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A New Door

MIDWAY THROUGH the twentieth century, two unusual new molecules,
organic compounds with a striking family resemblance, exploded upon
the West. In time, they would change the course of social, political, and
cultural history, as well as the personal histories of the millions of people
who would eventually introduce them to their brains. As it happened, the
arrival of these disruptive chemistries coincided with another world
historical explosion—that of the atomic bomb. There were people who
compared the two events and made much of the cosmic synchronicity.
Extraordinary new energies had been loosed upon the world; things
would never be quite the same.

The first of these molecules was an accidental invention of science.
Lysergic acid diethylamide, commonly known as LSD, was first
synthesized by Albert Hofmann in 1938, shortly before physicists split an
atom of uranium for the first time. Hofmann, who worked for the Swiss
pharmaceutical firm Sandoz, had been looking for a drug to stimulate
circulation, not a psychoactive compound. It wasn’t until five years later
when he accidentally ingested a minuscule quantity of the new chemical
that he realized he had created something powerful, at once terrifying
and wondrous.

The second molecule had been around for thousands of years, though
no one in the developed world was aware of it. Produced not by a chemist
but by an inconspicuous little brown mushroom, this molecule, which
would come to be known as psilocybin, had been used by the indigenous
peoples of Mexico and Central America for hundreds of years as a
sacrament. Called teonandcatl by the Aztecs, or “flesh of the gods,” the
mushroom was brutally suppressed by the Roman Catholic Church after
the Spanish conquest and driven underground. In 1955, twelve years after



Albert Hofmann’s discovery of LSD, a Manhattan banker and amateur
mycologist named R. Gordon Wasson sampled the magic mushroom in
the town of Huautla de Jiménez in the southern Mexican state of Oaxaca.
Two years later, he published a fifteen-page account of the “mushrooms
that cause strange visions” in Life magazine, marking the moment when
news of a new form of consciousness first reached the general public. (In
1957, knowledge of LSD was mostly confined to the community of
researchers and mental health professionals.) People would not realize
the magnitude of what had happened for several more years, but history
in the West had shifted.

The impact of these two molecules is hard to overestimate. The advent
of LSD can be linked to the revolution in brain science that begins in the
1950s, when scientists discovered the role of neurotransmitters in the
brain. That quantities of LSD measured in micrograms could produce
symptoms resembling psychosis inspired brain scientists to search for the
neurochemical basis of mental disorders previously believed to be
psychological in origin. At the same time, psychedelics found their way
into psychotherapy, where they were used to treat a variety of disorders,
including alcoholism, anxiety, and depression. For most of the 1950s and
early 1960s, many in the psychiatric establishment regarded LSD and
psilocybin as miracle drugs.

The arrival of these two compounds is also linked to the rise of the
counterculture during the 1960s and, perhaps especially, to its particular
tone and style. For the first time in history, the young had a rite of
passage all their own: the “acid trip.” Instead of folding the young into the
adult world, as rites of passage have always done, this one landed them in
a country of the mind few adults had any idea even existed. The effect on
society was, to put it mildly, disruptive.

Yet by the end of the 1960s, the social and political shock waves
unleashed by these molecules seemed to dissipate. The dark side of
psychedelics began to receive tremendous amounts of publicity—bad
trips, psychotic breaks, flashbacks, suicides—and beginning in 1965 the
exuberance surrounding these new drugs gave way to moral panic. As
quickly as the culture and the scientific establishment had embraced
psychedelics, they now turned sharply against them. By the end of the
decade, psychedelic drugs—which had been legal in most places—were



outlawed and forced underground. At least one of the twentieth century’s
two bombs appeared to have been defused.

Then something unexpected and telling happened. Beginning in the
1990s, well out of view of most of us, a small group of scientists,
psychotherapists, and so-called psychonauts, believing that something
precious had been lost from both science and culture, resolved to recover
it.

Today, after several decades of suppression and neglect, psychedelics
are having a renaissance. A new generation of scientists, many of them
inspired by their own personal experience of the compounds, are testing
their potential to heal mental illnesses such as depression, anxiety,
trauma, and addiction. Other scientists are using psychedelics in
conjunction with new brain-imaging tools to explore the links between
brain and mind, hoping to unravel some of the mysteries of
consciousness.

One good way to understand a complex system is to disturb it and then
see what happens. By smashing atoms, a particle accelerator forces them
to yield their secrets. By administering psychedelics in carefully
calibrated doses, neuroscientists can profoundly disturb the normal
waking consciousness of volunteers, dissolving the structures of the self
and occasioning what can be described as a mystical experience. While
this is happening, imaging tools can observe the changes in the brain’s
activity and patterns of connection. Already this work is yielding
surprising insights into the “neural correlates” of the sense of self and
spiritual experience. The hoary 1960s platitude that psychedelics offered
a key to understanding—and “expanding”—consciousness no longer looks
quite so preposterous.

How to Change Your Mind is the story of this renaissance. Although it
didn’t start out that way, it is a very personal as well as public history.
Perhaps this was inevitable. Everything I was learning about the third-
person history of psychedelic research made me want to explore this
novel landscape of the mind in the first person too—to see how the
changes in consciousness these molecules wrought actually feel and what,
if anything, they had to teach me about my mind and might contribute to
my life.



THIS WAS, FOR ME, a completely unexpected turn of events. The history of
psychedelics I've summarized here is not a history I lived. I was born in
1955, halfway through the decade that psychedelics first burst onto the
American scene, but it wasn’t until the prospect of turning sixty had
drifted into view that I seriously considered trying LSD for the first time.
Coming from a baby boomer, that might sound improbable, a dereliction
of generational duty. But I was only twelve years old in 1967, too young to
have been more than dimly aware of the Summer of Love or the San
Francisco Acid Tests. At fourteen, the only way I was going to get to
Woodstock was if my parents drove me. Much of the 1960s I experienced
through the pages of Time magazine. By the time the idea of trying or not
trying LSD swam into my conscious awareness, it had already completed
its speedy media arc from psychiatric wonder drug to counterculture
sacrament to destroyer of young minds.

I must have been in junior high school when a scientist reported
(mistakenly, as it turned out) that LSD scrambled your chromosomes; the
entire media, as well as my health-ed teacher, made sure we heard all
about it. A couple of years later, the television personality Art Linkletter
began campaigning against LSD, which he blamed for the fact his
daughter had jumped out of an apartment window, killing herself. LSD
supposedly had something to do with the Manson murders too. By the
early 1970s, when I went to college, everything you heard about LSD
seemed calculated to terrify. It worked on me: I'm less a child of the
psychedelic 1960s than of the moral panic that psychedelics provoked.

I also had my own personal reason for steering clear of psychedelics: a
painfully anxious adolescence that left me (and at least one psychiatrist)
doubting my grip on sanity. By the time I got to college, I was feeling
sturdier, but the idea of rolling the mental dice with a psychedelic drug
still seemed like a bad idea.

Years later, in my late twenties and feeling more settled, I did try
magic mushrooms two or three times. A friend had given me a Mason jar
full of dried, gnarly Psilocybes, and on a couple of memorable occasions
my partner (now wife), Judith, and I choked down two or three of them,
endured a brief wave of nausea, and then sailed off on four or five
interesting hours in the company of each other and what felt like a
wonderfully italicized version of the familiar reality.



Psychedelic aficionados would probably categorize what we had as a
low-dose “aesthetic experience,” rather than a full-blown ego-
disintegrating trip. We certainly didn’t take leave of the known universe
or have what anyone would call a mystical experience. But it was really
interesting. What I particularly remember was the preternatural
vividness of the greens in the woods, and in particular the velvety
chartreuse softness of the ferns. I was gripped by a powerful compulsion
to be outdoors, undressed, and as far from anything made of metal or
plastic as it was possible to get. Because we were alone in the country,
this was all doable. I don’t recall much about a follow-up trip on a
Saturday in Riverside Park in Manhattan except that it was considerably
less enjoyable and unselfconscious, with too much time spent wondering
if other people could tell that we were high.

I didn’t know it at the time, but the difference between these two
experiences of the same drug demonstrated something important, and
special, about psychedelics: the critical influence of “set” and “setting.”
Set is the mind-set or expectation one brings to the experience, and
setting is the environment in which it takes place. Compared with other
drugs, psychedelics seldom affect people the same way twice, because
they tend to magnify whatever’s already going on both inside and outside
one’s head.

After those two brief trips, the mushroom jar lived in the back of our
pantry for years, untouched. The thought of giving over a whole day to a
psychedelic experience had come to seem inconceivable. We were
working long hours at new careers, and those vast swaths of unallocated
time that college (or unemployment) affords had become a memory. Now
another, very different kind of drug was available, one that was
considerably easier to weave into the fabric of a Manhattan career:
cocaine. The snowy-white powder made the wrinkled brown mushrooms
seem dowdy, unpredictable, and overly demanding. Cleaning out the
kitchen cabinets one weekend, we stumbled upon the forgotten jar and
tossed it in the trash, along with the exhausted spices and expired
packages of food.

Fast-forward three decades, and I really wish I hadn’t done that. I'd
give a lot to have a whole jar of magic mushrooms now. I've begun to
wonder if perhaps these remarkable molecules might be wasted on the
young, that they may have more to offer us later in life, after the cement



of our mental habits and everyday behaviors has set. Carl Jung once
wrote that it is not the young but people in middle age who need to have
an “experience of the numinous” to help them negotiate the second half
of their lives.

By the time I arrived safely in my fifties, life seemed to be running
along a few deep but comfortable grooves: a long and happy marriage
alongside an equally long and gratifying career. As we do, I had developed
a set of fairly dependable mental algorithms for navigating whatever life
threw at me, whether at home or at work. What was missing from my
life? Nothing I could think of—until, that is, word of the new research into
psychedelics began to find its way to me, making me wonder if perhaps I
had failed to recognize the potential of these molecules as a tool for both
understanding the mind and, potentially, changing it.

HERE ARE THE THREE DATA POINTS that persuaded me this was the case.

In the spring of 2010, a front-page story appeared in the New York
Times headlined “Hallucinogens Have Doctors Tuning In Again.” It
reported that researchers had been giving large doses of psilocybin—the
active compound in magic mushrooms—to terminal cancer patients as a
way to help them deal with their “existential distress” at the approach of
death.

These experiments, which were taking place simultaneously at Johns
Hopkins, UCLA, and New York University, seemed not just improbable
but crazy. Faced with a terminal diagnosis, the very last thing I would
want to do is take a psychedelic drug—that is, surrender control of my
mind and then in that psychologically vulnerable state stare straight into
the abyss. But many of the volunteers reported that over the course of a
single guided psychedelic “journey” they reconceived how they viewed
their cancer and the prospect of dying. Several of them said they had lost
their fear of death completely. The reasons offered for this
transformation were intriguing but also somewhat elusive. “Individuals
transcend their primary identification with their bodies and experience
ego-free states,” one of the researchers was quoted as saying. They
“return with a new perspective and profound acceptance.”



I filed that story away, until a year or two later, when Judith and I
found ourselves at a dinner party at a big house in the Berkeley Hills,
seated at a long table with a dozen or so people, when a woman at the far
end of the table began talking about her acid trips. She looked to be about
my age and, I learned, was a prominent psychologist. I was engrossed in a
different conversation at the time, but as soon as the phonemes L-S-D
drifted down to my end of the table, I couldn’t help but cup my ear
(literally) and try to tune in.

At first, I assumed she was dredging up some well-polished anecdote
from her college days. Not the case. It soon became clear that the acid trip
in question had taken place only days or weeks before, and in fact was
one of her first. The assembled eyebrows rose. She and her husband, a
retired software engineer, had found the occasional use of LSD both
intellectually stimulating and of value to their work. Specifically, the
psychologist felt that LSD gave her insight into how young children
perceive the world. Kids’ perceptions are not mediated by expectations
and conventions in the been-there, done-that way that adult perception
is; as adults, she explained, our minds don’t simply take in the world as it
is so much as they make educated guesses about it. Relying on these
guesses, which are based on past experience, saves the mind time and
energy, as when, say, it’s trying to figure out what that fractal pattern of
green dots in its visual field might be. (The leaves on a tree, probably.)
LSD appears to disable such conventionalized, shorthand modes of
perception and, by doing so, restores a childlike immediacy, and sense of
wonder, to our experience of reality, as if we were seeing everything for
the first time. (Leaves!)

I piped up to ask if she had any plans to write about these ideas, which
riveted everyone at the table. She laughed and gave me a look that I took
to say, How naive can you be? LSD is a schedule 1 substance, meaning
the government regards it as a drug of abuse with no accepted medical
use. Surely it would be foolhardy for someone in her position to suggest,
in print, that psychedelics might have anything to contribute to
philosophy or psychology—that they might actually be a valuable tool for
exploring the mysteries of human consciousness. Serious research into
psychedelics had been more or less purged from the university fifty years
ago, soon after Timothy Leary’s Harvard Psilocybin Project crashed and



burned in 1963. Not even Berkeley, it seemed, was ready to go there
again, at least not yet.

Third data point: The dinner table conversation jogged a vague
memory that a few years before somebody had e-mailed me a scientific
paper about psilocybin research. Busy with other things at the time, I
hadn’t even opened it, but a quick search of the term “psilocybin”
instantly fished the paper out of the virtual pile of discarded e-mail on my
computer. The paper had been sent to me by one of its co-authors, a man
I didn’t know by the name of Bob Jesse; perhaps he had read something
I’d written about psychoactive plants and thought I might be interested.
The article, which was written by the same team at Hopkins that was
giving psilocybin to cancer patients, had just been published in the
journal Psychopharmacology. For a peer-reviewed scientific paper, it
had a most unusual title: “Psilocybin Can Occasion Mystical-Type
Experiences Having Substantial and Sustained Personal Meaning and
Spiritual Significance.”

Never mind the word “psilocybin”; it was the words “mystical” and
“spiritual” and “meaning” that leaped out from the pages of a
pharmacology journal. The title hinted at an intriguing frontier of
research, one that seemed to straddle two worlds we’ve grown
accustomed to think are irreconcilable: science and spirituality.

Now I fell on the Hopkins paper, fascinated. Thirty volunteers who
had never before used psychedelics had been given a pill containing
either a synthetic version of psilocybin or an “active placebo”—
methylphenidate, or Ritalin—to fool them into thinking they had received
the psychedelic. They then lay down on a couch wearing eyeshades and
listening to music through headphones, attended the whole time by two
therapists. (The eyeshades and headphones encourage a more inward-
focused journey.) After about thirty minutes, extraordinary things began
to happen in the minds of the people who had gotten the psilocybin pill.

The study demonstrated that a high dose of psilocybin could be used to
safely and reliably “occasion” a mystical experience—typically described
as the dissolution of one’s ego followed by a sense of merging with nature
or the universe. This might not come as news to people who take
psychedelic drugs or to the researchers who first studied them back in the
1950s and 1960s. But it wasn’t at all obvious to modern science, or to me,
in 2006, when the paper was published.



What was most remarkable about the results reported in the article is
that participants ranked their psilocybin experience as one of the most
meaningful in their lives, comparable “to the birth of a first child or death
of a parent.” Two-thirds of the participants rated the session among the
top five “most spiritually significant experiences” of their lives; one-third
ranked it the most significant such experience in their lives. Fourteen
months later, these ratings had slipped only slightly. The volunteers
reported significant improvements in their “personal well-being, life
satisfaction and positive behavior change,” changes that were confirmed
by their family members and friends.

Though no one knew it at the time, the renaissance of psychedelic
research now under way began in earnest with the publication of that
paper. It led directly to a series of trials—at Hopkins and several other
universities—using psilocybin to treat a variety of indications, including
anxiety and depression in cancer patients, addiction to nicotine and
alcohol, obsessive-compulsive disorder, depression, and eating disorders.
What is striking about this whole line of clinical research is the premise
that it is not the pharmacological effect of the drug itself but the kind of
mental experience it occasions—involving the temporary dissolution of
one’s ego—that may be the key to changing one’s mind.

