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Return to Rudi’s
Former ashram donated to Bodhivastu Foundation for retreat center and sanctuary

“Since I’ve been here, I’ve noticed a lot of 
local kids, in their 20s and 30s, coming 
out of the woodwork, waiting for this to 

happen,” said Lama Rangbar Nyimai Özer. “When 
I asked why, they said they feel inspired.” Sup-
porting youth is one of the goals of the New York 
City-born spiritual teacher who returned to the U.S. 
after 20 years in Nepal and is now charge of the 
former Rudrananda ashram in Big Indian, donated 
to the Bodhivastu Foundation of Wappingers Falls 
as a retreat center and sanctuary.

Rangbar sees no confl ict between the back-
ground of Swami Rudrananda, known as Rudi, who 
taught in the yogic tradition, and his own Buddhist 
lineage. “This is a place where people regardless of 
their background can receive instruction in medita-
tion,” he stated. “Many masters have taught here. 
The place is blessed, and we will continue to invite 
other spiritual teachers.”

Meanwhile, the old 32-room hotel that fronts 
the property is in dire need of repair. Since the 
donation was made in March of this year, students 
of Rangbar and other teachers have gathered in-
termittently at the site to volunteer their labor and 
perform ceremonies celebrating the rededication 
of the land to its spiritual purpose.

The property became a gathering place for ide-
alistic young hippies in the late 1960s, when Rudi 
established his ashram, one of several he founded 
around the U.S. Born Albert Rudolph in Brooklyn 
in 1928, as a young man, he started a business 
importing Asian art. He spent time in India in the 
1950s and 60s, studying with Bhagavan Nityananda 
of Ganeshpuri and Swami Muk-
tananda, who initiated Rudi as a 
swami in 1966. After Rudi died in 
a small plane crash in the Catskills 
in 1973, his disciples dispersed.

One of Rudi’s students was 
developer Dean Gitter, whose 
fi rm Crossroads Ventures has 
been attempting to build a con-
troversial resort project on Bel-
leayre Mountain. Gitter served as 
the Big Indian property manager 
from 1970 to 1973. Many of Rudi’s 
disciples have gone on to become 
spiritual teachers, including Stuart 
Perrin of New York City and Dr. 
John Mann, who purchased the 
ashram in 1979 to preserve it 
as a spiritual center. Occasional 
gatherings and classes have been 
held at the site over the years, but 
the buildings have been slowly 
declining. In 2013, the 85-year-
old Mann and his wife, Capella, 
decided to seek new ownership 
to invigorate the property.

Lama Rangbar learned of the 
offering and met with Mann, who 
gave the main lodge and twelve 
acres of mostly wooded land to 
the Bodhivastu Foundation. The 
Manns will keep the meditation hall, cabin, shrine, 
and stupa, a whitewashed ceremonial structure 
containing a statue of Rudi.

Rangbar, president and founder of Bodhivastu, 
has a background not unlike that of Rudi. After 

growing up in New York City, the former Adam 
Friedensohn owned a construc-
tion company in Kingston in his 
early twenties. At that time, he 
attended a retreat at the farm-
house that preceded the Tibetan 
monastery on Meads Mountain in 
Woodstock.

“I saw that for young people, 
there were a lot of problems, a 
lot of no-can-dos,” said Rang-
bar, sitting on the porch of the 
lodge, dressed in a Nepalese side-buttoned tunic 
and white wraparound lunghi. “Back then people 
were stressed. Now they’re traumatized. It must be 
so hard for young people without meditation. There 
are not a lot of opportunities to use their energy.”

He left the U.S. on a quest to fi nd out if other 
countries had the same problems and whether they 
could be fi xed. “There are many things wrong in 

Nepal,” he said “but there’s a lot of medicine for 
learning. The Buddhists and Hindus live side by 
side. It doesn’t have to be a headache.”

His made the trip also because his teacher, 
Dudjom Rinpoche, had died and was to be buried 
in Nepal. During his 20 years in Nepal, Rangbar 
studied with Buddhist masters of the Vajrayana tradi-

tion and the Nyingmapa lineage, 
known as the Red Hat sect. He ran 
a solar power company, brought 
solar electricity to villages, cre-
ated a fl eet of electric vehicles, 
and organized the Himalayan Life 
Foundation to address poverty.

“It was hard to straddle 
these strange worlds,” recalled 
Rangbar. “Meditation in caves 
and then going to four-star hotels 

with ambassadors and ministers, discussing solar 
power. Although I was helping people in a mun-
dane way, I kept thinking of the U.S. and what’s 
lacking here. I felt that spiritual force was needed. 
I wanted to transfer the spiritual techniques I had 
learned to America.”

Through an oracle in Bhutan, he received the 
mandate to build a peace stupa, and the designated 

location was in the Dutchess County 
town of Pleasant Valley. He settled 
in nearby Poughquag fi ve years ago 
and set to work on the stupa project. 
Students came to him for meditation 
instruction, and he decided a retreat 
center was needed.

“People need a place where 
they can just be,” he mused, “where 
they can settle down and be use-
ful. This house can absorb a lot of 
human energy in a peaceful way.”

We walked through the rangy, 
peach-colored building that 

was once Kasimir’s Lodge, viewing 
the large, immaculate dining room 
and the industrial kitchen, where a 
Havahart trap was set, in the hope 
of relocating a resident raccoon. 
The guest rooms, many of them 
fi lled with dusty storage items, are 
being cleaned up and renovated 
one by one. Rangbar has taken over 
Rudi’s former bedroom, setting up 
an elaborate shrine against one wall.

Behind the house, we climbed 
a ladder to take a look at a 
10,000-pound black granite statue 
of the goddess Mariamma, resting 
on her back on a covered truck bed. 

A donation from Indian spiritual teacher Sai Maa, 
who inherited the statue from her own teacher, the 
goddess has been worshipped for rain, fertility, and 
relief from chronic disease. Once her pedestal has 
been completed, Mariamma will be tilted upright, 
and funds will be solicited to construct a permanent 
roof over her head.

At the edge of the woods, the fi rst of several 
planned retreat cabins has been built. Rangbar’s 
29-year-old daughter, who grew up in Rosendale, 
was scheduled to start a 21-day retreat in the cabin 
the next day.

There’s plenty of work left to do, but Rangbar 
is confi dent that he can resurrect the property as a 
retreat and healing center, thanks to support from 
his students, followers of Rudi, disciples of Sai Maa, 
and interested local residents. Donations seem to pop 
up when they are needed. Current needs include a 
riding mower, a backhoe, building materials, and 
a washer and dryer. 

Rangbar is offering free meditation instruction 
and practice every Sunday at 9:30 a.m. The public 
is invited, but please call ahead to confi rm at 845-
254-4455 or email info@bodhivastu.org.++

Violet Snow

P
H

O
T

O
S B

Y
 V

IO
L
E

T
 SN

O
W

Ten-foot-tall statue of the goddess Mariamma, reclining as she awaits completion of 
her pedestal

Lama Rangbar on the porch of the retreat center

‘People need a place 

where they can just be, 

where they can settle 

down and be useful…’


