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Petrolia’s new neighbors — L. Ron Hubbard’sf

By Joe Cempa

PEI'ROUA — A few miles outside
of this coastal community, a massive
400-foot subterranean vault con-
structed of steel and concrete lies be-
neath a peaceful knoll overiooking the
Pacific.

The breadth and dimension of the
vault stagger theimagination: 100 feet
longer than a football field and 20 feet
in diameter, the two-story sarcopha-
gus is almost complete. Jt is designed
to withstand the ravages of nature as
well as man-made destruction.

Humboldt County is now home to
one of the most impregnable storage
repositories known to man. Its prime
purpose is to hold the teaching, phi-
losophy and enlightenment of asingle
man: L. Ron Hubbard, the founder of
Scientology, one of the most conten-
tious, controversial religions ever
founded. )

The vault is one of several under
construction acrossthe country. South-
ern California and New Mexico have
similar underground facilities that are
nearly complete. Unconfirmed reports
say land has been purchased in Utah
for a fourth facility.

Some residents of Ferndale and
Petrolia are anxious. They are in won-
der at the proposed use of the vaults.
Why three or four vaults of such size
to store the works of one man? they
ask What elseis going into the vaults?

The Church of Spiritual Technol-
ogy —a Scientology splinter group —
hasbought up tracts of Southern Hum-
boldt ranches and homesteads out-
side of Petrolia since 1984. Its holdings
in the area total 3,600 acres.

The centerpiece of the project is the
former Walker Ranch. In June of 1987
the philosophical-religious organiza-
tion began constructing a storage fa-
cility its members claim will “hoid the
wisdom of the ages.”

As the vault nears completion,
Petrolia residents are no more sure of
what exactly is going on up on Walker
Mountain than they were seven years
ago when the Los Angeles-based
Church of Spiritual Technology be-

gan buying land

“We don't kr;ow what the hell is -

going on up there, and it stinks!” said
one retired man from the steps of the
Petrolia Post Office. “Some of us (lo-
cals) call it the dungeon! A lot of us do
not like this one bit. Who are these
people? They sure are a secretive,
stand-offish lot.”

That same description of “secre-
tive” and “they sure keep to them-
selves” popped up again and again
while researching this story. Report-
ers in New Mexico and San Bernar-

dino County who were working on

stories about the storage facilities un-

der construction there said they could

get little or no information from CST
tatives.

Dozens of phone calls to the CST
office in Los Angeles were not re-
turned. Queries to the Media Rela-
tions office of Scientology were. an-
swered with, “Ireally don‘tknow who
could talk to you about that. We have
no information on the vaults.”

In the San Bernardino Mountains
another storage facility nears comple-
tion. Itis 5,200 feet above sea level and
it has two tunnels, connected by a
metal corridor, each 104 feet long by
23 feet wide. The San Bernardino fadl-
ity is surrounded by at least 10 build-
ings including a three-story adminis-
trationoffice, dormitories, dining halls,
residences and other buildings and
offices.

No visitors are allowed, and an
extensive security system surrounds
the 33-acre site. A 35.5-kilovolt gen-
erator powers the facility.

According to Aileen Derdorff,
Santa Barbara County planner, the
property was valued at $3.7 million
before the vaults were constructed.

“They say they are going to store
‘old and historic’ documents upthere,”
Derdorffsaid. “Sincel hear this church
has only been around forashort while,

1 don’t know how ‘old and historic’
these documents can be. It sounds
questionable to me.”

“1 have no idea what's going on in
them (the vaults) or what they are
doing up there. They are very secre-
tive people, very stand-offish. In our
dealings with them it was always a
‘we-don‘t-want-you-knowing-what-
we’re-doing-up-here’ kind of thing,”
she said. “The vaults are impressive,
really cold, but not damp. Actually
very dry. They want to keep them cold
and dry for some reason. I've never
seen anything like them.”