As SOMEONE not at all sure he has ever had a single “spiritually significant”
experience, much less enough of them to make a ranking, I found that the
2006 paper piqued my curiosity but also my skepticism. Many of the
volunteers described being given access to an alternative reality, a
“beyond” where the usual physical laws don’t apply and various
manifestations of cosmic consciousness or divinity present themselves as
unmistakably real.

All this I found both a little hard to take (couldn’t this be just a drug-
induced hallucination?) and yet at the same time intriguing; part of me
wanted it to be true, whatever exactly “it” was. This surprised me, because
I have never thought of myself as a particularly spiritual, much less
mystical, person. This is partly a function of worldview, I suppose, and
partly of neglect: I've never devoted much time to exploring spiritual



paths and did not have a religious upbringing. My default perspective is
that of the philosophical materialist, who believes that matter is the
fundamental substance of the world and the physical laws it obeys should
be able to explain everything that happens. I start from the assumption
that nature is all that there is and gravitate toward scientific explanations
of phenomena. That said, I'm also sensitive to the limitations of the
scientific-materialist perspective and believe that nature (including the
human mind) still holds deep mysteries toward which science can
sometimes seem arrogant and unjustifiably dismissive.

Was it possible that a single psychedelic experience—something that
turned on nothing more than the ingestion of a pill or square of blotter
paper—could put a big dent in such a worldview? Shift how one thought
about mortality? Actually change one’s mind in enduring ways?

The idea took hold of me. It was a little like being shown a door in a
familiar room—the room of your own mind—that you had somehow
never noticed before and being told by people you trusted (scientists!)
that a whole other way of thinking—of being!—lay waiting on the other
side. All you had to do was turn the knob and enter. Who wouldn’t be
curious? I might not have been looking to change my life, but the idea of
learning something new about it, and of shining a fresh light on this old
world, began to occupy my thoughts. Maybe there was something
missing from my life, something I just hadn’t named.

Now, I already knew something about such doors, having written
about psychoactive plants earlier in my career. In The Botany of Desire, 1
explored at some length what I had been surprised to discover is a
universal human desire to change consciousness. There is not a culture
on earth (well, one*) that doesn’t make use of certain plants to change the
contents of the mind, whether as a matter of healing, habit, or spiritual
practice. That such a curious and seemingly maladaptive desire should
exist alongside our desires for nourishment and beauty and sex—all of
which make much more obvious evolutionary sense—cried out for an
explanation. The simplest was that these substances help relieve pain and
boredom. Yet the powerful feelings and elaborate taboos and rituals that
surround many of these psychoactive species suggest there must be
something more to it.

For our species, I learned, plants and fungi with the power to radically
alter consciousness have long and widely been used as tools for healing



the mind, for facilitating rites of passage, and for serving as a medium for
communicating with supernatural realms, or spirit worlds. These uses
were ancient and venerable in a great many cultures, but I ventured one
other application: to enrich the collective imagination—the culture—with
the novel ideas and visions that a select few people bring back from
wherever it is they go.

Now THAT I HAD DEVELOPED an intellectual appreciation for the potential
value of these psychoactive substances, you might think I would have
been more eager to try them. I'm not sure what I was waiting for:
courage, maybe, or the right opportunity, which a busy life lived mainly
on the right side of the law never quite seemed to afford. But when I
began to weigh the potential benefits I was hearing about against the
risks, I was surprised to learn that psychedelics are far more frightening
to people than they are dangerous. Many of the most notorious perils are
either exaggerated or mythical. It is virtually impossible to die from an
overdose of LSD or psilocybin, for example, and neither drug is addictive.
After trying them once, animals will not seek a second dose, and repeated
use by people robs the drugs of their effect.* It is true that the terrifying
experiences some people have on psychedelics can risk flipping those at
risk into psychosis, so no one with a family history or predisposition to
mental illness should ever take them. But emergency room admissions
involving psychedelics are exceedingly rare, and many of the cases
doctors diagnose as psychotic breaks turn out to be merely short-lived
panic attacks.

It is also the case that people on psychedelics are liable to do stupid
and dangerous things: walk out into traffic, fall from high places, and, on
rare occasions, kill themselves. “Bad trips” are very real and can be one of
“the most challenging experiences of [a] lifetime,” according to a large
survey of psychedelic users asked about their experiences.* But it’s
important to distinguish what can happen when these drugs are used in
uncontrolled situations, without attention to set and setting, from what
happens under clinical conditions, after careful screening and under
supervision. Since the revival of sanctioned psychedelic research



beginning in the 1990s, nearly a thousand volunteers have been dosed,
and not a single serious adverse event has been reported.

IT was AT THIS POINT that the idea of “shaking the snow globe,” as one
neuroscientist described the psychedelic experience, came to seem more
attractive to me than frightening, though it was still that too.

After more than half a century of its more or less constant
companionship, one’s self—this ever-present voice in the head, this
ceaselessly commenting, interpreting, labeling, defending I—becomes
perhaps a little too familiar. I'm not talking about anything as deep as
self-knowledge here. No, just about how, over time, we tend to optimize
and conventionalize our responses to whatever life brings. Each of us
develops our shorthand ways of slotting and processing everyday
experiences and solving problems, and while this is no doubt adaptive—it
helps us get the job done with a minimum of fuss—eventually it becomes
rote. It dulls us. The muscles of attention atrophy.

Habits are undeniably useful tools, relieving us of the need to run a
complex mental operation every time we’re confronted with a new task or
situation. Yet they also relieve us of the need to stay awake to the world:
to attend, feel, think, and then act in a deliberate manner. (That is, from
freedom rather than compulsion.) If you need to be reminded how
completely mental habit blinds us to experience, just take a trip to an
unfamiliar country. Suddenly you wake up! And the algorithms of
everyday life all but start over, as if from scratch. This is why the various
travel metaphors for the psychedelic experience are so apt.

The efficiencies of the adult mind, useful as they are, blind us to the
present moment. We’re constantly jumping ahead to the next thing. We
approach experience much as an artificial intelligence (AI) program does,
with our brains continually translating the data of the present into the
terms of the past, reaching back in time for the relevant experience, and
then using that to make its best guess as to how to predict and navigate
the future.

One of the things that commends travel, art, nature, work, and certain
drugs to us is the way these experiences, at their best, block every mental



path forward and back, immersing us in the flow of a present that is
literally wonderful—wonder being the by-product of precisely the kind of
unencumbered first sight, or virginal noticing, to which the adult brain
has closed itself. (It’s so inefficient!) Alas, most of the time I inhabit a
near-future tense, my psychic thermostat set to a low simmer of
anticipation and, too often, worry. The good thing is I'm seldom
surprised. The bad thing is I'm seldom surprised.

What I am struggling to describe here is what I think of as my default
mode of consciousness. It works well enough, certainly gets the job done,
but what if it isn’t the only, or necessarily the best, way to go through life?
The premise of psychedelic research is that this special group of
molecules can give us access to other modes of consciousness that might
offer us specific benefits, whether therapeutic, spiritual, or creative.
Psychedelics are certainly not the only door to these other forms of
consciousness—and I explore some non-pharmacological alternatives in
these pages—but they do seem to be one of the easier knobs to take hold
of and turn.

The whole idea of expanding our repertoire of conscious states is not
an entirely new idea: Hinduism and Buddhism are steeped in it, and
there are intriguing precedents even in Western science. William James,
the pioneering American psychologist and author of The Varieties of
Religious Experience, ventured into these realms more than a century
ago. He returned with the conviction that our everyday waking
consciousness “is but one special type of consciousness, whilst all about
it, parted from it by the filmiest of screens, there lie potential forms of
consciousness entirely different.”

James is speaking, I realized, of the unopened door in our minds. For
him, the “touch” that could throw open the door and disclose these
realms on the other side was nitrous oxide. (Mescaline, the psychedelic
compound derived from the peyote cactus, was available to researchers at
the time, but James was apparently too fearful to try it.)

“No account of the universe in its totality can be final which leaves
these other forms of consciousness quite disregarded.

“At any rate,” James concluded, these other states, the existence of
which he believed was as real as the ink on this page, “forbid a premature
closing of our accounts with reality.”



The first time I read that sentence, I realized James had my number:
as a staunch materialist, and as an adult of a certain age, I had pretty
much closed my accounts with reality. Perhaps this had been premature.

Well, here was an invitation to reopen them.

IF EVERYDAY WAKING CONSCIOUSNESS is but one of several possible ways to
construct a world, then perhaps there is value in cultivating a greater
amount of what I've come to think of as neural diversity. With that in
mind, How to Change Your Mind approaches its subject from several
different perspectives, employing several different narrative modes:
social and scientific history; natural history; memoir; science journalism,;
and case studies of volunteers and patients. In the middle of the journey,
I also offer an account of my own firsthand research (or perhaps I should
say search) in the form of a kind of mental travelogue.

In telling the story of psychedelic research, past and present, I do not
attempt to be comprehensive. The subject of psychedelics, as a matter of
both science and social history, is too vast to squeeze between the covers
of a single book. Rather than try to introduce readers to the entire cast of
characters responsible for the psychedelic renaissance, my narrative
follows a small number of pioneers who constitute a particular scientific
lineage, with the inevitable result that the contributions of many others
have received short shrift. Also in the interest of narrative coherence, I've
focused on certain drugs to the exclusion of others. There is, for example,
little here about MDMA (also known as Ecstasy), which is showing great
promise in the treatment of post-traumatic stress disorder. Some
researchers count MDMA among the psychedelics, but most do not, and I
follow their lead. MDMA operates through a different set of pathways in
the brain and has a substantially different social history from that of the
so-called classical psychedelics. Of these, I focus primarily on the ones
that are receiving the most attention from scientists—psilocybin and LSD
—which means that other psychedelics that are equally interesting and
powerful but more difficult to bring into the laboratory—such as
ayahuasca—receive less attention.



A final word on nomenclature. The class of molecules to which
psilocybin and LSD (and mescaline, DMT, and a handful of others)
belong has been called by many names in the decades since they have
come to our attention. Initially, they were called hallucinogens. But they
do so many other things (and in fact full-blown hallucinations are fairly
uncommon) that researchers soon went looking for more precise and
comprehensive terms, a quest chronicled in chapter three. The term
“psychedelics,” which I will mainly use here, does have its downside.
Embraced in the 1960s, the term carries a lot of countercultural baggage.
Hoping to escape those associations and underscore the spiritual
dimensions of these drugs, some researchers have proposed they instead
be called “entheogens”—from the Greek for “the divine within.” This
strikes me as too emphatic. Despite the 1960s trappings, the term
“psychedelic,” coined in 1956, is etymologically accurate. Drawn from the
Greek, it means simply “mind manifesting,” which is precisely what these
extraordinary molecules hold the power to do.



A Renaissance

IF THE START of the modern renaissance of psychedelic research can be
dated with any precision, one good place to do it would be the year 2006.
Not that this was obvious to many people at the time. There was no law
passed or regulation lifted or discovery announced to mark the historical
shift. But as three unrelated events unfolded during the course of that
year—the first in Basel, Switzerland, the second in Washington, D.C., and
the third in Baltimore, Maryland—sensitive ears could make out the
sound of ice beginning to crack.

The first event, which looked back but also forward like a kind of
historical hinge, was the centennial of the birth of Albert Hofmann, the
Swiss chemist who, in 1943, accidentally found that he had discovered
(five years earlier) the psychoactive molecule that came to be known as
LSD. This was an unusual centennial in that the man being feted was very
much in attendance. Entering his second century, Hofmann appeared in
remarkably good shape, physically spry and mentally sharp, and he was
able to take an active part in the festivities, which included a birthday
ceremony followed by a three-day symposium. The symposium’s opening
ceremony was on January 13, two days after Hofmann’s 100th birthday
(he would live to be 102). Two thousand people packed the hall at the
Basel Congress Center, rising to applaud as a stooped stick of a man in a
dark suit and a necktie, barely five feet tall, slowly crossed the stage and
took his seat.

Two hundred journalists from around the world were in attendance,
along with more than a thousand healers, seekers, mystics, psychiatrists,
pharmacologists, consciousness researchers, and neuroscientists, most of
them people whose lives had been profoundly altered by the remarkable
molecule that this man had derived from a fungus half a century before.



They had come to celebrate him and what his friend the Swiss poet and
physician Walter Vogt called “the only joyous invention of the twentieth
century.” Among the people in the hall, this did not qualify as hyperbole.
According to one of the American scientists in attendance, many had
come “to worship” Albert Hofmann, and indeed the event bore many of
the hallmarks of a religious observance.

Although virtually every person in that hall knew the story of LSD’s
discovery by heart, Hofmann was asked to recite the creation myth one
more time. (He tells the story, memorably, in his 1979 memoir, LSD, My
Problem Child.) As a young chemist working in a unit of Sandoz
Laboratories charged with isolating the compounds in medicinal plants to
find new drugs, Hofmann had been tasked with synthesizing, one by one,
the molecules in the alkaloids produced by ergot. Ergot is a fungus that
can infect grain, often rye, occasionally causing those who consume bread
made from it to appear mad or possessed. (One theory of the Salem witch
trials blames ergot poisoning for the behavior of the women accused.) But
midwives had long used ergot to induce labor and stanch bleeding
postpartum, so Sandoz was hoping to isolate a marketable drug from the
fungus’s alkaloids. In the fall of 1938, Hofmann made the twenty-fifth
molecule in this series, naming it lysergic acid diethylamide, or LSD-25
for short. Preliminary testing of the compound on animals did not show
much promise (they became restless, but that was about it), so the
formula for LSD-25 was put on the shelf.

And there it remained for five years, until one April day in 1943, in the
middle of the war, when Hofmann had “a peculiar presentiment” that
LSD-25 deserved a second look. Here his account takes a slightly mystical
turn. Normally, when a compound showing no promise was discarded, he
explained, it was discarded for good. But Hofmann “liked the chemical
structure of the LSD molecule,” and something about it told him that
“this substance could possess properties other than those established in
the first investigations.” Another mysterious anomaly occurred when he
synthesized LSD-25 for the second time. Despite the meticulous
precautions he always took when working with a substance as toxic as
ergot, Hofmann must somehow have absorbed a bit of the chemical
through his skin, because he “was interrupted in my work by unusual
sensations.”



Hofmann went home, lay down on a couch, and “in a dreamlike state,
with eyes closed . . . I perceived an uninterrupted stream of fantastic
pictures, extraordinary shapes with intense, kaleidoscopic play of colors.”
Thus unfolds the world’s first LSD trip, in neutral Switzerland during the
darkest days of World War II. It is also the only LSD trip ever taken that
was entirely innocent of expectation.

Intrigued, Hofmann decided a few days later to conduct an experiment
on himself—not an uncommon practice at the time. Proceeding with what
he thought was extreme caution, he ingested 0.25 milligrams—a
milligram is one-thousandth of a gram—of LSD dissolved in a glass of
water. This would represent a minuscule dose of any other drug, but LSD,
it turns out, is one of the most potent psychoactive compounds ever
discovered, active at doses measured in micrograms—that is, one
thousandth of a milligram. This surprising fact would soon inspire
scientists to look for, and eventually find, the brain receptors and the
endogenous chemical—serotonin—that activates them like a key in a lock,
as a way to explain how such a small number of molecules could have
such a profound effect on the mind. In this and other ways, Hofmann’s
discovery helped to launch modern brain science in the 1950s.

Now unfolds the world’s first bad acid trip as Hofmann is plunged into
what he is certain is irretrievable madness. He tells his lab assistant he
needs to get home, and with the use of automobiles restricted during
wartime, he somehow manages to pedal home by bicycle and lie down
while his assistant summons the doctor. (Today LSD devotees celebrate
“Bicycle Day” each year on April 19.) Hofmann describes how “familiar
objects and pieces of furniture assumed grotesque, threatening forms.
They were in continuous motion, animated as if driven by an inner
restlessness.” He experienced the disintegration of the outer world and
the dissolution of his own ego. “A demon had invaded me, had taken
possession of my body, mind, and soul. I jumped up and screamed, trying
to free myself from him, but then sank down again and lay helpless on the
sofa.” Hofmann became convinced he was going to be rendered
permanently insane or might actually be dying. “My ego was suspended
somewhere in space and I saw my body lying dead on the sofa.” When the
doctor arrived and examined him, however, he found that all of
Hofmann’s vital signs—heartbeat, blood pressure, breathing—were



perfectly normal. The only indication something was amiss were his
pupils, which were dilated in the extreme.

