dead,
feeling lonely, feeling like a dirty
dog, cauze God zald they that
bear the vessels of the Lord shall
triumph.”

Such lamentations won Howell
only support from most Branch
Davidians, who felt he was suf-
fering for them.

But Robyn Bunds had seen
enough,

The striking black-haired Cali-
fornia girl had joined the House
of David when she was 17, aboat
the time of the shootout with
wiould-he prophet George Roden,

who laler was sent to the Vernon
State Hospital after being fownd
not guilty of an Odessa murder by
reason of insanity,

Bunds, st first, had been e
guiled by Howell and an early
prophecy that one of his wives
would become the bride of Christ.

“It was like a beauty contest,”
Bumnds said. “All of us battling
against each other to be this
woman that God thinks is the
greatest, It was like a fairy tale.
When I was young, 1 went 1o Dis-
peyland and watched all these
Disney movies, like Cinderella.
Im the light he teaches, 4 man on a
white horse comes and takes you
away. Back then, I was still
dreamy-eved. T wasn't inte real-
ity.”

She was now, though. Parl of it
was just growing up. Part of it
was having a son, Shaun. But the
biggest part of it was the MNew
Light.

Robyn Bunds had never liked
sharing Howell, but she did, until
the Mew Light made her realize
how preposterous it was (o be one
of Howell's “wives.”

Cie of the [irst married wom-
en whom Howell took was Bunds”
mather. Jeannine Bunds was in
her early B0s, an atiractive wom-
an who looked younger than her
age, She was married to Don
Bunds, a design enginesr who was
10 wears older than his wife,

Jeannine Bunds admittedly
found Howell's attention flat-
tering.

For Robyn Bunds, though,
learning that Howell was having
gex with her mother was too
“eraird.”

She wasnt angry at her moth-
er. For Jeannine Bunds, it was a
chance to feel yoong again, to
contribute to building the House
of David and, perhaps, making
more of “those beautiful ehil-
dren” that were all over Mount
Carmel. Jeannine Bunds said
Howell prophesied that she would
become pregnant if they had sex.
Zhe would have a child for the
Lord.

Her daughier, who had one
such child, no longer balieved in
the House of David. She believed
Howell was just a plain, ordinary
Bible-thumping lecher.

"T've had his child. He's slept
wilh my mother,” Robyn Bunds
said, “T can't think of anything
weirder, He doesn't even try to
justify it. It'= against the Leviti-
cal law in the Bible. Did you know
that? It's against Levitical law to
have a woman and her mother or
a woman and her sister. He uses
that law when it backs up some-
thing he has to say. But when it
doesn't, he explains it away.™

Big on control

Jeanninge Bunds said she now
thinks Howell had another reason
in mind when he took all the
wives in the colt than just buoild-
ing the House of David.

It came to her when Howell
separated the married men and
WiImean.

“It gave him more control,”
Jeannine Bunds zaid. “He's big on
confrol. If you're married, you
talk, vou discuss things, But if
vou're not with your mate at
night, you can't talk, you can't put
Vernon down. You don’t have
anybody. You're isolabed.”

The Mew Light sickened Robyn
Bunds. She vowed to leave the
cult. But she would learn that her
remark after hearing of the New
Light was wrong. '

Howell hadn't run out of sur-
prising things Lo do.

Some followers start
looking for a way out
of Branch Davidians
and Vernon Howell's
control

By MARK ENGLAND
and DARLENE MeCORMICK
c. 1893 Waco Tribune-Herald

Detective Ron Ingels thought
he was back in the "60: when he
entered the house at 2707 White
Ave. in La Verne, Calif.

Ingels accompanied Robyn
Bunds to the itwo-story white
stucco in the summer of 1980, Po-
lice had a warrant to search for
ker young son, Shaun Bunds. Once
inside, police found the house set
up like a dormitory. One room
had a single bed, but all the other
rooms had bunk beds,

It reminded Ingels of &
COTINUTE,

Arriving on a Saturday, police
had interrupted & Sabbath ser-
vice. There were men downstalrs
who had come over from the
cult's Pomona hoose When police
went upstairs, they found about
20 women and one man.

Yernon Howell,

er of the Branch Davidians, a
Waco-based spinoff of the Sev-
enth-day Adventistz — which
mainline Adventists frankly con
sider to have rocketed off into
orbit.