The Church of Spiritual Technol-

wasi ted in California in
May 1985. Based in Los Angeles, the
45-member church was created as a
non-profit organization dedicated to
“preserve the religious and philo-
sophical writings of the late L. Ron
Hubbard,” according to a spokesman
for the church. Hubbard wrote doz-
ens of science fiction books and is the
founder of Scientology.

According to an interview pub-
lished in the Ferndale Enterprise,
Michel Ouelette, 40, a French-Cana-
dian, is the manager of the Petrolia
facility.

“We are not the Church of
Scientology,” Ouelette said in the
weekly newspaper’s story by Editor
Elizabeth McHarry. “"However, wedo

share a common interest with it
through our belief in the value and
workability of Mr. Hubbard's writing
insolvingtoday’s spiritual problems.”

Ouelette said that “other basic reli-
gious texts” also areto be stored in the
underground facility outside Petrolia.

According to CST documents, the
church was formed to ensure that
Hubbard’s “religious works” and
“other key religious works of man-
kind do not fall prey to the ravages of
time, and will still be in existence in
the centuries and millennia to come.”

According to the documents, the
material will be stored by microfilm,
archival publishing, metal etchings,
audio recordings made from puregold
mdcompaadisbthatwillhstl,(m
years. The church also plans to install
time-capsules made of titanium, “one
of thetoughest and long-lasting metal
there is,” will be welded shut and the
oxygen pumped out and replaced with
argon gas. The capsules will be stored
in stainless steel storage racks.

The Enterprisealso quoted Ouslette
as saying, “The church’s activities in-
clude research into long-lasting archi-
val materials, transferring writtenand
spoken words onto such materials to
preserve them, and storing them so
they will be available for future gen-
erations. We will not be conducting
religious ceremonies at the ranch. The

Church of Spiritual Technology vault

Church of Scien

the church'’s archives.

The stated purpose of the vault is the
- -founder L. Ron
been linked to the Church of Scientol
375 feet long and will be covered with 14 feet of dirt and gravel.
The inside of the facility will be two stories tall and will contain moveable cabinets whicli will hold

rvation of the religious
ubbard. The Church of Spiritual
, is building the vault in Petrolia. This storage facility is

e s ==mp

nology, which has

accessible 1o vehicles by
a ramp cut into the eerth
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followers, the Church of SpiritUal Technology

purposeof the property is for the pres-
ervation of religious wisdom.”

He said that money for the facility
came form “donations.” According to
Todd Sobolik, Humboldt County chief
building inspector, the vault is esti-
mated to cost between $3 and $5 mil-
lion. An 8,000-square-foot house called
“The Bunker” that serves as a
“caretaker’s quarters” was estimated
to cost $300,000 to construct, Sobolik
said.

The assessed valuation of the 23
parcels owned by the church is $1.19
million, with improvements valued at
$510,533, according to county records.
Records also showed that thechurch’s
tax bill for 1990-91 is $18,488.

According to a six-part series in the
Los Angeles Times last year, the
Church of Scientology has spent more
than $15 million to protect and pre-
serve Hubbard’s writings. The paper
said the CST has 45 members who
function as staff. There is no “congre-
gation.”

Court documents filed by the
church list its income for 1987 as $503
million. Cynthia Kisser, directorof the
Cult Awareness Network, said in an
interview that in 1987 the Church of
Scientology reported incomeand fixed
assets of $206 million.

The New Mexico storage facility is
the most complete of the three known

vaults. The San Miguel, N.M.,, county
planner, Hilario Rubio, said the CST
has been in his area for “at least six
years.”

“It seems to me that it is exactly
what they say it is: a big tunnel in the
mountains to store records. It's out in
the middle of nowhere, 40-miles east
of Las Vegas (N.M.). They invited
county officials to tour the thing a
whileback. It'sa real nicetunnel, away
from people, that's for sure,” Rubio
said in a telephone interview. “To you
or meit may seem absurdly ridiculous
to build something so far out to store
records, but I guess they have their
reasons.”