Once the acute effects wore off, Hofmann felt the “afterglow” that
frequently follows a psychedelic experience, the exact opposite of a
hangover. When he walked out into his garden after a spring rain,
“everything glistened and sparkled in a fresh light. The world was as if
newly created.” We've since learned that the experience of psychedelics is
powerfully influenced by one’s expectation; no other class of drugs are
more suggestible in their effects. Because Hofmann’s experiences with
LSD are the only ones we have that are uncontaminated by previous
accounts, it’s interesting to note they exhibit neither the Eastern nor the
Christian flavorings that would soon become conventions of the genre.
However, his experience of familiar objects coming to life and the world
“as if newly created”—the same rapturous Adamic moment that Aldous
Huxley would describe so vividly a decade later in The Doors of
Perception—would become commonplaces of the psychedelic experience.

Hofmann came back from his trip convinced, first, that LSD had
somehow found him rather than the other way around and, second, that
LSD would someday be of great value to medicine and especially
psychiatry, possibly by offering researchers a model of schizophrenia. It
never occurred to him that his “problem child,” as he eventually would
regard LSD, would also become a “pleasure drug” and a drug of abuse.

Yet Hofmann also came to regard the youth culture’s adoption of LSD
in the 1960s as an understandable response to the emptiness of what he
described as a materialist, industrialized, and spiritually impoverished
society that had lost its connection to nature. This master of chemistry—
perhaps the most materialist of all disciplines—emerged from his
experience with LSD-25 convinced the molecule offered civilization not
only a potential therapeutic but also a spiritual balm—by opening a crack
“in the edifice of materialist rationality.” (In the words of his friend and
translator, Jonathan Ott.)

Like so many who followed after him, the brilliant chemist became
something of a mystic, preaching a gospel of spiritual renewal and
reconnection with nature. Presented with a bouquet of roses that 2006
day in Basel, the scientist told the assembled that “the feeling of co-
creatureliness with all things alive should enter our consciousness more
fully and counterbalance the materialistic and nonsensical technological



developments in order to enable us to return to the roses, to the flowers,
to nature, where we belong.” The audience erupted in applause.

A skeptical witness to the event would not be entirely wrong to regard
the little man on the stage as the founder of a new religion and the
audience as his congregation. But if this is a religion, it’s one with a
significant difference. Typically, only the founder of a religion and
perhaps a few early acolytes can lay claim to the kind of authority that
flows from a direct experience of the sacred. For everyone coming after,
there is the comparatively thin gruel of the stories, the symbolism of the
sacrament, and faith. History attenuates the original power of it all,
which now must be mediated by the priests. But the extraordinary
promise on offer in the Church of Psychedelics is that anyone at any time
may gain access to the primary religious experience by means of the
sacrament, which happens to be a psychoactive molecule. Faith is
rendered superfluous.

Running alongside the celebration’s spiritual undercurrent, however,
there also, perhaps somewhat incongruously, came science. During the
weekend symposium following the observation of Hofmann’s birthday,
researchers from a variety of disciplines—including neuroscience,
psychiatry, pharmacology, and consciousness studies, as well as the arts—
explored the impact of Hofmann’s invention on society and culture and
its potential for expanding our understanding of consciousness and
treating several intractable mental disorders. A handful of research
projects, studying the effects of psychedelics on humans, had been
approved or were under way in Switzerland and the United States, and
scientists at the symposium voiced their hope that the long hiatus in
psychedelic research might finally be coming to an end. Irrational
exuberance seems to be an occupational hazard among people working in
this area, but in 2006 there was good reason to think the weather might
actually be turning.

THE SECOND WATERSHED EVENT of 2006 came only five weeks later when the
U.S. Supreme Court, in a unanimous decision written by the new chief
justice, John G. Roberts Jr., ruled that the UDV, a tiny religious sect that



uses a hallucinogenic tea called ayahuasca as its sacrament, could import
the drink to the United States, even though it contains the schedule 1
substance dimethyltryptamine, or DMT. The ruling was based on the
Religious Freedom Restoration Act of 1993, which had sought to clarify
the right (under the First Amendment’s religious freedom clause) of
Native Americans to use peyote in their ceremonies, as they have done for
generations. The 1993 law says that only if the government has a
“compelling interest” can it interfere with one’s practice of religion. In the
UDV case, the Bush administration had argued that only Native
Americans, because of their “unique relationship” to the government, had
the right to use psychedelics as part of their worship, and even in their
case this right could be abridged by the state.

The Court soundly rejected the government’s argument, interpreting
the 1993 law to mean that, absent a compelling state interest, the federal
government cannot prohibit a recognized religious group from using
psychedelic substances in their observances. Evidently, this includes
relatively new and tiny religious groups specifically organized around a
psychedelic sacrament, or “plant medicine,” as the ayahuasqueros call
their tea. The UDV is a Christian spiritist sect founded in 1961 in Brazil by
José Gabriel da Costa, a rubber tapper inspired by revelations he
experienced after receiving ayahuasca from an Amazonian shaman two
years before. The church claims 17,000 members in six countries, but at
the time of the ruling there were only 130 American members of the
UDV. (The initials stand for Uniao do Vegetal, or Union of the Plants,
because ayahuasca is made by brewing together two Amazonian plant
species, Banisteriopsis caapi and Psychotria viridis.)

The Court’s decision inspired something of a religious awakening
around ayahuasca in America. Today there are close to 525 American
members of the church, with communities in nine locations. To supply
them, the UDV has begun growing the plants needed to make the tea in
Hawaii and shipping it to groups on the mainland without interference.
But the number of Americans participating in ayahuasca ceremonies
outside the UDV has also mushroomed in the years since, and any given
night there are probably dozens if not hundreds of ceremonies taking
place somewhere in America (with concentrations in the San Francisco
Bay Area and Brooklyn). Federal prosecutions for possession or



importation of ayahuasca appear to have stopped, at least for the time
being.

With its 2006 decision, the Supreme Court seems to have opened up a
religious path—narrow, perhaps, but firmly rooted in the Bill of Rights—
to the legal recognition of psychedelic drugs, at least when they’re being
used as a sacrament by a religious community. It remains to be seen how
wide or well trod that path will become, but it does make you wonder
what the government, and the Court, will do when an American José
Gabriel da Costa steps forward and attempts to turn his or her own
psychedelic revelations into a new religion intent on using a psychoactive
chemical as its sacrament. The jurisprudence of “cognitive liberty,” as
some in the psychedelic community call it, is still scant and limited (to
religion), but now it had been affirmed, opening a new crack in the edifice
of the drug war.

OF THE THREE 2006 EVENTS that helped bring psychedelics out of their
decades-long slumber, by far the most far-reaching in its impact was the
publication that summer of the paper in Psychopharmacology described
in the prologue—the one Bob Jesse e-mailed me at the time but that I
didn’t bother to open. This event, too, had a distinctly spiritual cast, even
though the experiment it reported was the work of a rigorous and highly
regarded scientist: Roland Griffiths. It just so happens that Griffiths, a
most unlikely psychedelic researcher, was inspired to investigate the
power of psilocybin to occasion a “mystical-type” experience by a mystical
experience of his own.

Griffiths’s landmark paper, “Psilocybin Can Occasion Mystical-Type
Experiences Having Substantial and Sustained Personal Meaning and
Spiritual Significance,” was the first rigorously designed, double-blind,
placebo-controlled clinical study in more than four decades—if not ever—
to examine the psychological effects of a psychedelic. It received a small
torrent of press coverage, most of it so enthusiastic as to make you
wonder if the moral panic around psychedelics that took hold in the late
1960s might finally have run its course. No doubt the positive tenor of the
coverage owed much to the fact that, at Griffiths’s urging, the journal had



invited several of the world’s most prominent drug researchers—some of
them decorated soldiers in the drug war—to comment on the study,
giving the journalists covering the study plenty of ideological cover.

All of the commentators treated the publication as a major event.
Herbert D. Kleber, a former deputy to William Bennett, George H. W.
Bush’s drug czar, and later director of the Division on Substance Abuse at
Columbia University, applauded the paper for its methodological rigor
and acknowledged there might be “major therapeutic possibilities” in
psychedelic research “merit[ing] NIH support.” Charles “Bob” Schuster,
who had served two Republican presidents as director of the National
Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA), noted that the term “psychedelic”
implies a mind-expanding experience and expressed his “hope that this
landmark paper will also be ‘field expanding.”” He suggested that this
“fascinating” class of drugs, and the spiritual experience they occasion,
might prove useful in treating addiction.

Griffiths’s paper and its reception served to reinforce an important
distinction between the so-called classical psychedelics—psilocybin, LSD,
DMT, and mescaline—and the more common drugs of abuse, with their
demonstrated toxicity and potential for addiction. The American drug
research establishment, such as it is, had signaled in the pages of one of
its leading journals that these psychedelic drugs deserved to be treated
very differently and had demonstrated, in the words of one commentator,
“that, when used appropriately, these compounds can produce
remarkable, possibly beneficial, effects that certainly deserve further
study.”

The story of how this paper came to be sheds an interesting light on
the fraught relationship between science and that other realm of human
inquiry that science has historically disdained and generally wants
nothing to do with: spirituality. For in designing this, the first modern
study of psilocybin, Griffiths had decided to focus not on a potential
therapeutic application of the drug—the path taken by other researchers
hoping to rehabilitate other banned substances, like MDMA—but rather
on the spiritual effects of the experience on so-called healthy normals.
What good was that?

In an editorial accompanying Griffiths’s paper, the University of
Chicago psychiatrist and drug abuse expert Harriet de Wit tried to
address this tension, pointing out that the quest for experiences that “free



oneself of the bounds of everyday perception and thought in a search for
universal truths and enlightenment” is an abiding element of our
humanity that has nevertheless “enjoyed little credibility in the
mainstream scientific world.” The time had come, she suggested, for
science “to recognize these extraordinary subjective experiences . . . even
if they sometimes involve claims about ultimate realities that lie outside
the purview of science.”

RoOLAND GRIFFITHS might be the last scientist one would ever imagine
getting mixed up with psychedelics, which surely helps explain his
success in returning psychedelic research to scientific respectability. Six
feet tall and rail thin, Griffiths, in his seventies, holds himself bolt
upright; the only undisciplined thing about him is a thatch of white hair
so dense it appears to have held his comb to a draw. At least until you get
him talking about the ultimate questions, which light him up, he comes
across as the ultimate straight arrow: sober, earnest, and methodical.

Born in 1944, Griffiths grew up in El Cerrito, California, in the Bay
Area, and went to Occidental College for his undergraduate education
(majoring in psychology) and then on to the University of Minnesota to
study psychopharmacology. At Minnesota in the late 1960s, he came
under the influence of B. F. Skinner, the radical behaviorist who helped
shift the focus of psychology from the exploration of inner states and
subjective experience to the study of outward behavior and how it is
conditioned. Behaviorism has little interest in plumbing the depths of the
human psyche, but the approach proved very useful in studying behaviors
like drug use and dependence, which became Griffiths’s specialty.
Psychedelic drugs played no role in either his formal or his informal
education. By the time Griffiths got to graduate school, Timothy Leary’s
notorious psychedelic research project at Harvard had already collapsed
in scandal, and “it was clear from my mentors that these were compounds
that had no future.”

In 1972, right out of graduate school, Griffiths was hired at Johns
Hopkins, where he has worked ever since, making his mark as a
researcher studying the mechanisms of dependence in a variety of legal



and illegal drugs, including the opiates, the so-called sedative hypnotics
(like Valium), nicotine, alcohol, and caffeine. Working under grants from
the National Institute on Drug Abuse, Griffiths helped pioneer the sorts
of experiments in which an animal, often a baboon or a rat, is presented
with a lever allowing it to self-administer various drugs intravenously, a
powerful tool for researchers studying reinforcement, dependence,
preferences (lunch or more cocaine?), and withdrawal. The fifty-five
papers he published exploring the addictive properties of caffeine
transformed the field, helping us to see coffee less as a food than as a
drug, and led to the listing of “caffeine withdrawal” syndrome in the most
recent edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, or DSM 5. By the time Griffiths turned fifty, in 1994, he was a
scientist at the top of his game and his field.

But that year Griffiths’s career took an unexpected turn, the result of
two serendipitous introductions. The first came when a friend introduced
him to Siddha Yoga. Despite his behaviorist orientation as a scientist,
Griffiths had always been interested in what philosophers call
phenomenology—the subjective experience of consciousness. He had
tried meditation as a graduate student but found that “he couldn’t sit still
without going stark-raving mad. Three minutes felt like three hours.” But
when he tried it again in 1994, “something opened up for me.” He started
meditating regularly, going on retreats, and working his way through a
variety of Eastern spiritual traditions. He found himself drawn “deeper
and deeper into this mystery.”

Somewhere along the way, Griffiths had what he modestly describes as
“a funny kind of awakening”—a mystical experience. I was surprised
when Griffiths mentioned this during our first meeting in his office, so I
hadn’t followed up, but even after I had gotten to know him a little better,
Griffiths was still reluctant to say much more about exactly what
happened and, as someone who had never had such an experience, I had
trouble gaining any traction with the idea whatsoever. All he would tell
me is that the experience, which took place in his meditation practice,
acquainted him with “something way, way beyond a material worldview
that I can’t really talk to my colleagues about, because it involves
metaphors or assumptions that I'm really uncomfortable with as a
scientist.”



In time, what he was learning about “the mystery of consciousness and
existence” in his meditation practice came to seem more compelling to
him than his science. He began to feel somewhat alienated: “None of the
people I was close to had any interest in entertaining those questions,
which fell into the general category of the spiritual, and religious people I
just didn’t get.

“Here I am, a full professor, publishing like crazy, running off to
important meetings, and thinking I was a fraud.” He began to lose
interest in the research that had organized his whole adult life. “I could
study a new sedative hypnotic, learn something new about brain
receptors, be on another FDA [Food and Drug Administration] panel, go
to another conference, but so what? I was more emotionally and
intellectually curious about where this other path might lead. My drug
research began to seem vacuous. I was going through the motions at
work, much more interested in going home in the evening to meditate.”
The only way he could motivate himself to continue writing grants was to
think of it as a “service project” for his graduate students and postdocs.

In the case of his caffeine research, Griffiths had been able to take his
curiosity about a dimension of his own experience—why did he feel
compelled to drink coffee every day?—and turn it into a productive line of
scientific inquiry. But he could see no way to do that with his deepening
curiosity about the dimensions of consciousness that meditation had
opened up to him. “It never occurred to me there was any way to study it
scientifically.” Stymied and bored, Griffiths began to entertain thoughts
of quitting science and going off to an ashram in India.

It was around this time that Bob Schuster, an old friend and colleague
who had recently retired as head of the National Institute on Drug Abuse,
phoned Griffiths to suggest he talk to a young man he had recently met at
Esalen named Bob Jesse. Jesse had organized a small gathering of
researchers, therapists, and religious scholars at the legendary Big Sur
retreat center to discuss the spiritual and therapeutic potential of
psychedelic drugs and how they might be rehabilitated. Jesse himself was
neither a medical professional nor a scientist; he was a computer
engineer, a vice president of business development at Oracle, who had
made it his mission to revive the science of psychedelics—but as a tool not
so much of medicine as of spiritual development.



Griffiths had told Schuster a little about his spiritual practice and
confided in him his growing discontent with conventional drug research.

“You should talk to this guy,” Schuster told him. “They have some
interesting ideas about working with entheogens,” he said. “You might
have something in common.”