“He was there by himself with
all the women,” zaid Ingels, now
the police chief. " And the women
indicated that they were dedicat-
ed and loyal to Howell and would
do anything he said. If was a
strange sltonation. All the men
stayed in Pomona. All the women
stayed with Howell.”

La ¥erne looks and feels like a
village, with large old houses, a
town square and a small campus,
Lhe University of La Verne, that's
straight out of a Norman Rock-
well illusiration, with the addi-
tion of a few palm trees.

La Yerne police were well
aware of the Branch Davidians,
who didn't quite fit in, bot consid-
ered them harmless. |

Until they met Robyn Bunds
She had quite a story bo tell them,

“T didn't leave out one dirty de-
tail,” she said.

Bunds told police that Howell
had upward of 15 so-called wives,
or the women in the cult with
whom he had sex. And some of
the wives wera underage. ahe re-
ported to police, including a 14-
vear-old Australian girl who had
become a “wife” a year earlier.
Bundz also had been one of How-
ell's wives, she said.

She believed Howell had kid-
napped her son, Shaun, who was
then less than 2 vears old, and
sent him to Mount Carmel, the
cult's home base about 10 miles
east of Waco.

Howell was the boy's father,
Bunds teld La Verne police,

The apparent kidnapping came
after she had seemingly pollen
Howell's blessings to leave the
cult, Bunds said.

Howell had pulled her aside a
few weeks before at the La Verne
howse and kissed her. To his sur-
prize, she started crying. He
asked what was wrong. She want-
el to leave and try to live a nor-
mal life, Bunds told him. Mock-
ingly, Howell asked where she
would go. Bumds, then 21 years
old, threw out the name of a for-
mer boyfriend, one she had not
seen or heard from in years, It
was the only persen she could
think of .

An angry Howell gtormed
away, Bunds said.

The next day, after Bunds gol
off work as a recepthonist for a
videotape duplication company,
she returned to the La Verne
house to find all her belongings
gone, This was her chance, she
reasoned. Howeall was saving, in
effect, “See if vou can make it on
your own,”

But Howell meant Bunds to
start a new life missing more
than her belongings.

Sonis gone

Her son, Shaun, or Wisdom as
he was called at the time, was
also gone. Howell had sent the
boy to Texas in the care of
Branch Davidian MNovelette Sin-
clair, according to Robyn Bunds
and police, Sinclair was one of the
women who kept Shaun while his
mother worked.

Incensed, Robyn Bunds went to
the La Verne Police Department.

Bunds accompanied police to
the house on White Avenue. She

identified the women she be-
lieved to be Howell's wives, in-
cluding her own mother,
Jeannine.

Howell told police what they
suzpected: Shaun Bunds was not
there. He was in Texas,

Sgt. John Hackworth and the
other police officers noticed that
Howell's woice was trembling. He
hardly seemed a foreboding fig-
ure, a prophet with the might of
God behind him. There was a hint
of anger, too, in Howell's face
Hackworth thought he knew why.
Howell was no longer in conkrol;
the police were. His followers
saw him reduced to a mere
mortal.

Wanting to put a scare into
Howell, La Verne police gave him
48 hours to return Shaun Bunds to
California or face kidnapping
charges. The media would also be
alerted, police said.

Before police left, Howell
asked to speak to Robyn Bunds.

“Robyn, you know more than
these people.” Howell Implored.

“Shut ap,” an officer snapped
at Howell. “"She’s being de-
programmed.”

Ami [ that far gone? a stunned
Bunds asked herself,

‘Like a zombile'

Howell walked around “like a
zombie," after police left, Jean-
nine Bunds zaid. He couldn't be-
lieve that Robyn Bunds had gone
to the authorities.

“&he stuck a knife in my heart

Howell, 33, is the prophet lead- | Please see BUNDS, Page 84 |
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Woman makes a
break from cult
L1 From Page 8A

and twisted it,” Howell said
alowd,

Two days later, Shaun Bunds
was back home. Police returned
o the La Verne house and asked
to se2 the 14-year-old Australian
girl. But she had gone to Texas,
along with Howell.

“Tf they had detained her that
first night, this would be all
aver,"” Hobyn Bunds said.

Ingels said the first priority for
La Verne police was getiing
Shaun Bunds back to his mother,
not questioning the Australian
girl, although the age of consent
in California iz 18 years old.

“Before we could really inves-
tigate, zshe disappeared” Ingels
said. “He left, too. And he didn't
come back ... I don't think he
liked our attention.™

Jeannine Bunds left the Branch
Davidians a few months after her
daughter.