According to the Times articles the
New Mexico vaults have “mainte-
nance-free doors with lives of one-
thousand years.” The doors are
“nuclear-blast resistant.”

The New Mexico site is made up of
two 350-foot long tunnels that make a
V.Rubio said thechurchowns “around
3,000 acres” in San Miguel County.
“They (CST officials) told me they
wanted an area ‘that won't get hit by
nuclear war.’ They probably found it.
Except, what | don’t understand is
who's going to be around to get the
records out after the war? Who would
know they were there if we're all de-
stroyed?”

CST’s Humboldt County vault lies

at the end of a twisting, paved road
that climbs up into the hills two miles
outside Petrolia. A solitary guard
shack stands shaking from the strong
winds that whip up Walker Mountain
from the Pacific. A sign painted with
bold, red letters cautions: “NO TRES-
PASSING — VIOLATORS WILL BE
PROSECUTED TO THE FULLEST
EXTENT OF THE LAW!” Visitors to
the CST facility in Humboldt County
are turned back by a security guard.
Mostof the workers at the site were
reluctant to talk about the vault. One
unidentified concrete worker said that
more than 16,000 square yards of con-
crete had been used in the vault’s con-
struction. “So far,” he said. He esti-
mated 16,000 yards to be approxi-
mately the amount that was used in
the building of the Humboldt County
Courthouse. He also said there were
plans to construct a second tunnel.
Peter Brant, of Brant Electric in
Arcata, worked on the 8
foot “bunker” thatoveriooksthe vault.
He described the house as “very
“They call it a residence, but it's
built like a commercial structure. It's
got 20-footdeep poured-concrete piers
under it, a raised concrete floor and
steel studs in the walls. Closed circuit
TV cameras are in almost every room,
and there are alarm systems all over,”

he said.

Brantsaid he had installed “around
25" uninterruptable power circuitsand
data communicationsoutlets through-
out the three-bedroom structure. “It
looked like they were designing it for
acomputer work station,” he said. He
noticed one room referred toasa “sew-
ing room” in the building plans, “But
it had eight computer terminals in it.”

As country officials and construc-
tion workers “speculate” on the
Church of Spiritual Technology,
there’s speculationonthe breadthand
power of L. Ron Hubbard’s Church of
Scientology.

Hubbard wrote “Dianetics: The
Modern Science of Mental Health” in
1950 and a number of other books on
self-help and science fiction until his
mysterious death in 1986. Long
dubbed the “science fiction religion”
by the press and the tric com-
munity, Scientology is a religion
abounding in reincarnation, galactic
encounters, interplanetary civiliza-
tions and universe-hopping ts,
according to a score of books
and first-hand encounters.

Scientology’s (Hubbard’s) wisdom
comes with a hefty price tag. Church
members are taught through a pro-
gression of sometimes-secret courses
that cost thousand of dollars and take
years to complete. Scientology execu-
tives say membership to be more than
6.5 million with churches in 200-plus
countries.

Scientology’s central belief is of an
immortal soul, called a “thetan.” The
thetan passes from one body to the
next by reincarnation and can “live”
for trillions of years. When a person
dies, according to Hubbard, his or her
thetan goes to a “landing station on
Venus,” where it is re-programmed
with lies about its past life and its next
life. The thetan is told it will return to
earth and be placed in the body of a
newborn baby.

“What actually happens to you,”
Hubbard told his followers, “is that
you're simply encapsulated and
dumped in the gulf of lower Califor-
nia. To hell with ya! If you can get out
of that, and wander around through
cities and find some girl who looks
like she’s going to have a baby or get
married, you'reall set. You eventually
just ababy.”

H‘Pkkubbudup told followers that the
way around all this was for
Scientologists to simply “selectanother
location other then Venus to go to
when they “kick the bucket.”

This man, adored and respected by
Scientologists, was not without his
earthy problems. Lawsuits and books
by former members, a federal convic-
tion of 11 of Scientology’s top mem-
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