WHEN THE HISTORY of second-wave psychedelic research is written, Bob
Jesse will be seen as one of a pair of scientific outsiders in America—
amateurs, really, and brilliant eccentrics—who worked tirelessly, often
behind the scenes, to get it off the ground. Both found their vocation in
the wake of transformative psychedelic experiences that convinced them
these substances had the potential to heal not only individuals but
humankind as a whole and that the best path to their rehabilitation was
by way of credible scientific research. In many cases, these untrained
researchers dreamed up the experiments first and then found (and
funded) the scientists to conduct them. Often you will find their names on
the papers, usually in the last position.

Of the two, Rick Doblin has been at it longer and is by far the more
well known. Doblin founded the Multidisciplinary Association for
Psychedelic Studies (MAPS) all the way back in the dark days of 1986—
the year after MDMA was made illegal and a time when most wiser heads
were convinced that restarting research into psychedelics was a cause
beyond hopeless.

Doblin, born in 1953, is a great shaggy dog with a bone; he has been
lobbying to change the government’s mind about psychedelics since
shortly after graduating from New College, in Florida, in 1987. After
experimenting with LSD as an undergraduate, and later with MDMA,
Doblin decided his calling in life was to become a psychedelic therapist.
But after the banning of MDMA in 1985, that dream became
unachievable without a change in federal laws and regulations, so he
decided he’d better first get a doctorate in public policy at Harvard’s
Kennedy School. There, he mastered the intricacies of the FDA’s drug
approval process, and in his dissertation plotted the laborious path to
official acceptance that psilocybin and MDMA are now following.



Doblin is disarmingly, perhaps helplessly, candid, happy to talk openly
to a reporter about his formative psychedelic experiences as well as
political strategy and tactics. Like Timothy Leary, Doblin is the happiest
of warriors, never not smiling and exhibiting a degree of enthusiasm for
the work you wouldn’t expect from a man who has been knocking his
head against the same wall for his entire adult life. Doblin works out of a
somewhat Dickensian office tucked into the attic of his rambling colonial
in Belmont, Massachusetts, at a desk stacked to the ceiling with
precarious piles of manuscripts, journal articles, photographs, and
memorabilia reaching back more than forty years. Some of the
memorabilia commemorates the time early in his career when Doblin
decided the best way to end sectarian strife would be to mail a group of
the world’s spiritual leaders tablets of MDMA, a drug famous for its
ability to break down barriers between people and kindle empathy.
Around the same time, he arranged to have a thousand doses of MDMA
sent to people in the Soviet military who were working on arms control
negotiations with President Reagan.

For Doblin, winning FDA approval for the medical use of psychedelics
—which he believes is now in view, for both MDMA and psilocybin—is a
means to a more ambitious and still more controversial end: the
incorporation of psychedelics into American society and culture, not just
medicine. This of course is the same winning strategy followed by the
campaign to decriminalize marijuana, in which promoting the medical
uses of cannabis changed the drug’s image, leading to a more general
public acceptance.

Not surprisingly, this sort of talk rankles more cautious heads in the
community (Bob Jesse among them), but Rick Doblin is not one to soft-
pedal his agenda or to even think about taking an interview off the record.
This gets him a lot of press; how much it helps the cause is debatable. But
there is no question that especially in the last several years Doblin has
succeeded in getting important research approved and funded, especially
in the case of MDMA, which has long been MAPS’s main focus. MAPS has
sponsored several small clinical trials that have demonstrated MDMA’s
value in treating post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD. (Doblin defines
psychedelics generously, so as to include MDMA and even cannabis, even
though their mechanisms of action in the brain are very different from
that of the classical psychedelics.) But beyond helping those suffering



with PTSD and other indications—MAPS is sponsoring a clinical study at
UCLA that involves treating autistic adults with MDMA—Doblin believes
fervently in the power of psychedelics to improve humankind by
disclosing a spiritual dimension of consciousness we all share, regardless
of our religious beliefs or lack thereof. “Mysticism,” he likes to say, “is the
antidote to fundamentalism.”

CoMPARED WITH RICK DOBLIN, Bob Jesse is a monk. There is nothing
shaggy or uncareful about him. Taut, press shy, and disposed to choose
his words with a pair of tweezers, Jesse, now in his fifties, prefers to do
his work out of public view, and preferably from the one-room cabin
where he lives by himself in the rugged hills north of San Francisco, off
the grid except for a fast Internet connection.

“Bob Jesse is like the puppeteer,” Katherine MacLean told me.
MacLean is a psychologist who worked in Roland Griffiths’s lab from
2009 until 2013. “He’s the visionary guy working behind the scenes.”

Following Jesse’s meticulous directions, I drove north from the Bay
Area, eventually winding up at the end of a narrow dirt road in a county
he asked me not to name. I parked at a trailhead and made my way past
the “No Trespassing” signs, following a path up a hill that brought me to
his picturesque mountaintop camp. I felt as if I were going to visit the
wizard. The shipshape little cabin is tight for two, so Jesse has set out
among the fir trees and boulders some comfortable sofas, chairs, and
tables. He’s also built an outdoor kitchen and, on a shelf of rock
commanding a spectacular view of the mountains, an outdoor shower,
giving the camp the feeling of a house turned inside out.

We spent the better part of an early spring day outdoors in his living
room, sipping herbal tea and discussing his notably quieter campaign to
restore psychedelics to respectability—a master plan in which Roland
Griffiths plays a central role. “I'm a little camera shy,” he began, “so
please, no pictures or recordings of any kind.”

Jesse is a slender, compact fellow with a squarish head of closely
cropped gray hair and rimless rectangular glasses that are
unostentatiously stylish. Jesse seldom smiles and has some of the



stiffness I associate with engineers, though occasionally he’ll surprise you
with a flash of emotion he will immediately then caption: “You may have
noticed that thinking about that subject made my eyes get a little watery.
Let me explain why . . .” Not only does he choose his own words with
great care, but he insists that you do too, so, for example, when I
carelessly deployed the term “recreational use,” he stopped me in mid-
sentence. “Maybe we need to reexamine that term. Typically, it is used to
trivialize an experience. But why? In its literal meaning, the word
‘recreation’ implies something decidedly nontrivial. There is much more
to be said, but let’s bookmark this topic for another time. Please go on.”
My notes show that Jesse took our first conversation on and off the
record half a dozen times.

Jesse grew up outside Baltimore and went to Johns Hopkins, where he
studied computer science and electrical engineering. For several years in
his twenties, he worked for Bell Labs, commuting weekly from Baltimore
to New Jersey. During this period, he came out of the closet and
persuaded management to recognize the company’s first gay and lesbian
employee group. (At the time, AT&T, the parent company, employed
some 300,000 people.) Later, he persuaded AT&T management to fly a
rainbow flag over headquarters during Gay Pride Week and send a
delegation to march in the parade. This achievement formed Bob Jesse’s
political education, impressing on him the value of working behind the
scenes without making a lot of noise or demanding credit.

Jesse moved to Oracle, and the Bay Area, in 1990, becoming employee
number 8766—not one of the first, but early enough to have acquired a
chunk of stock in the company. It wasn’t long before Oracle fielded its
own contingent in San Francisco’s Gay Pride Parade, and after Jesse’s
gentle prodding of senior management Oracle became one of the first
Fortune 500 companies to offer benefits to the same-sex partners of its
employees.

Jesse’s curiosity about psychedelics was first piqued during a drug
education unit in his high school science class. This particular class of
drugs was neither physically nor psychologically addictive, he was told
(correctly); his teacher went on to describe the drugs’ effects, including
shifts in consciousness and visual perception that Jesse found intriguing.
“I could sense there was even more here than they were telling us,” he
recalled. “So I made a mental note.” But he would not be ready to see for



himself what psychedelics were all about until much later. Why? He
answered in the third person: “A closeted gay kid might be afraid of what
might come out if he let his guard down.”

In his twenties, while working at Bell Labs, Jesse fell in with a group of
friends in Baltimore who decided, in a most deliberate way, to
experiment with psychedelics. Someone would always remain “close to
ground level” in case anyone needed help or the doorbell rang, and doses
escalated gradually. It was during one of these Saturday afternoon
experiments, in an apartment in Baltimore, that Jesse, twenty-five years
old and having ingested a high dose of LSD, had a powerful “non-dual
experience” that would prove transformative. I asked him to describe it,
and after some hemming and hawing—“I hope you’ll bracket what is
sensitive”’—he gingerly proceeded to tell the story.

“I was lying on my back underneath a ficus tree,” he recalls. “I knew it
was going to be a strong experience. And the point came where the little I
still was just started slipping away. I lost all awareness of being on the
floor in an apartment in Baltimore; I couldn’t tell if my eyes were opened
or closed. What opened up before me was, for lack of a better word, a
space, but not our ordinary concept of space, just the pure awareness of a
realm without form and void of content. And into that realm came a
celestial entity, which was the emergence of the physical world. It was like
the big bang, but without the boom or the blinding light. It was the birth
of the physical universe. In one sense it was dramatic—maybe the most
important thing that ever occurred in the history of the world—yet it just
sort of happened.”

I asked him where he was in all this.

“I was a diffusely located observer. I was coextensive with this
emergence.” Here I let him know he was losing me. Long pause. “I'm
hesitating because the words are an awkward fit; words seem too
constraining.” Ineffability is of course a hallmark of the mystical
experience. “The awareness transcends any particular sensory modality,
he explained, unhelpfully. Was it scary? “There was no terror, only
fascination and awe.” Pause. “Um, maybe a little fear.”

From here on, Jesse watched (or whatever you call it) the birth of . . .
everything, in the unfolding of an epic sequence beginning with the
appearance of cosmic dust leading to the creation of the stars and then
the solar systems, followed by the emergence of life and from there the
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arrival of “what we call humans,” then the acquisition of language and the
unfolding of awareness, “all the way up to one’s self, here in this room,
surrounded by my friends. I had come all the way back to right where I
was. How much clock time had elapsed? I had no idea.

“What stands out most for me is the quality of the awareness I
experienced, something entirely distinct from what I've come to regard as
Bob. How does this expanded awareness fit into the scope of things? To
the extent I regard the experience as veridical—and about that I'm still
not sure—it tells me that consciousness is primary to the physical
universe. In fact, it precedes it.” Did he now believe consciousness exists
outside the brain? He’s not certain. “But to go from being very sure that
the opposite is true”—that consciousness is the product of our gray
matter—“to be unsure is an immense shift.” I asked him if he agreed with
something I’d read the Dalai Lama had said, that the idea that brains
create consciousness—an idea accepted without question by most
scientists—“is a metaphysical assumption, not a scientific fact.”

“Bingo,” Jesse said. “And for someone with my orientation”—agnostic,
enamored of science—“that changes everything.”

HERE’S WHAT I DON'T GET about an experience like Bob Jesse’s: Why in the
world would you ever credit it at all? I didn’t understand why you
wouldn’t simply file it under “interesting dream” or “drug-induced
fantasy.” But along with the feeling of ineffability, the conviction that
some profound objective truth has been disclosed to you is a hallmark of
the mystical experience, regardless of whether it has been occasioned by a
drug, meditation, fasting, flagellation, or sensory deprivation. William
James gave a name to this conviction: the noetic quality. People feel they
have been let in on a deep secret of the universe, and they cannot be
shaken from that conviction. As James wrote, “Dreams cannot stand this
test.” No doubt this is why some of the people who have such an
experience go on to found religions, changing the course of history or, in
a great many more cases, the course of their own lives. “No doubt” is the
key.



I can think of a couple of ways to account for such a phenomenon,
neither entirely satisfying. The most straightforward and yet hardest to
accept explanation is that it’s simply true: the altered state of
consciousness has opened the person up to a truth that the rest of us,
imprisoned in ordinary waking consciousness, simply cannot see. Science
has trouble with this interpretation, however, because, whatever the
perception is, it can’t be verified by its customary tools. It’s an anecdotal
report, in effect, and so has no value. Science has little interest in, and
tolerance for, the testimony of the individual; in this it is, curiously, much
like an organized religion, which has a big problem crediting direct
revelation too. But it’s worth pointing out that there are cases where
science has no choice but to rely on individual testimony—as in the study
of subjective consciousness, which is inaccessible to our scientific tools
and so can only be described by the person experiencing it. Here
phenomenology is the all-important data. However, this is not the case
when ascertaining truths about the world outside our heads.

The problem with crediting mystical experiences is precisely that they
often seem to erase the distinction between inside and outside, in the way
that Bob Jesse’s “diffuse awareness” seemed to be his but also to exist
outside him. This points to the second possible explanation for the noetic
sense: when our sense of a subjective “I” disintegrates, as it often does in
a high-dose psychedelic experience (as well as in meditation by
experienced meditators), it becomes impossible to distinguish between
what is subjectively and objectively true. What’s left to do the doubting if
not your I?

IN THE YEARS following that first powerful psychedelic journey, Bob Jesse
had a series of other experiences that shifted the course of his life. Living
in San Francisco in the early 1990s, he got involved in the rave scene and
discovered that the “collective effervescence” of the best all-night dance
parties, with or without psychedelic “materials,” could also dissolve the
“subject-object duality” and open up new spiritual vistas. He began to
explore various spiritual traditions, from Buddhism to Quakerism to
meditation, and found his priorities in life gradually shifting. “It began to



occur to me that spending time in this area might actually be far more
important and far more fulfilling than what I had been doing” as a
computer engineer.

While on a sabbatical from Oracle (he would leave for good in 1995),
Jesse set up a nonprofit called the Council on Spiritual Practices (CSP),
with the aim of “making direct experience of the sacred more available to
more people.” The website downplays the organization’s interest in
promoting entheogens—Bob Jesse’s preferred term for psychedelics—but
does describe its mission in suggestive terms: “to identify and develop
approaches to primary religious experience that can be used safely and
effectively.” The website (csp.org) offers an excellent bibliography of
psychedelic research and regular updates on the work under way at Johns
Hopkins. CSP would also play a role in supporting the UDV lawsuit that
resulted in the 2006 Supreme Court decision.

The Council on Spiritual Practices grew out of Jesse’s systematic
exploration of the psychedelic literature and the psychedelic community
in the Bay Area soon after he moved to San Francisco. In his highly
deliberate, slightly obsessive, and scrupulously polite way, Jesse
contacted the region’s numerous “psychedelic elders”—the rich cast of
characters who had been deeply involved in research and therapy in the
years before most of the drugs were banned in 19770, with the passing of
the Controlled Substances Act, and the classification of LSD and
psilocybin as schedule 1 substances with a high potential for abuse and no
recognized medical use. There was James Fadiman, the Stanford-trained
psychologist who had done pioneering research on psychedelics and
problem solving at the International Foundation for Advanced Study in
Menlo Park, until the FDA halted the group’s work in 1966. (In the early
1960s, there was at least as much psychedelic research going on around
Stanford as there was at Harvard; it just didn’t have a character of the
wattage of a Timothy Leary out talking about it.) Then there was
Fadiman’s colleague at the institute Myron Stolaroff, a prominent Silicon
Valley electrical engineer who worked as a senior executive at Ampex, the
magnetic recording equipment maker, until an LSD trip inspired him to
give up engineering (much like Bob Jesse) for a career as a psychedelic
researcher and therapist. Jesse also found his way into the inner circle of
Sasha and Ann Shulgin, legendary Bay Area figures who held weekly
dinners for a community of therapists, scientists, and others interested in



psychedelics. (Sasha Shulgin, who died in 2014, was a brilliant chemist
who held a DEA license allowing him to synthesize novel psychedelic
compounds, which he did in prodigious numbers. He also was the first to
synthesize MDMA since it had been patented by Merck in 1912 and
forgotten. Recognizing its psychoactive properties, he introduced the so-
called empathogen to the Bay Area’s psychotherapy community. Only
later, did it become the club drug known as Ecstasy.) Jesse also
befriended Huston Smith, the scholar of comparative religion, whose
mind had been opened to the spiritual potential of psychedelics when, as
an instructor/lecturer at MIT in 1962, he served as a volunteer in the
Good Friday Experiment, from which he came away convinced that a
mystical experience occasioned by a drug was no different from any other
kind.