‘I did believe'

The Mew Light, Howell's Au-
Fust 1989 pronouncement that all
women belonged to him, had al-
ways troubled Robyn Bunds., Her
mother knew that. For Jeannine
Bundsz, like her daughter, became
Howell’s wife, part of the House
of David — the women who were
to have the children supposedly
destined to rule the world with
Howell,

“1 wanbed to be in the Houze of
Dravid,” said Jeannine Bunds. “He
made it sound so wonderful. I did.
I did believe. 1 couldn’t tell you
why now,”

Howell prophesied that she
would become pregnant, even
though she was in her early S0s,
Jeannine Bunds said. The thought
tantalized her,

“The children in the group are
s0 beautiful, they really are”
Jeannine Bunds said. "You think,
“These must be God's children.
They're so beaotiful,' **

But Jeannine Eunds didn't get
pregrant. She became eveén more
depressed when her daughter left
the cult. Howell exacerbated
things by forbidding Jeannine
Bunds Lo talk to her daughter,

Heartbroken, Jeannine Bunds
quit her job as a nurse at Provi-
dence Health Center and left
Waco, leaving Howell a good-bye
note,

Her parting with Howell wasn't
bitter, but bittersweet,

“Even now, I don't hate him_ "
Jeanning Bunds said. “Even after
all he's done to my family. It's
hard for me. I've seen both sides
of hifri, He can be nice, He cares
about people, or at least he seems
ta ... I do have feelings for Ver-
non. Semetimes they overwhelm
me. But all my life, this has been
my davghter, my bahy, my doll.”

Robyn Bundz, in eontrast to her
muother, has no lingering affec-
tion for Howell.

““He has totally changed,”
Bunds said. “He was really nice.
He was humble. He was very
well-mannered. Over the vears,
though, he's lost a lot of those
qualities, He's become this ob-
noxions, foul-mouth, pushy per-
son because of the power he has
over these people.”

Howell, however, sincerely be-
lieves what he teaches, Hobyn
Bunds said.

“Some people I tell this say he's
a con man,” she said, “Ah, kinda,
But he does believea it.”

One member of the Bunds fam-
ily remains at Mount Carmel.
Don Bunds chose Howell over his
family. His greatest fear is burn-
ing In hell, his wife and daughter
said. His family rarely hears
from him.

A cruel irony

Jeannine Bunds sees a croel
irony in Iosing her busband to re-
ligion. Reared a Catholic, she
changed faiths to keep her
husband,

"Bacause of thia, I really lost
my husband,” she said. “So what
did I accomplish? T just sit back
sometimes and it feels like ['ve
been hit by a4 bomb. I think 1
should have done this; I should
have done that, But it's too late
for me. It"s teo late for my fam-
ily. It's been Blown to smith-
ereens.”

She blames herself for her
daughter becoming involved with
the Branch Davidians and
Howell.

Az a teapn-ager, Hobyn Bunds
had fled the cult, going to live
with relatives in New Bedford,
Mass., but she got lonely and
asked (o come home to Califor-
mia, Howell, though, ordered Ro-
bwn Bunds (o go to Palestine, Tex-
ag, the cult’s home base at the
time.

Bunds’ parents advised her to
obey Howell. They didnt know
Howell wanted to seduce their
dauwghter, then 17, Jeannine
Bunds said.

“If we had had any inkling . . ."
Jeannine Bunds said. “When we
did find out, we felt very be-
trayed. I feel like we did her a
dirty deal, even though he was
very deceptive about whai he
did."™

For herzelf, Jeannine Bunds of-
fers no excose,

‘l chose to stay’

“I'm over 21, intelligent,” she
said. “T could have walked at any
time. I chose to stay, He doesn't
keep you. You can leave. What
vou have to understand, though, is
he keeps you by emotion When
you're down there, it's all so ex-
citing, You don't know what he'll
come up with next. I guess every-
one is looking for Tiopla, Shan-
gri-la. You dont want any prob-
lemsz, It wasn't all bad times, you
know. The people in this are
great. They'll give vou the shirt
off their back. They're nice, like
evervone else in the world. Ex-
cept they believe this, "

Jeannine Bundzs works two jobs
a0 her daughter can attend Mount
San Antonio College, where she is
a pre-law major,

They're bath trying to start
their lives over, but it's impossi-
ble for either woman to really
forget the past. For one thing,
they live in the Pomona house,
which Don and Jeannine Bumds
bought. on Howell’s order as a
place for the men in the cult to
stay while in California. The cult
abandoned the house last spring

But the most telling reminder
of the past is Shaun Bunds, now 4,
who reminds both Jeannine and

Robyn Bunds every day that they
once loved the same man.