By way of these “elders” and his own reading, Jesse began unearthing
the rich body of first-wave psychedelic research, much of which had been
lost to science. He learned that there had been more than a thousand
scientific papers on psychedelic drug therapy before 1965, involving more
than forty thousand research subjects. Beginning in the 1950s and
continuing into the early 1970s, psychedelic compounds had been used to
treat a variety of conditions—including alcoholism, depression, obsessive-
compulsive disorder, and anxiety at the end of life—frequently with
impressive results. But few of the studies were well controlled by modern
standards, and some of them were compromised by the enthusiasm of the
researchers involved.

Of even keener interest to Bob Jesse was the early research exploring
the potential of psychedelics to contribute to what, in a striking phrase,
he calls “the betterment of well people.” There had been studies in
“healthy normals” of artistic and scientific creativity and spirituality. The
most famous of these was the Good Friday, or Marsh Chapel,
Experiment, conducted in 1962 by Walter Pahnke, a psychiatrist and
minister working on a PhD dissertation at Harvard under Timothy Leary.
In this double-blind experiment, twenty divinity students received a
capsule of white powder during a Good Friday service at Marsh Chapel on
the Boston University campus, ten of them containing psilocybin, ten an
“active placebo”—in this case niacin, which creates a tingling sensation.
Eight of the ten students receiving psilocybin reported a powerful
mystical experience, while only one in the control group did. (Telling



them apart was not difficult, rendering the double blind a somewhat
hollow conceit: those on the placebo sat sedately in their pews while the
others lay down or wandered about the chapel, muttering things like
“God is everywhere” and “Oh, the Glory!”) Pahnke concluded that the
experiences of those who received the psilocybin were “indistinguishable
from, if not identical with,” the classic mystical experiences reported in
the literature. Huston Smith agreed. “Until the Good Friday Experiment,”
he told an interviewer in 1996, “I had had no direct personal encounter
with God.”

In 1986, Rick Doblin conducted a follow-up study of the Good Friday
Experiment in which he tracked down and interviewed all but one of the
divinity students who received psilocybin at Marsh Chapel. Most reported
that the experience had reshaped their lives and work in profound and
enduring ways. However, Doblin found serious flaws in Pahnke’s
published account: Pahnke had failed to mention that several subjects
had struggled with acute anxiety during their experience. One had to be
restrained and given an injection of Thorazine, a powerful antipsychotic,
after he fled from the chapel and headed down Commonwealth Avenue,
convinced he had been chosen to announce the news of the coming of the
Messiah.

In this and a second review of another Timothy Leary—supervised
experiment, of recidivism at Concord State Prison, Doblin had raised
troubling questions about the quality of the research done in the Harvard
Psilocybin Project, suggesting that the enthusiasm of the experimenters
had tainted the reported results. If this research were going to be revived
and taken seriously, Jesse concluded, it would have to be done with
considerably more rigor and objectivity. And yet the results of the Good
Friday Experiment were highly suggestive and, as Bob Jesse and Roland
Griffiths would soon decide, well worth trying to reproduce.

BoB JESSE SPENT the early 1990s excavating the knowledge about
psychedelics that had been lost when formal research was halted and
informal research went underground. In this, he was a little like those
Renaissance scholars who rediscovered the lost world of classical thought



in a handful of manuscripts squirreled away in monasteries. However, in
this case, considerably less time had elapsed, so the knowledge remained
in the brains of people still alive, like James Fadiman and Myron
Stolaroff and Willis Harman (another Bay Area engineer turned
psychedelic researcher), who merely had to be asked for it, and in
scientific papers in libraries and databases, which merely had to be
searched. But if there is a modern analogy to the medieval monastery
where the world of classical thought was saved from oblivion, a place
where the guttering flame of psychedelic knowledge was assiduously
fanned during its own dark age, that place would have to be Esalen, the
legendary retreat center in Big Sur, California.

Perched on a cliff overlooking the Pacific as if barely clinging to the
continent, the Esalen Institute was founded in 1962 and ever since has
been a center of gravity for the so-called human potential movement in
America, serving as the unofficial capital of the New Age. A great many
therapeutic and spiritual modalities were developed and taught here over
the years, including the therapeutic and spiritual potential of
psychedelics. Beginning in 1973, Stanislav Grof, the Czech émigré
psychiatrist who is one of the pioneers of LSD-assisted psychotherapy,
served as scholar in residence at Esalen, but he had conducted workshops
there for years before. Grof, who has guided thousands of LSD sessions,
once predicted that psychedelics “would be for psychiatry what the
microscope is for biology or the telescope is for astronomy. These tools
make it possible to study important processes that under normal
circumstances are not available for direct observation.” Hundreds came
to Esalen to peer through that microscope, often in workshops Grof led
for psychotherapists who wanted to incorporate psychedelics in their
practices. Many if not most of the therapists and guides now doing this
work underground learned their craft at the feet of Stan Grof in the Big
House at Esalen.

Whether such work continued at Esalen after LSD was made illegal is
uncertain, but it wouldn’t be surprising: the place is perched so far out
over the edge of the continent as to feel beyond the reach of federal law
enforcement. But at least officially, such workshops ended when LSD
became illegal. Grof began teaching instead something called holotropic
breathwork, a technique for inducing a psychedelic state of consciousness
without drugs, by means of deep, rapid, and rhythmic breathing, usually



accompanied by loud drumming. Yet Esalen’s role in the history of
psychedelics did not end with their prohibition. It became the place
where people hoping to bring these molecules back into the culture,
whether as an adjunct to therapy or a means of spiritual development,
met to plot their campaigns.

In January 1994, Bob Jesse managed to get himself invited to one such
meeting at Esalen. While helping out with the dishes after a Friday night
dinner at the Shulgins’, Jesse learned that a group of therapists and
scientists would be gathering in Big Sur to discuss the prospects for
reviving psychedelic research. There were signs that the door
Washington, D.C., had slammed shut on research in the late 1960s might
be opening, if only a crack: Curtis Wright, a new administrator at the FDA
(and, as it happens, a former student of Roland Griffiths’s at Hopkins),
had signaled that research protocols for psychedelics would be treated
like any other—judged on their merits. Testing this new receptivity, a
psychiatrist at the University of New Mexico named Rick Strassman had
sought and received approval to study the physiological effects of DMT, a
powerful psychedelic compound found in many plants. This small trial
marked the first federally sanctioned experiment with a psychedelic
compound since the 1970s—in retrospect, a watershed event.

Around the same time, Rick Doblin and Charles Grob, a psychiatrist at
UCLA, had succeeded in persuading the government to approve the first
human trial of MDMA. (Grob is one of the first psychiatrists to advocate
for the return of psychedelics to psychotherapy; he later conducted the
first modern trial of psilocybin for cancer patients.) The year before the
Esalen gathering (which Grob and Doblin both attended), David Nichols,
a Purdue University chemist and pharmacologist, launched the Heffter
Research Institute (named for the German chemist who first identified
the mescaline compound in 1897) with the then improbable ambition of
funding serious psychedelic science. (Heffter has since helped fund many
of the modern trials of psilocybin.) So there were scattered hopeful signs
in the early 1990s that conditions were ripening for a revival of
psychedelic research. The tiny community that had sustained such a
dream through the dark ages began, tentatively, quietly, to organize.

Even though Jesse was new to this community, and neither a scientist
nor a therapist, he asked if he could attend the Esalen meeting and
offered to make himself useful, refilling water glasses if that’s what it



took. Most of the gathering was taken up with discussions of the potential
medical applications of psychedelics, as well as the need for basic
research on the neuroscience. Jesse was struck by the fact that so little
attention was paid to the spiritual potential of these compounds. He left
the meeting convinced that “okay, there is room to maneuver here. I was
hoping one of these people would pick up the ball and run with it, but
they were busy with the other ball. So I made a decision to seek a leave of
absence from Oracle.” Within a year, Jesse would launch the Council on
Spiritual Practices, and within two the council would convene its own
meeting at Esalen, in January 1996, with the aim of opening a second
front in the campaign to resurrect psychedelics.

Fittingly, the gathering took place in the Maslow Room at Esalen,
named for the psychologist whose writings on the hierarchy of human
needs underscored the importance of “peak experiences” in self-
actualization. Most of the fifteen in attendance were “psychedelic elders,”
therapists and researchers like James Fadiman and Willis Harman, Mark
Kleiman, then a drug-policy expert at the Kennedy School (and Rick
Doblin’s thesis tutor there), and religious figures like Huston Smith,
Brother David Steindl-Rast, and Jeffrey Bronfman, the head of the UDV
church in America (and heir to the Seagram’s liquor fortune). But Jesse
wisely decided to invite an outsider as well: Charles “Bob” Schuster, who
had served both Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush as director of the
National Institute on Drug Abuse. Jesse didn’t know Schuster well at all;
they had once spoken briefly at a conference. But Jesse came away from
the encounter thinking Schuster just might be receptive to an invitation.

Exactly why Bob Schuster—a leading figure in the academic
establishment undergirding the drug war—would be open to the idea of
coming to Esalen to discuss the spiritual potential of psychedelics was a
mystery, at least until I had the opportunity to speak to his widow, Chris-
Ellyn Johanson. Johanson, who is also a drug researcher, painted a
picture of a man of exceptionally broad interests and deep curiosity.

“Bob was open-minded to a fault,” she told me, with a laugh. “He
would talk to anyone.” Like many people in the NIDA community,
Schuster well understood that psychedelics fit awkwardly into the profile
of a drug of abuse; animals, given the choice, will not self-administer a
psychedelic more than once, and the classical psychedelics exhibit
remarkably little toxicity. I asked Johanson if Schuster had ever taken a



psychedelic himself; Roland Griffiths had told me he thought it was
possible. (“Bob was a jazz musician,” Griffiths told me, “so I wouldn’t be
at all surprised.”) But Johanson said no. “He was definitely curious about
them,” she told me, “but I think he was too afraid. We were martini
people.” I asked if he was a spiritual man. “Not really, though I think he
would have liked to have been.”

Jesse, not quite sure what Schuster would make of the meeting,
arranged to have Jim Fadiman bunk with him, instructing Fadiman, a
psychologist, to check him out. “Early the next morning Jim found me
and said, ‘Bob, mission accomplished. You have found a gem of a human
being.”

Schuster thoroughly enjoyed his time at Esalen, according to his wife.
He took part in a drumming circle Jesse had arranged—you don’t leave
Esalen without doing some such thing—and was amazed to discover how
easily he could slip into a trance. But Schuster also made some key
contributions to the group’s deliberations. He warned Jesse off working
with MDMA, which he believed was toxic to the brain and had by then
acquired an unsavory reputation as a club drug. He also suggested that
psilocybin was a much better candidate for research than LSD, largely for
political reasons: because so many fewer people had heard of it,
psilocybin carried none of the political and cultural baggage of LSD.

By the end of the meeting, the Esalen group had settled on a short list
of objectives, some of them modest—to draft a code of ethics for spiritual
guides—and others more ambitious: “to get aboveboard, unimpeachable
research done, at an institution with investigators beyond reproach,” and,
ideally, “do this without any pretext of clinical treatment.”

“We weren’t sure that was possible,” Jesse told me, but he and his
colleagues believed “it would be a big mistake if medicalization is all that
happens.” Why a mistake? Because Bob Jesse was ultimately less
interested in people’s mental problems than with their spiritual well-
being—in using entheogens for the betterment of well people.

Shortly after the Esalen meeting, Schuster made what would turn out
to be his most important contribution: telling Bob Jesse about his old
friend Roland Griffiths, whom he described as exactly “the investigator
beyond reproach” Jesse was looking for and “a scientist of the first order.”

“Everything Roland’s done he’s devoted himself to completely,” Jesse
recalls Schuster saying, “including his meditation practice. We think it’s



changed him.” Griffiths had shared with Schuster his growing
dissatisfaction with science and his deepening interest in the kind of
“ultimate questions” coming up in his meditation practice. Schuster then
made the call to Griffiths telling him about the interesting young man
he’d just met at Esalen, explaining that they shared an interest in
spirituality, and suggesting they should meet. After an exchange of e-
mails, Jesse flew to Baltimore to have lunch with Griffiths in the cafeteria
on the Bayview medical campus, inaugurating a series of conversations
and meetings that would eventually lead to their collaboration on the
2006 study of psilocybin and mystical experience at Johns Hopkins.

BUT THERE WAS STILL one missing piece of the puzzle and the scientific
team. Most of the drug trials Griffiths had run in the past involved
baboons and other nonhuman primates; he had much less clinical
experience working with humans and realized he needed a skilled
therapist to join the project—a “master clinician,” as he put it. As it
happened, Bob Jesse had met a psychologist at a psychedelic conference a
few years before who not only filled the bill but lived in Baltimore. Still
more fortuitous, this psychologist, whose name was Bill Richards,
probably has more experience guiding psychedelic journeys in the 1960s
and 1970s than anyone alive, with the possible exception of Stan Grof
(with whom he had once worked). In fact, Bill Richards administered the
very last legal dose of psilocybin to an American, at the Maryland
Psychiatric Research Center at Spring Grove State Hospital in the spring
of 1977. In the decades since, he had been practicing more conventional
psychotherapy out of his home in a leafy Baltimore neighborhood called
Windsor Hills, biding his time and waiting patiently for the world to
come around so that he might work with psychedelics once again.

“In the big picture,” he told me the first time we met in his home
office, “these drugs have been around at least five thousand years, and
many times they have surfaced and have been repressed, so this was
another cycle. But the mushroom still grows, and eventually this work
would come around again. Or so I hoped.” When he got the call from Bob



Jesse in 1998, and met Roland Griffiths shortly thereafter, he couldn’t
quite believe his good fortune. “It was thrilling.”

Bill Richards, a preternaturally cheerful man in his seventies, is a
bridge between the two eras of psychedelic therapy. Walter Pahnke was
the best man at his wedding; he worked closely with Stan Grof at Spring
Grove and visited Timothy Leary in Millbrook, New York, where Leary
landed after his exile from Harvard. Though Richards left the Midwest
half a century ago, he’s retained the speech patterns of rural Michigan,
where he was born in 1940. Richards today sports a white goatee, laughs
with an infectious cackle, and ends many of his sentences with a cheerful,
up-spoken “y’know?”

Richards, who holds graduate degrees in both psychology and divinity,
had his first psychedelic experience while a divinity student at Yale in
1963. He was spending the year studying in Germany, at the University of
Gottingen, and found himself drawn to the Department of Psychiatry,
where he learned about a research project involving a drug called
psilocybin.

“I had no idea what that was, but two friends of mine had participated
and had had interesting experiences.” One of them, whose father had
been killed in the war, had regressed to childhood to find himself sitting
on his father’s lap. The other had hallucinations of SS men marching in
the street. “I had never had a decent hallucination,” Richards said with a
chuckle, “and I was trying to get some insight into my childhood. In those
days, I viewed my own mind as a psychological laboratory, so I decided to
volunteer.

“This was before the importance of set and setting was understood. I
was brought to a basement room, given an injection, and left alone.” A
recipe for a bad trip, surely, but Richards had precisely the opposite
experience. “I felt immersed in this incredibly detailed imagery that
looked like Islamic architecture, with Arabic script, about which I knew
nothing. And then I somehow became these exquisitely intricate patterns,
losing my usual identity. And all I can say is that the eternal brilliance of
mystical consciousness manifested itself. My awareness was flooded with
love, beauty, and peace beyond anything I ever had known or imagined to
be possible. ‘Awe,’ ‘glory,” and ‘gratitude’ were the only words that
remained relevant.”



Descriptions of such experiences always sound a little thin, at least
when compared with the emotional impact people are trying to convey;
for a life-transforming event, the words can seem paltry. When I
mentioned this to Richards, he smiled. “You have to imagine a caveman
transported into the middle of Manhattan. He sees buses, cell phones,
skyscrapers, airplanes. Then zap him back to his cave. What does he say
about the experience? ‘It was big, it was impressive, it was loud.” He
doesn’t have the vocabulary for ‘skyscraper,’ ‘elevator,’ ‘cell phone.’
Maybe he has an intuitive sense there was some sort of significance or
order to the scene. But there are words we need that don’t yet exist. We've
got five crayons when we need fifty thousand different shades.”

In the middle of his journey, one of the psychiatric residents stopped
by the room to look in on Richards, asking him to sit up so he could test
his reflexes. As the resident tapped his patellar tendon with his little
rubber hammer, Richards remembers feeling “compassion for the infancy
of science. The researchers had no idea what really was happening in my
inner experiential world, of its unspeakable beauty or of its potential
importance for all of us.” A few days after the experience, Richards
returned to the lab and asked, “What was that drug you gave me? How is
it spelled?

“And the rest of my life is footnotes!”

Yet after several subsequent psilocybin sessions failed to produce
another mystical experience, Richards started to wonder if perhaps he
had exaggerated that first trip. Some time later, Walter Pahnke arrived at
the university, fresh from his graduate work with Timothy Leary at
Harvard, and the two became friends. (It was Richards who gave Pahnke
his first psychedelic trip while the two were in Germany; he had
apparently never taken LSD or psilocybin at Harvard, thinking it might
compromise the objectivity of the Good Friday Experiment.) Pahnke
suggested Richards try one more time, but in a room with soft lighting,
plants, and music and using a higher dose. Once again, Richards had “an
incredibly profound experience. I realized I had not exaggerated the first
trip but in fact had forgotten 80 percent of it.

“I have never doubted the validity of these experiences,” Richards told
me. “This was the realm of mystical consciousness that Shankara was
talking about, that Plotinus was writing about, that Saint John of the
Cross and Meister Eckhart were writing about. It’s also what Abraham



Maslow was talking about with his ‘peak experiences,” though Abe could
get there without the drugs.” Richards would go on to study psychology
under Maslow at Brandeis University. “Abe was a natural Jewish mystic.
He could just lie down in the backyard and have a mystical experience.
Psychedelics are for those of us who aren’t so innately gifted.”

Richards emerged from those first psychedelic explorations in
possession of three unshakable convictions. The first is that the
experience of the sacred reported both by the great mystics and by people
on high-dose psychedelic journeys is the same experience and is “real”—
that is, not just a figment of the imagination.

“You go deep enough or far out enough in consciousness and you will
bump into the sacred. It’s not something we generate; it’s something out
there waiting to be discovered. And this reliably happens to nonbelievers
as well as believers.” Second, that, whether occasioned by drugs or other
means, these experiences of mystical consciousness are in all likelihood
the primal basis of religion. (Partly for this reason Richards believes that
psychedelics should be part of a divinity student’s education.) And third,
that consciousness is a property of the universe, not brains. On this
question, he holds with Henri Bergson, the French philosopher, who
conceived of the human mind as a kind of radio receiver, able to tune in
to frequencies of energy and information that exist outside it. “If you
wanted to find the blonde who delivered the news last night,” Richards
offered by way of an analogy, “you wouldn’t look for her in the TV set.”
The television set is, like the human brain, necessary but not sufficient.

After Richards finished with his graduate studies in the late 1960s, he
found work as a research fellow at the Spring Grove State Hospital
outside Baltimore, where a most improbable counterfactual history of
psychedelic research was quietly unfolding, far from the noise and glare
surrounding Timothy Leary. Indeed, this is a case where the force of the
Leary narrative has bent the received history out of shape, such that
many of us assume there was no serious psychedelic research before
Leary arrived at Harvard and no serious research after he was fired. But
until Bill Richards administered psilocybin to his last volunteer in 1977,
Spring Grove was actively (and without much controversy) conducting an
ambitious program of psychedelic research—much of it under grants
from the National Institute of Mental Health—with schizophrenics,
alcoholics and other addicts, cancer patients struggling with anxiety,



religious and mental health professionals, and patients with severe
personality disorders. Several hundred patients and volunteers received
psychedelic therapy at Spring Grove between the early 1960s and the
mid-1970s. In many cases, the researchers were getting very good results
in well-designed studies that were being regularly published in peer-
reviewed journals such as JAMA and the Archives of General Psychiatry.
(Roland Griffiths is of the opinion that much of this research is “suspect,”
but Richards told me, “These studies weren’t as bad as people like Roland
might imply.”) It is remarkable just how much of the work being done
today, at Hopkins and NYU and other places, was prefigured at Spring
Grove; indeed, it is hard to find a contemporary experiment with
psychedelics that wasn’t already done in Maryland in the 1960s or 1970s.

At least at the beginning, the Spring Grove psychedelic work enjoyed
lots of public support. In 1965, CBS News broadcast an admiring hour-
long “special report” on the hospital’s work with alcoholics, called LSD:
The Spring Grove Experiment. The response to the program was so
positive that the Maryland state legislature established a multimillion-
dollar research facility on the campus of the Spring Grove State Hospital,
called the Maryland Psychiatric Research Center. Stan Grof, Walter
Pahnke, and Bill Richards were hired to help run it, along with several
dozen other therapists, psychiatrists, pharmacologists, and support staff.
Equally hard to believe today is the fact that, as Richards told me,
“whenever we hired someone, they would receive a couple of LSD
sessions as part of their training to do the work. We had authorization!
How else could you be sensitive to what was going on in the mind of the
patient? I wish we could do that at Hopkins.”

The fact that such an ambitious research program continued at Spring
Grove well into the 1970s suggests the story of the suppression of
psychedelic research is a little more complicated than the conventional
narrative would indicate. While it is true that some research projects—
such as Jim Fadiman’s creativity trials in Palo Alto—received orders from
Washington to stop, other projects on long-term grants were allowed to
continue until the money ran out, as it eventually did. Rather than shut
down all research, as many in the psychedelic community believe
happened, the government simply made it more difficult to get approvals,
and funding gradually dried up. As time went on, researchers found that
on top of all the bureaucratic and financial hurdles they also had to deal



with “the snicker test”: How would your colleagues react when you told
them you were running experiments with LSD? By the mid-1970s,
psychedelics had become something of a scientific embarrassment—not
because they were a failure, but because they had become identified with
the counterculture and with disgraced scientists such as Timothy Leary.

But there was nothing embarrassing about psychedelic research at
Spring Grove in the late 1960s and early 19770s. Then, and there, it looked
like the future. “We thought this was the most incredible frontier in
psychiatry,” Richards recalls. “We would all sit around the conference
table talking about how we were going to train the hundreds if not
thousands of therapists that would be needed to do this work. (And look,
we’re having the same conversation again today!) There were
international conferences on psychedelic research, and we had colleagues
throughout Europe doing similar work. The field was taking off. But in
the end the societal forces were stronger than we were.”

In 1971, Richard Nixon declared Timothy Leary, a washed-up
psychology professor, “the most dangerous man in America.”
Psychedelics were nourishing the counterculture, and the counterculture
was sapping the willingness of America’s young to fight. The Nixon
administration sought to blunt the counterculture by attacking its
neurochemical infrastructure.

Was the suppression of psychedelic research inevitable? Many of the
researchers I interviewed feel that it might have been avoided had the
drugs not leaped the laboratory walls—a contingency that, fairly or not,
most of them blame squarely on the “antics,” “misbehavior,” and
“evangelism” of Timothy Leary.

Stanislav Grof believes that psychedelics loosed “the Dionysian
element” on 1960s America, posing a threat to the country’s puritan
values that was bound to be repulsed. (He told me he also thinks the
same thing could happen again.) Roland Griffiths points out that ours is
not the first culture to feel threatened by psychedelics: the reason R.
Gordon Wasson had to rediscover magic mushrooms in Mexico was that
the Spanish had suppressed them so effectively, deeming them dangerous
instruments of paganism.

“That says something important about how reluctant cultures are to
expose themselves to the changes these kinds of compounds can
occasion,” he told me the first time we met. “There is so much authority



that comes out of the primary mystical experience that it can be
threatening to existing hierarchical structures.”

BY THE MID-1970S, the LSD work at Spring Grove, much of which was state
funded, had become a political hot potato in Annapolis. In 1975, the
Rockefeller Commission investigating the CIA disclosed that the agency
had also been running LSD experiments in Maryland, at Fort Detrick, as
part of a mind-control project called MK-Ultra. (An internal memo the
commission released concisely set forth the agency’s objective: “Can we
get control of an individual to the point where he will do our bidding
against his will and even against fundamental laws of nature, such as self-
preservation?”) It was revealed that the CIA was dosing both government
employees and civilians without their knowledge; at least one person had
died. The news that Maryland taxpayers were also supporting research
with LSD promptly blew up into a scandal, and pressure to close down
psychedelic research at Spring Grove became irresistible.

“Pretty soon it was just me and two secretaries,” Richards recalls. “And
then it was over.”

Today Roland Griffiths, who would pick up the thread of research that
was dropped when the work at Spring Grove ended, marvels at the fact
that the first wave of psychedelic research, promising as it was, would end
for reasons having nothing to do with science. “We ended up demonizing
these compounds. Can you think of another area of science thought to be
so dangerous and taboo that all research gets shut down for decades? It’s
unprecedented in modern science.” So too, perhaps, is the sheer amount
of scientific knowledge that was simply erased.

In 1998, Griffiths, Jesse, and Richards began designing a pilot study
loosely based on the Good Friday Experiment. “It wasn’t a psychotherapy
study,” Richards points out. “It was a study designed to determine
whether psilocybin can elicit a transcendental experience. That we were
able to obtain permission to give it to healthy normals is a tribute to
Roland’s long history of commanding respect both at Hopkins and in
Washington.” In 1999, the protocol was approved, but only after wending
its way through five layers of review at Hopkins as well as the FDA and



the DEA. (Many of Griffiths’s Hopkins colleagues were skeptical of the
proposal, worried psychedelic research might jeopardize federal funding;
one told me there were “people in the Department of Psychiatry and the
broader institution who questioned the work, because this class of
compounds carries a lot of baggage from the ’60s.”)

“We had faith that the people on all these committees would be good
scientists,” Richards told me. “And with luck maybe a few of them had
tried mushrooms in college!” Roland Griffiths became the principal
investigator of the trial, Bill Richards became the clinical director, and
Bob Jesse continued to work behind the scenes.

“I can vividly remember the first session I ran after that long twenty-
two-year hiatus,” Richards recalled. He and I were together in the session
room at Hopkins; I was sitting on the couch where the volunteers lie
down during their journeys, and Richards was in the chair where he has
now sat and guided more than a hundred psilocybin journeys since 1999.
The room feels more like a den or living room than a room in a
laboratory, with a plush sofa, vaguely spiritual paintings on the walls, a
sculpture of the Buddha on a side table, and shelves holding a giant stone
mushroom and various other nondenominational spiritual artifacts, as
well as the small chalice in which the volunteers receive their pills.

“This guy is lying on the couch right there where you are, with tears
streaming down his face, and I'm thinking, how absolutely beautiful and
meaningful this experience is. How sacred. How can this ever have been
illegal? It’s as if we made entering Gothic cathedrals illegal, or museums,
or sunsets!

“I honestly never knew if this would happen again in my lifetime. And
look at where we are now: the work at Hopkins has been going on now for
fifteen years—five years longer than Spring Grove.”

IN 1999, an odd but intriguing advertisement began appearing in weeklies
in the Baltimore and Washington, D.C., area, under the headline
“Interested in the Spiritual Life?”



University research with entheogens (roughly, God-evoking
substances such as peyote and sacred mushrooms) has
returned. The field of study includes pharmacology,
psychology, creativity enhancement, and spirituality. To
explore the possibility of participating in confidential
entheogen research projects, call 1-888-585-8870, toll free.
WWW.CSP.OTg.

Not long after, Bill Richards and Mary Cosimano, a social worker and
school guidance counselor Richards recruited to help him guide
psychedelic sessions, administered the first legal dose of psilocybin to an
American in twenty-two years. In the years since, the Hopkins team has
conducted more than three hundred psilocybin sessions, working in a
variety of populations, including healthy normals, long-term and novice
meditators, cancer patients, smokers seeking to break their habit, and
religious professionals. I was curious to get the volunteer’s-eye view of
the experience from all these types, but especially from that first cohort of
healthy normals, partly because they were participants in a study that
would turn out to be historically important and partly because I figured
they would be the most like, well, me. What is it like to have a legally
sanctioned, professionally guided, optimally comfortable high-dose
psilocybin experience?

Yet the volunteers in the first experiments were not exactly like me,
because at the time I doubt I would have read past “Interested in the
Spiritual Life?” There were no stone-cold atheists in the original group,
and interviews with nearly a dozen of them suggested many if not most of
them came into the study with spiritual leanings to one degree or
another. There was an energy healer, a man who’d done the whole Iron
John trip, a former Franciscan friar, and an herbalist. There was also a
physicist with an interest in Zen and a philosophy professor with an
interest in theology. Roland Griffiths acknowledged, “We were interested
in a spiritual effect and were biasing the condition initially [in that
direction].”

That said, Griffiths went to great lengths in the design of the study to
control for “expectancy effects.” In part this owed to Griffiths’s skepticism
that a drug could occasion the same kind of mystical experience he had
had in his meditation: “This is all truth to Bill and hypothesis to me. So



we needed to control for Bill’s biases.” All of the volunteers were
“hallucinogen naive,” so had no idea what psilocybin felt like, and neither
they nor their monitors knew in any given session whether they were
getting psilocybin or a placebo, and whether that placebo was a sugar pill
or any one of half a dozen different psychoactive drugs. In fact the
placebo was Ritalin, and as it turned out, the monitors guessed wrong
nearly a quarter of the time as to what was in the pill a volunteer had
received.

Even years after their experiences in the trials, the volunteers I spoke
to recalled them in vivid detail and at considerable length; the interviews
lasted hours. These people had big stories to tell; in several cases, these
were the most meaningful experiences of their lives, and they clearly
relished the opportunity to relive them for me in great detail, whether in
person, by Skype, or on the telephone. The volunteers were also required
to write a report of their experiences soon after they occurred, and all of
the ones I interviewed were happy to share these reports, which made for
strange and fascinating reading.

Many of the volunteers I spoke to reported initial episodes of intense
fear and anxiety before surrendering themselves to the experience—as the
sitters encourage them to do. The sitters work from a set of “flight
instructions” prepared by Bill Richards, based on the hundreds of
psychedelic journeys he has guided. The guides go over the instructions
with the volunteers during the eight hours of preparation all of them
receive before commencing their journeys.

The flight instructions advise guides to use mantras like “Trust the
trajectory” and “TLO—Trust, Let Go, Be Open.” Some guides like to quote
John Lennon: “Turn off your mind, relax and float downstream.”

Volunteers are told they may experience the “death/transcendence of
your ego or everyday self,” but this is “always followed by Rebirth/Return
to the normative world of space & time. Safest way to return to normal is
to entrust self unconditionally to the emerging experiences.” Guides are
instructed to remind volunteers they’ll never be left alone and not to
worry about the body while journeying because the guides are there to
keep an eye on it. If you feel as if you are “dying, melting, dissolving,
exploding, going crazy etc.—go ahead.” Volunteers are quizzed: “If you
see a door, what do you do? If you see a staircase, what do you do?”
“Open it” and “climb up it” are of course the right answers.



This careful preparation means that a certain expectancy effect is
probably unavoidable. After all, the researchers are preparing people for
a major experience, involving death and rebirth and holding the potential
for transformation. “It would be irresponsible not to warn volunteers
these things could happen,” Griffiths pointed out when I asked if his
volunteers were being “primed” for a certain kind of experience. One
volunteer—the physicist—told me that the “mystical experience
questionnaire” he filled out after every session also planted expectations.
“I'long to see some of the stuff hinted at in the questionnaire,” he wrote
after an underwhelming session—perhaps on the placebo. “Seeing
everything as alive and connected, meeting the void, or some
embodiment of deities and things like that.” In this and so many other
ways, it seems, the Hopkins psilocybin experience is the artifact not only
of this powerful molecule but also of the preparation and expectations of
the volunteer, the skills and worldviews of the sitters, Bill Richards’s
flight instructions, the decor of the room, the inward focus encouraged by
the eyeshades and the music (and the music itself, much of which to my
ears sounds notably religious), and, though they might not be pleased to
hear it, the minds of the designers of the experiments.