Vernon Howell travels
to Australia to reclaim
scattered flock; his
visit leads to a
showdown with Marc
Breault

By MARK ENGLAMD
and DARLENE McCORMICK
¢, 1983 Waco Tribune-Herald

Mare Breault didn't sel out to
lead anvone away from anything.

He went to Australia to forget.

It was far away from Yernon
Howell and the Branch Davi-
dians, a bizarre spinoff of the
Saventh-day Adventists based 10
miles east of Waco, Breault once
had counbed himself among How-
ell's mosat faithful followers,

MNow he wanted to start anew
with his wife, Elizabeth Baran-
vai, a native Australian and also
a former cult member, and forget
the last four years of his life,
which he considered wasted.

Eventually, Breault, 28, start-
ed his own computer program-
ming company.

But Breault couldn't forget
that he had recruvited many of
Howell's followers. It ate at him
He felt guilty. But how to get any-
one out of the cult was & quan-
dary.

Cult members believed Howell
was inspired.

Breault knew that if he went to
the Australian cult members,
mast of whom lived near 0Mel-
bourne, and sald, “Hey, guys. I've
been studying my Bible and I can
show you where Vernon is
wrong,” they would not listen, He
was one of them.

But Breault did have a moment
of inspiration.

The Australian Branch Davi-
dians remembered Breault's
dreams, his muosings on whether
b, too, might be anointed, How-
€ll had tolerated his wonderings.
S0 Breault told the Australians
that he, too, was a prophet. And
God had given him a revelation.

They agreed to hear Breauolt
ok,

Howell claimed to be the Lamb
spoken of in the book of Revela-
tion who would reveal the Seven
Seals, the catastrophic events
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Shaun Bunds, previously named Wisdom Bunds, is the son of Ro-
byn Bunds. She says Vernon Howell is the boy's father.

heralding the end of the world,
didn"t he? Only, didn't Howell
also zay he wag Cyrus, the man
who would destroy the Babylo-
nians or unbelievers?

Well, Breault said, God had
told himi that the Lamb was real-
ly Jesus Christ. Not Cyrus. And
not YVernon Howell,

It was easy to prove, Breauli
gaid. He read to them from the
Mew Testament.

John 1:29: The next day John
seeth Jesus coming unto him,
and saith, Behold the Lamb of
(zod, which taketh away the sin
af the world,

Breault's plan worked, Une by
one, over about a year, many of
the Australian followers conclud-
ed that Howell was a false proph-
él. Then Breault disclosed that he
wasn'l a prophet either.

The Branch Davidians were
left with a void where their [aith
had heen.

Howell tried to fill it. He fought
back, issuing a revelation of his
own. And it was breathtaking.

If the Bible said only the Christ
could reveal the Seven Beals, that
led fo an inescapable conclusion,
Howell argued. Had he not shown
repeatedly that only he could un-
veil the baffling language guard-
ing the Seven Seals?

What other explanation was
there?

Dramatic difference

Yernon Howell was Jesus
Christ, come again. But this time
with a dramatic difference, ac-
cording to Howell He was the
Sinful Messiah, The first Jesus
was pure and sinless. How could
he fairly judge anyvone, Howell
asked,

The Sinful Messiah explained
mach aboul Howell to his follow-
ers. This Jesus Christ cursed like
a sailor and, by his own tongue,
admitted lusting after women.
And not fromn afar. The Branch
Davidians knew he had taken the
most desirable women in the
group to bed,

It made a certain kind of sense.

Howell Initlally shied away
from publicly acknowledging
that he considered himself to he
Christ. '

“T"d be lying If 1 said yes.”
Howell =aid, in an interview with
the Tribune-Herald. “T'd be Iy-
ing if T said mo. "

Bat, In another interview, How-
ell confirmed making the aston-
izhing elaim.

“If the Bible iz true, I'm
Christ,” he zaid. "Buot =0 what?
What's 20 great about being
Chrizt? A man nailed to the cross.
Aman acquainted with grief. You
know, being Christ ain't nothing.
Know what [ mean? . . . If the Bi-
ble iz true, I'm Christ. If the Bible
is true. Buf a1l I want out of this is
for people to be honest this time.™

Breault, however, pointed out
the flaw in Howell's claim to bea
Christ prone to sin, It doesn't jibe
with the Bible.