The sheer suggestibility of psychedelics is one of their defining
characteristics, so in one sense it is no wonder that so many of the first
cohort of volunteers at Hopkins had powerful mystical experiences: the
experiment was designed by three men intensely interested in mystical
states of consciousness. (And it is likewise no wonder that the European
researchers I interviewed all failed to see as many instances of mystical
experience in their subjects as the Americans did in theirs.) And yet, for
all the priming going on, the fact remains that the people who received a
placebo simply didn’t have the kinds of experiences that volunteer after
volunteer described to me as the most meaningful or significant in their
lives.

Soon after a volunteer takes her pill from the little chalice, but before
she feels any effects, Roland Griffiths will usually drop by the session
room to wish her bon voyage. Griffiths often uses a particular metaphor
that made an impression on many of the volunteers I spoke to. “Think of
yourself as an astronaut being blasted into outer space,” Richard Boothby
recalled him saying. Boothby is a philosophy professor who was in his
early fifties when he volunteered at Hopkins. “You're going way out there



to take it all in and engage with whatever you find there, but you can be
confident that we’ll be here keeping an eye on things. Think of us as
ground control. We’ve got you covered.”

For the astronaut being blasted into space, the shudder of liftoff and
strain of escaping Earth’s gravitational field can be wrenching—even
terrifying. Several volunteers describe trying to hold on for dear life as
they felt their sense of self rapidly disintegrating. Brian Turner, who at
the time of his journey was a forty-four-year-old physicist working for a
military contractor (with a security clearance), put it this way:

I could feel my body dissolving, beginning with my feet, until
it all disappeared but the left side of my jaw. It was really
unpleasant; I could count only a few teeth left and the bottom
part of my jaw. I knew that if that went away I would be gone.
Then I remembered what they told me, that whenever you
encounter anything scary, go toward it. So instead of being
afraid of dying I got curious about what was going on. I was
no longer trying to avoid dying. Instead of recoiling from the
experience, I began to interrogate it. And with that, the whole
situation dissolved into this pleasant floaty feeling, and I
became the music for a while.

Soon after, he found himself “in a large cave where all my past
relationships were hanging down as icicles: the person who sat next to me
in second grade, high school friends, my first girlfriend, all of them were
there, encased in ice. It was very cool. I thought about each of them in
turn, remembering everything about our relationship. It was a review—
something about the trajectory of my life. All these people had made me
what I had become.”

Amy Charnay, a nutritionist and herbalist in her thirties, came to
Hopkins after a crisis. An avid runner, she had been studying forest
ecology when she fell from a tree and shattered her ankle, ending both
her running and her forestry careers. In the early moments of her
journey, Amy was overcome by waves of guilt and fear.

“The visual I had was from the 1800s and I was up on this stage. Two
people next to me were slipping a noose around my neck while a crowd of



people watched, cheering for my death. I felt drenched with guilt, just
terrified. I was in a hell realm. And I remember Bill asking, ‘What’s going
on?’

“I’'m experiencing a lot of guilt.” Bill replied, “That’s a very common
human experience,” and with that, the whole image of being hanged
pixilated and then just disappeared, to be replaced by this tremendous
sensation of freedom and interconnectedness. This was huge for me. I
saw that if I can name and admit a feeling, confess it to someone, it would
let go. A little older and wiser, now I can do this for myself.”

Some time later, Charnay found herself flying around the world and
through time perched on the back of a bird. “I was aware enough to know
my body was on the couch, but I was leaving my body and experiencing
these things firsthand. I found myself in a drumming circle with an
indigenous tribe somewhere, and I was being healed but was also being
the healer. This was very profound for me. Not having that traditional
lineage [of a healer], I had always felt like I was a phony doing plant
medicine, but this made me see I was connected to the plants and to
people who use plants, whether for rituals or psychedelics or salad!”

During a subsequent session, Charnay reconnected with a boyfriend
from her youth who had died in a car accident at nineteen. “All of a
sudden there is a piece of Phil living in my left shoulder. I've never had an
experience like that, but it was so real. I don’t know why he’s yellow and
lives in my left shoulder—what does that even mean?—but I don’t care.
He’s back with me.” Such reconnections with the dead are not
uncommon. Richard Boothby, whose twenty-three-year-old son had
committed suicide a year earlier after years of drug addiction, told me,
“Oliver was more present to me now than he had ever been before.”

The supreme importance of surrendering to the experience, however
frightening or bizarre, is stressed in the preparatory sessions and figures
largely in many people’s journeys, and beyond. Boothby, the philosopher,
took the advice to heart and found that he could use the idea as a kind of
tool to shape the experience in real time. He wrote:

Early on I began to perceive that the effects of the drug
respond strikingly to my own subjective determination. If, in
response to the swelling intensity of the whole experience, I
began to tense up with anxiety, the whole scene appears to



tighten in some way. But if I then consciously remind myself
to relax, to let myself go into the experience, the effect is
dramatic. The space in which I seem to find myself, already
enormous, suddenly yawns open even further and the shapes
that undulate before my eyes appear to explode with new and
even more extravagant patterns. Over and over again I had
the overwhelming sense of infinity being multiplied by
another infinity. I joked to my wife as she drove me home
that I felt as if I had been repeatedly sucked into the asshole
of God.

Boothby had what sounds very much like a classic mystical experience,
though he may be the first in the long line of Western mystics to enter the
divine realm through that particular aperture.

At the depths of this delirium I conceived that I was either
dying or, most bizarrely, I was already dead. All points of
secure attachment to a trustworthy sense of reality had fallen
away. Why not think that I am dead? And if this is dying, I
thought, then so be it. How can I say no to this?

At this point, at the greatest depth of the experience, I felt
all my organizing categories of opposition—dreaming and
wakefulness, life and death, inside and outside, self and other
—collapse into each other . . . Reality appeared to fold in on
itself, to implode in a kind of ecstatic catastrophe of logic. Yet
in the midst of this hallucinatory hurricane I was having a
weird experience of ultra-sublimity. And I remember
repeating to myself again and again, “Nothing matters,

nothing matters any more. I see the point! Nothing matters at
all.”

And then it was over.

During the last few hours, reality began slowly, effortlessly, to
stitch itself back together. In sync with some particularly
wowing choral music, I had an incredibly moving sense of



triumphant reawakening, as if a new day were dawning after
a long and harrowing night.

AT THE SAME TIME I was interviewing Richard Boothby and his fellow
volunteers, I was reading William James’s account of mystical
consciousness in The Varieties of Religious Experience in the hope of
orienting myself. And indeed much of what James had to say helped me
get my bearings amid the torrent of words and images I was collecting.
James prefaced his discussion of mystical states of consciousness by
admitting that “my own constitution shuts me out from their enjoyment
almost entirely.” Almost entirely: what James knows about mystical
states was gleaned not just from his reading but also from his own
experiments with drugs, including nitrous oxide.

Rather than attempt to define something as difficult to grab hold of as
a mystical experience, James offers four “marks” by which we may
recognize one. The first and, to his mind, “handiest” is ineffability: “The
subject of it immediately says that it defies expression, that no adequate
report of its contents can be given in words.” With the possible exception
of Boothby, all the volunteers I spoke to at one point or another despaired
of conveying the full force of what they had experienced, gamely though
they tried. “You had to be there” was a regular refrain.

The noetic quality is James’s second mark: “Mystical states seem to
those who experience them to be also states of knowledge . . . They are
illuminations, revelations full of significance and importance . .. and as a
rule they carry with them a curious sense of authority.”

For every volunteer I've interviewed, the experience yielded many
more answers than questions, and—curiously for what is after all a drug
experience—these answers had about them a remarkable sturdiness and
durability. John Hayes, a psychotherapist in his fifties who was one of the
first volunteers at Hopkins,

felt like mysteries were being unveiled and yet it all felt
familiar and more like I was being reminded of things I had



already known. I had a sense of initiation into dimensions of
existence most people never know exist, including the
distinct sense that death was illusory, in the sense that it is a
door we walk through into another plane of existence, that
we’re sprung from an eternity to which we will return.

Which is true enough, I suppose, but to someone having a mystical
experience, such an insight acquires the force of revealed truth.

So many of the specific insights gleaned during the psychedelic
journey exist on a knife-edge poised between profundity and utter
banality. Boothby, an intellectual with a highly developed sense of irony,
struggled to put words to the deep truths about the essence of our
humanity revealed to him during one of his psilocybin journeys.

I have at times been almost embarrassed by them, as if they
give voice to a cosmic vision of the triumph of love that one
associates derisively with the platitudes of Hallmark cards.
All the same, the basic insights afforded to me during the
session still seem for the most part compelling.

What was the philosophy professor’s compelling insight?
“Love conquers all.”

James touches on the banality of these mystical insights: “that
deepened sense of the significance of a maxim or formula which
occasionally sweeps over one. ‘I've heard that said all my life,” we exclaim,
‘but I never realized its full meaning until now.” The mystical journey
seems to offer a graduate education in the obvious. Yet people come out
of the experience understanding these platitudes in a new way; what was
merely known is now felt, takes on the authority of a deeply rooted
conviction. And, more often than not, that conviction concerns the
supreme importance of love.

Karin Sokel, a life coach and energy healer in her fifties, described an
experience “that changed everything and opened me profoundly.” At the



climax of her journey, she had an encounter with a god who called
himself “I Am.” In its presence, she recalled, “every one of my chakras
was exploding. And then there was this light, it was the pure light of love
and divinity, and it was with me and no words were needed. I was in the
presence of this absolute pure divine love and I was merging with it, in
this explosion of energy . . . Just talking about it my fingers are getting
electric. It sort of penetrated me. The core of our being, I now knew, is
love. At the peak of the experience, I was literally holding the face of
Osama bin Laden, looking into his eyes, feeling pure love from him and
giving it to him. The core is not evil, it is love. I had the same experience
with Hitler, and then someone from North Korea. So I think we are
divine. This is not intellectual, this is a core knowingness.”

I asked Sokel what made her so sure this wasn’t a dream or drug-
induced fantasy—a suggestion that proved no match for her noetic sense.
“This was no dream. This was as real as you and I having this
conversation. I wouldn’t have understood it either if I hadn’t had the
direct experience. Now it is hardwired in my brain so I can connect to it
and do often.”

This last point James alludes to in his discussion of the third mark of
mystical consciousness, which is “transiency.” For although the mystical
state cannot be sustained for long, its traces persist and recur, “and from
one recurrence to another it is susceptible of continuous development in
what is felt as inner richness and importance.”

The fourth and last mark in James’s typology is the essential
“passivity” of the mystical experience. “The mystic feels as if his own will
were in abeyance, and indeed sometimes as if he were grasped and held
by a superior power.” This sense of having temporarily surrendered to a
superior force often leaves the person feeling as if he or she has been
permanently transformed.

For most of the Hopkins volunteers I interviewed, their psilocybin
journeys had taken place ten or fifteen years earlier, and yet their effects
were still keenly felt, in some cases on a daily basis. “Psilocybin awakened
my loving compassion and gratitude in a way I had never experienced
before,” a psychologist who asked not to be named told me when I asked
her about lasting effects. “Trust, Letting go, Openness, and Being were
the touchstones of the experience for me. Now I know these things



instead of just believing.” She had turned Bill Richards’s flight
instructions into a manual for living.

Richard Boothby did much the same thing, converting his insight
about letting go into a kind of ethic:

During my session this art of relaxation itself became the
basis of an immense revelation, as it suddenly appeared to
me that something in the spirit of this relaxation, something
in the achievement of a perfect, trusting and loving openness
of spirit, is the very essence and purpose of life. Our task in
life consists precisely in a form of letting go of fear and
expectations, an attempt to purely give oneself to the impact
of the present.

John Hayes, the psychotherapist, emerged with “his sense of the
concrete destabilized,” replaced by a conviction “that there’s a reality
beneath the reality of ordinary perceptions. It informed my cosmology—
that there is a world beyond this one.” Hayes particularly recommends
the experience to people in middle age for whom, as Carl Jung suggested,
experience of the numinous can help them negotiate the second half of
their lives. Hayes added, “I would not recommend it to young people.”

Charnay’s journey at Hopkins solidified her commitment to herbal
medicine (she now works for a supplement maker in Northern
California); it also confirmed her in a decision to divorce her husband.
“Everything was now so clear to me. I came out of the session, and my
husband was late to pick me up. I realized, this is the theme with us.
We’'re just really different people. I just got my ass kicked today, and I
needed him to be on time.” She broke the news to him in the car going
home and has not looked back.

To listen to these people describe the changes in their lives inspired by
their psilocybin journeys is to wonder if the Hopkins session room isn’t a
kind of “human transformation factory,” as Mary Cosimano, the guide
who has probably spent more time there than anyone else, described it to
me. “From now on,” one volunteer told me, “I think of my life as before
and after psilocybin.” Soon after his psilocybin experience, Brian Turner,
the physicist, quit his job with the military contractor and moved to



Colorado to study Zen. He had had a meditation practice before
psilocybin, but “now I had the motivation, because I had tasted the
destination”; he was willing to do the hard work of Zen now that he had
gotten a preview of the new modes of consciousness it could make
available to him.

Turner is now an ordained Zen monk, yet he is also still a physicist,
working for a company that makes helium neon lasers. I asked him if he
felt any tension between his science and his spiritual practice. “I don’t feel
there’s a contradiction. Yet what happened at Hopkins has influenced my
physics. I realize there are just some domains that science will not
penetrate. Science can bring you to the big bang, but it can’t take you
beyond it. You need a different kind of apparatus to peer into that.”

These anecdotal reports of personal transformation found strong
support in a follow-up study done on the first groups of healthy normals
studied at Hopkins. Katherine MacLean, a psychologist on the Hopkins
team, crunched the survey data produced by fifty-two volunteers,
including follow-up interviews with friends and family members they had
designated, and discovered that in many cases the psilocybin experience
had led to lasting changes in their personalities. Specifically, those
volunteers who had “complete mystical experiences” (as determined by
their scores on the Pahnke-Richards Mystical Experience Questionnaire)
showed, in addition to lasting improvements in well-being, long-term
increases in the personality trait of “openness to experience.” One of the
five traits psychologists use to assess personality (the other four are
conscientiousness, extroversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism),
openness encompasses aesthetic appreciation and sensitivity, fantasy and
imagination, as well as tolerance of others’ viewpoints and values; it also
predicts creativity in both the arts and the sciences, as well as,
presumably, a willingness to entertain ideas at odds with those of current
science. Such pronounced and lasting changes in the personalities of
adults are rare.

Yet not all these shifts in the direction of greater openness were
confined to the volunteers in the Hopkins experiments; the sitters, too,
speak of having been changed by the experience of witnessing these
journeys, sometimes in surprising ways. Katherine MacLean, who guided
dozens of sessions during her time at Hopkins, told me, “I started out on
the atheist side, but I began seeing things every day in my work that were



at odds with this belief. My world became more and more mysterious as I
sat with people on psilocybin.”

During my last interview with Richard Boothby, toward the end of a
leisurely Sunday brunch at the modern art museum in Baltimore, he
looked at me with an expression that mixed an almost evangelical fervor
about the “treasures” he had glimpsed at Hopkins with a measure of pity
for his still-hallucinogen-naive interlocutor.

“I don’t blame you for being envious.”

My ENCOUNTERS with the Hopkins volunteers had indeed left me feeling
somewhat envious, but also with a great many more questions than
answers. How are we to evaluate the “insights” these people bring back
from their psychedelic journeys? What sort of authority should we grant
them? Where in the world does the material that makes up these waking
dreams or, as one volunteer put it, “intrapsychic movies,” come from?
The unconscious? From the suggestions of their guides and the setting of
the experiment? Or, as many of the volunteers believe, from somewhere
“out there” or “beyond”? What do these mystical states of consciousness
ultimately mean for our understanding of either the human mind or the
universe?