Hebrews 8 28 shows as much

"S0 Christ was once offered
to bear the zins af many; and
writo them that ook for him
shall he appear the second
time without sin wnio sal-
mition.”™

The battle for the souls of the
Auwstralian cult memberz would
climax in a showdown between
Howell and Breault

Howell traveled to Melbourne
early In 1980, staying at the home
of Bruce and Liza Gent, who like
the other Ausiralians had wa-
vered 1o the face of Howell's
¢laim to be Christ.

Howell’s attempt to revive his
followers was grueling.

Bruce Gent, a builder, had a
praject going. At 7 a.m., he went
to work. He came home at 8 p.m.,
showered, then went into Bible
studies that lasted from 8 p.m.
until long past midnight.

The Australians had heard ru-
mors of the New Light, but How-
ell had denied it in an audiotape
mailed to each of them. In the

Gentz' living room, where he
could work on the cull members
for hours, Howell confirmed that
the married men had to find their
perfect mates in heaven, Bruce
Gent said, Their wives must
cleave to Howell.

During the stodies, Howel]
complained that some women
who understood the tristh of what
he was preaching still dared to go
to bed with their hushands.

He pointed to the bedroom of
Bruce and Lisa Gent

Mot the Lamb

After sewveral davs of roond-
the-clock Bible studies, Lisa Genl
checked into a motel. She studled
her Bible and concloded that
Howell was not the Lamb. He was
not Christ. Geat called her hoss
band, Bruce, and together they
asked Howell to leave their home.

Howell moved in with James
and Michelle Tom, Michelle Tom
iz the daughter of Lisa Gent.

Through his confidant, Steve
Schneider, Howell called Mare
Breault and challenged him to a
ghowrdown at the Toms™ house for
the souls of the Australian follow-
ers. Breault came, but asked his
brother-in-law to call police if he
and his wife, Elizabeth Baranyai,
were not home by 10 pm,

Breault tried to explain why he
didn't believe Howell was in-
spired, but Howell hounded him
om one point: who had taught hirm
the Seven Seals? Didn't that
prove Howell was the Lamb or
Jesus Christ?

“Who tanght wou, Mare?” How-
ell asked repeatedly.

During the [aceoll, Howell suid
he was the man on a while horse
mentioned in Revelation. the lion
of the tribe of Judeh, because he
was a Leo,

Breault made light of Howell's
claim.

Since Howell also claimed lo
be the man on the black horse
with a pair of scales in his hand,
did that also mean he was a Li
bra, he asked

Irate, Howell began talking as
if he were Jesus, not Lhe supposed
Jesus of today, the Sinful Messi-
ah, but the Jesus of the New Tes-
tament, remembering what it
was like when Judas betraved
him. Il was zomething Breault
had never heard Howell do. He
and Elizabeth laft.

Shortly afterward, there was a
knock at the door. It waz past 10
p.m. A voice said the police were
coming. Actually, it was only
John Baranyai, worried about his
glzter and hrother-in-law.

Howell, who had just claimed
to be the incarnation of Christ,
ran out the back door, grabbed &
bieyele and pedaled away, leav-
ing his followers on their own.

He left Australia emply-
handed.

Breault pursued. He called
gome of the Branch Davidians
living at Mount Carmel, but they
refused to accept Breault’s argu-
ment that Howell was a fraud. Tt
wag probably a waste of time to
try to reach them, Breault decid-
ed. They were too close Lo

Huowell.

One he could rescus

In talking and corresponding
with other former cull members,
thoogh, Breault came to helisve
there was one Branch Davidian
he could rescue.

Ehe was 10 years old. Her name
waz Kirl Jewell,

Her mother, Sherri Jewell, was
a school teacher who spent much
of her free time at the eult's
house in La Verne, Calif, Breault
had already failed to persuade
her that Howell was nol Jesus
Christ, even though he and his
wife had once been close to her.
sherri Jewell was maid of honor
at their wedding.

Buot Kiri Jewell had a father
who was ool a Branch Davidlan

David Jewell was a dise jockey
in South Bend, Ind, He and Sherri
Jewel] ware divorcad, bot he had
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Robyn Bunds called in the La Verne police after Vernon Howell
sent her son, Shaun (left) from California to Mount Carmel after
she left the culi. Bunds told La Yemne police that Howell was
Shaun's father. Police gave Howell two days to return Shaun or
face kidnapping charges. Howell returned the boy and left Cali-

fornia.,

retained joint custody of his
daughtar.

In October 1991, Mare Breaualt
called David Jewell. He asked
Jewell if he knew whether his
daughter ever wore a pendant.
Yes, she wore a six-slded star —
the: Blar of David, Jewell =aid.

Howell had targeted his dangh-
Ler, Kird, for the House of David,
Breault told Jewell,

David Jewell sued for emer-
gency custody of hiz daughtler
when she visited him in Niles,
Mich., after Christmas.

The child costody hearing last-
ed from Feb. 25 to Feb, 28, 1982,

In the mellow tones of his pro-
Fession, David Jewell told Judge
Ronald Taylor in a St Joseph,
Mich. courtreom that he had a
bad feecling about the Branch Da-
vidians long before Breaull's
phone call.

In 1987, Sherri Jewel] told him
that she wanbed to take Kiri (o
Palestine, Texaz David Jewell
teatified.

"Sherri told me unless 1 coop=
eraled with the move, I'd be for-
ever damned to hell,” Jewell
said. "And if T did cooperate, 1
would be given more light. That
kind of thinking set off alarm
bells as to my davughter’s well-
being.”

Breault, Elizabelh Baranyai
and Jean Smith all paid their way
over from Awustralia to testily on
David Jewell's behalf.

Breault testified he had parted
with Howell when he had to “face
the reality of his taking young
girls.” ;

“Wernon would really empha-
size to girls anywhere from &, 7
on up, "You should want to be with
me," " Breault said. " “This is the
ultimate thing. Your whole lives
should be directed to this. You
should know the Scriptures. You
should know what 1 teach, 50
when yvou are ready, you can be-
come one of the people in the
House of David.* "

The attorney for Sherri Jewell
asked BEreault if he considered
himself a prophet — referring to
Howell's claim that Breault is a
rival prophet.

Breault said that while in the
cult he had visionz and wondered
what they meant.

“We lived, ate and breathed the
Bible,” Breault testified. "It was
the whole center of our being. Wa
wounld have these long studies. So
for me to have dreams and vi-
sions about Vernonite theology
wouldn't have been uncommon
... Basically, T was just brain-
washed, I was just out of it."

Jean Smith, 72, testified that
she stayed at the La Verne house
during a Passover. Men in the
cult were not allowed there, ex-

cept with Heowell's permission,
she aaid.

“The women in any of those
rooms could be called on by Ver-
non at that stage," Smith said,

Smith ecalled Howell a
“straight-out bally,™

“I saw him harass Kiri one eve-
ning because she didn’t know ex-
actly what he thought she should
knowr,” 8mith said.

Sherri Jewell never testified at
the child custody hearing. On the
third dey, both sides announced (o
Judge Ronald Taylor that a
shared custody sgreement had
been worked out. One of its condl-
tions was that Kir be kepl away
from Howell

Judge Taylor told Sherri
Jewell that it would be “'a matier
of grawve concern” o him if the
agreement were violated,

“1 think it is very clear on this
record that the best interests of
Kiri are not at all served by her
association with that organiza-
tion or, most specifically, Mr,
Howell or Koresh or whatever his
appropriate name iz, Judge Tay-
lor =aid.

Having gotten one more cult
member away from Howell,
Ereault returned to Melbourne,

4 programmer, he uzes his
computer at home to keep'in
touch with ex-cult members and
the families of present cult mem-
bers. They've fashioned an intelll-
gence network of sorts that at-
tempts to track the Branch
Davidians' dolngs.

The former Avstralian cult
members said they last heard as
a group from Howell almost
three vears ago — after he it out
on a bicycle from the home of
James and Michelle T'om.

An earthquake had struck Po-
mopa, 30 miles outside Loz Ange-
les, damaging the house where
the men in the cult stayed.

Howell had picked out the
house — which Don and Jeannine
Bunds bought — because ils rock
lacing reminded him of the Bibli-
cal parable to build your hovse on
a rock.

The earthquake erumbled the
rock, thoogh, which fell to the
ground,

Telephoning the Australians,
Howell warned that the earth-
quake was a sign of Gods anger
at them for abandoning him,

It waz too late for such blus-
tering.

Te the Australlans, and
Breault, if it signaled anything,
the falling rock signaled the col-
lapge of the Branch Davidians.

And, they hoped, Vernom
Howell.