For his part, Roland Griffiths’s own encounters with the volunteers in
the 2006 study reignited his passion for science, but they also left him
with a deeper respect for all that science does not know—for what he is
content to call “the mysteries.”

“For me the data [from those first sessions]| were . .. I don’t want to
use the word mind-blowing, but it was unprecedented the kinds of things
we were seeing there, in terms of the deep meaning and lasting spiritual
significance of these effects. I've given lots of drugs to lots of people, and
what you get are drug experiences. What’s unique about the psychedelics
is the meaning that comes out of the experience.”

Yet how real is that meaning? Griffiths himself is agnostic, but
strikingly open-minded, even about his volunteers’ firsthand reports of a
“beyond,” however they define it. “I'm willing to hold the possibility these



experiences may or may not be true,” he told me. “The exciting part is to
use the tools we have to explore and pick apart this mystery.”

Not all of his colleagues share his open-mindedness. During one of our
meetings, over breakfast on the sunporch of his modest ranch house in
suburban Baltimore, Griffiths mentioned a colleague at Hopkins, a
prominent psychiatrist named Paul McHugh, who dismisses the
psychedelic experience as nothing more than a form of “toxic delirium.”
He encouraged me to google McHugh.

“Doctors encounter this strange and colorful state of mind in patients
suffering from advanced hepatic, renal, or pulmonary disease, in which
toxic products accumulate in the body and do to the brain and mind just
what LSD does,” McHugh had written in a review of a book about the
Harvard Psilocybin Project in Commentary. “The vividness of color
perception, the merging of physical sensations, the hallucinations, the
disorientation and loss of a sense of time, the delusional joys and terrors
that come and go evoking unpredictable feelings and behaviors—are sadly
familiar symptoms doctors are called to treat in hospitals every day.”

Griffiths admits it is possible that what he’s seeing is some form of
temporary psychosis, and he plans to test for delirium in an upcoming
experiment, but he seriously doubts that diagnosis accurately describes
what is going on with his volunteers. “Patients suffering from delirium
find it really unpleasant,” he points out, “and they certainly don’t report
months later, ‘Wow, that was one of the greatest and most meaningful
experiences of my life.””

William James grappled with these questions of veracity in his
discussion on mystical states of consciousness. He concluded that the
import of these experiences is, and should be, “authoritative over the
individuals to whom they come” but that there is no reason the rest of us
must “accept their revelations uncritically.” And yet he believed that the
very possibility people can experience these states of consciousness
should bear on our understanding of the mind and world: “The existence
of mystical states absolutely overthrows the pretension of non-mystical
states to be the sole and ultimate dictators of what we may believe.”
These alternate forms of consciousness “might, in spite of all the
perplexity, be indispensable stages in our approach to the final fullness of
the truth.” He detected in such experiences, in which the mind “ascend[s]
to a more enveloping point of view,” hints of a grand metaphysical
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“reconciliation”: “It is as if the opposites of the world, whose
contradictoriness and conflict make all our difficulties and troubles, were
melted into unity.” This ultimate unity, he suspected, was no mere
delusion.

RoLAND GRIFFITHS today sounds like a scientist deeply committed—or
rather recommitted—to his research. “I described to you how when I first
got into meditation, I felt disconnected from my work life and considered
dropping it entirely. I would say I'm now reengaged in a way that’s more
integrated than it has ever been. I'm more interested in the final
questions and existential truths and with the sense of well-being,
compassion, and love that come from these practices. Now I'm bringing
these gifts to the laboratory. And it feels great.”

The idea that we can now approach mystical states of consciousness
with the tools of science is what gets Roland Griffiths out of bed in the
morning. “As a scientific phenomenon, if you can create a condition in
which 70 percent of people will say they have had one of the most
meaningful experiences of their lives . . . well, as a scientist that’s just
incredible.” For him the import of the 2006 result is that it proved “we
can now do prospective studies” of mystical states of consciousness
“because we can occasion them with a high degree of probability. That’s
the way science gains real traction.” He believes the psilocybin work has
opened a whole new frontier of human consciousness to scientific
exploration. “I describe myself as a kid in a candy shop.”

The gamble Roland Griffiths took with his career in 1998, when he
decided to devote himself to the investigation of psychedelics and
mystical experience, has already paid off. A month before our breakfast,
Griffiths had received the Eddy Award from the College on Problems of
Drug Dependence, perhaps the most prestigious lifetime achievement
prize in the field. The nominators all cited Griffiths’s psychedelic work as
one of his signal contributions. The scope of that work has expanded
significantly since the 2006 paper; when I last visited Hopkins, in 2015,
some twenty people were working on various studies involving
psychedelics. Not since Spring Grove has there been such strong



institutional support for the study of psychedelics, and never before has
an institution of Hopkins’s reputation devoted so many resources to what
is, after all, the study of mystical states of consciousness.

The Hopkins lab remains keenly interested in exploring spirituality
and the “betterment of well people”—there are trials under way giving
psilocybin to long-term meditators and religious professionals—but the
transformative effect of the mystical experience has obvious therapeutic
implications that the lab has been investigating. Completed studies
suggest that psilocybin—or rather the mystical state of consciousness that
psilocybin occasions—may be useful in treating both addiction (a pilot
study in smoking cessation achieved an 80 percent success rate, which is
unprecedented) and the existential distress that often debilitates people
facing a terminal diagnosis. When we last met, Griffiths was about to
submit an article reporting striking results in the lab’s trial using
psilocybin to treat the anxiety and depression of cancer patients; the
study found one of the largest treatment effects ever demonstrated for a
psychiatric intervention. The majority of volunteers who had a mystical
experience reported that their fear of death had either greatly diminished
or completely disappeared.

Once again, hard questions arise about the meaning and authority of
such experiences, especially ones that appear to convince people that
consciousness is not confined to brains and might somehow survive our
deaths. Yet even to questions of this kind Griffiths brings an open and
curious mind. “The phenomenology of these experiences is so profoundly
reorganizing and profoundly compelling that I'm willing to hold there’s a
mystery here we can’t understand.”

Griffiths has clearly traveled a long way from the strict behaviorism
that once informed his scientific worldview; the experience of alternate
states of consciousness, both his own and those of his volunteers, has
opened him to possibilities about which few scientists will dare speak
openly.

“So what happens after you die? All I need is one percent [of
uncertainty]. I can’t think of anything more interesting than what I may
or may not discover at the time I die. That’s the most interesting question
going.” For that reason, he fervently hopes he isn’t hit by a bus but rather
has enough time to “savor” the experience without the distraction of pain.
“Western materialism says the switch gets turned off and that’s it. But



there are so many other descriptions. It could be a beginning! Wouldn’t
that be amazing?”

This is when Griffiths turned the tables and started asking me about
my own spiritual outlook, questions for which I was completely
unprepared.

“How sure are you there is nothing after death?” he asked. I demurred,
but he persisted. “What do you think the chances are there is something
beyond death? In percentages.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” I stammered. “Two or three percent?” To this day I
have no idea where that estimate came from, but Griffiths seized on it.
“That’s a lot!” So I turned the table back again, put the same question to
him.

“I don’t know if I want to answer it,” he said with a laugh, glancing at
my tape recorder. “It depends on which hat 'm wearing.”

Roland Griffiths had more than one hat! I only had one, I realized, and
that made me feel a little jealous.

Compared with many scientists—or for that matter many spiritual
types—Roland Griffiths possesses a large measure of what Keats,
referring to Shakespeare, described as “negative capability,” the ability to
exist amid uncertainties, mysteries, and doubt without reaching for
absolutes, whether those of science or spirituality. “It makes no more
sense to say I'm 100 percent convinced of a material worldview than to
say I'm 100 percent convinced of the literal version of the Bible.”

At our last meeting, a dinner at a bistro in his Baltimore
neighborhood, I tried to engage Griffiths in a discussion of the ostensible
conflict between science and spirituality. I asked him if he agreed with E.
O. Wilson, who has written that all of us must ultimately choose: either
the path of science or the path of spirituality. But Griffiths doesn’t see the
two ways of knowing as mutually exclusive and has little patience for
absolutists on either side of the supposed divide. Rather, he hopes the
two ways can inform each other and correct each other’s defects, and in
that exchange help us to pose and then, possibly, answer the big
questions we face. I then read to him a letter from Huston Smith, the
scholar of comparative religion who in 1962 had volunteered in Walter
Pahnke’s Good Friday Experiment. It was written to Bob Jesse shortly
after the publication of Griffiths’s landmark 2006 paper; Jesse had
shared it with me.



“The Johns Hopkins experiment shows—proves—that under
controlled, experimental conditions, psilocybin can occasion genuine
mystical experiences. It uses science, which modernity trusts, to
undermine modernity’s secularism. In doing so, it offers hope of nothing
less than a re-sacralization of the natural and social world, a spiritual
revival that is our best defense against not only soullessness, but against
religious fanaticism. And it does so in the very teeth of the unscientific
prejudices built into our current drug laws.”

As I read Smith’s letter aloud, a smile bloomed across Griffiths’s face;
he was clearly moved but had little to add except to say, “That’s
beautiful.”



NATURAL HISTORY

Bemushroomed

AT THE END of my first meeting with Roland Griffiths, the session in his
Johns Hopkins office where he engaged me on the topics of his own
mystical experience, my assessment of the odds of an afterlife, and the
potential of psilocybin to change people’s lives, the scientist stood up
from his desk, unfolding his lanky frame, and reached into the pocket of
his trousers to take out a small medallion.

“A little gift for you,” he explained. “But first, you must answer a
question.

“At this moment,” Griffiths began, locking me in firm eye contact, “are
you aware that you are aware?” Perplexed, I thought for a long, self-
conscious moment and then replied in the affirmative. This must have
been the correct answer, because Griffiths handed me the coin. On one
side was a quartet of tall, slender, curving Psilocybe cubensis, one of the
more common species of magic mushroom. On the back was a quotation
from William Blake that, it occurred to me later, neatly aligned the way of
the scientist with that of the mystic: “The true method of knowledge is
experiment.”

It seems that the previous summer Roland Griffiths had gone for the
first time to Burning Man (had I heard of it?), and when he learned that
no money is exchanged in the temporary city, only gifts, he had the
mushroom medallions minted so he would have something suitable to
give away or trade. Now, he gives the coins to volunteers in the research
program as a parting gift. Griffiths had surprised me once again. Or
twice. First, that the scientist had attended the arts-and-psychedelics
festival in the Nevada desert. And, second, that he had seen fit in
choosing his gift to honor the psilocybin mushroom itself.



On one level, a mushroom medallion made perfect sense: the molecule
that Griffiths and his colleagues have been working with for the last
fifteen years does, after all, come from a fungus. Both the mushroom and
its psychoactive compound were unknown to science until the 1950s,
when the psilocybin mushroom was discovered in southern Mexico,
where Mazatec Indians had been using “the flesh of the gods,” in secret,
for healing and divination since before the Spanish conquest. Yet, apart
from the decorative ceramic mushroom on the shelf in the session room,
there are few if any reminders of “magic mushrooms” in the lab. No one I
spoke to at Hopkins ever mentioned the rather astonishing fact that the
life-changing experiences their volunteers were reporting owed to the
action of a chemical compound found in nature—in a mushroom.

In the laboratory context, it can be easy to lose sight of this
astonishment. All of the scientists doing psychedelic research today work
exclusively with a synthetic version of the psilocybin molecule. (The
mushroom’s psychoactive compound was first identified, synthesized,
and named in the late 1950s by Albert Hofmann, the Swiss chemist who
discovered LSD.) So the volunteers ingest a little white pill made in a lab,
rather than a handful of gnarly and acrid-tasting mushrooms. Their
journeys unfold in a landscape of medical suites populated, figuratively
speaking, by men and women in white coats. I suppose this is the usual
distancing effect of modern science at work, but here it is compounded by
a specific desire to distance psilocybin from its tangled roots (or I should
say, mycelia) in the worlds of 1960s counterculture, Native American
shamanism, and, perhaps, nature itself. For it is there—in nature—that
we bump up against the mystery of a little brown mushroom with the
power to change the consciousness of the animals that eat it. LSD too, it
is easy to forget, was derived from a fungus, Claviceps purpurea, or
ergot. Somehow, for some reason, these remarkable mushrooms produce,
in addition to spores, meanings in human minds.

In the course of my days spent hanging around the Hopkins lab and
hours spent interviewing people about their psilocybin journeys, I
became increasingly curious to explore this other territory—that is, the
natural history of these mushrooms and their strange powers. Where did
these mushrooms grow, and how? Why did they evolve the ability to
produce a chemical compound so closely related to serotonin, the
neurotransmitter, that it can slip across the blood-brain barrier and



temporarily take charge of the mammalian brain? Was it a defense
chemical, intended to poison mushroom eaters? That would seem to be
the most straightforward explanation, yet it is undermined by the fact the
fungus produces the hallucinogen almost exclusively in its “fruiting
body”—that part of the organism it is happiest to have eaten. Was there
perhaps some benefit to the mushroom in being able to change the minds
of the animals that eat it?*

There were also the more philosophical questions posed by the
existence of a fungus that could not only change consciousness but
occasion a profound mystical experience in humans. This fact can be
interpreted in two completely different ways. On the first interpretation,
the mind-altering power of psilocybin argues for a firmly materialist
understanding of consciousness and spirituality, because the changes
observed in the mind can be traced directly to the presence of a chemical
—psilocybin. What is more material than a chemical? One could
reasonably conclude from the action of psychedelics that the gods are
nothing more than chemically induced figments of the hominid
imagination.

Yet, surprisingly, most of the people who have had these experiences
don’t see the matter that way at all. Even the most secular among them
come away from their journeys convinced there exists something that
transcends a material understanding of reality: some sort of a “Beyond.”
It’s not that they deny a naturalistic basis for this revelation; they just
interpret it differently.

If the experience of transcendence is mediated by molecules that flow
through both our brains and the natural world of plants and fungi, then
perhaps nature is not as mute as Science has told us, and “Spirit,”
however defined, exists out there—is immanent in nature, in other words,
just as countless premodern cultures have believed. What to my
(spiritually impoverished) mind seemed to constitute a good case for the
disenchantment of the world becomes in the minds of the more
psychedelically experienced irrefutable proof of its fundamental
enchantment. Flesh of the gods, indeed.

So here was a curious paradox. The same phenomenon that pointed to
a materialist explanation for spiritual and religious belief gave people an
experience so powerful it convinced them of the existence of a
nonmaterial reality—the very basis of religious belief.



I hoped that getting to know the psychoactive LBMs (mycologist
shorthand for “little brown mushrooms”) at the bottom of this paradox
might clarify the matter or, perhaps, somehow dissolve it. I was already
something of a mushroom hunter, secure in my ability to identify a
handful of edible woodland species (chanterelles, morels, black trumpets,
and porcini) with a high enough degree of confidence to eat what I found.
However, I had been told by all my teachers that the world of LBMs was
far more daunting in its complexity and peril; many if not most of the
species that can kill you are LBMs. But perhaps with some expert
guidance, I could add a Psilocybe or two to my mushroom hunting
repertoire and in the process begin to unpack the mystery of their
existence and spooky powers.

THERE WAS NEVER any doubt who could best help me on this quest,
assuming he was willing. Paul Stamets, a mycologist from Washington
State who literally wrote the book on the genus Psilocybe,* in the form of
the authoritative 1996 field guide Psilocybin Mushrooms of the World.
Stamets has himself “published”—that is, identified and described in a
peer-reviewed journal—four new species of Psilocybe, including
azurescens, named for his son Azureus* and the most potent species yet
known. But while Stamets is one of the country’s most respected
mycologists, he works entirely outside the academy, has no graduate
degree, funds most of his own research,” and holds views of the role of
fungi in nature that are well outside the scientific mainstream and that,
he will gladly tell you, owe to insights granted to him by the mushrooms
themselves, in the course of both close study and regular ingestion.

I've known Stamets for years, though not very well and always from
what I confess has been a somewhat skeptical distance. His extravagant
claims for the powers of mushrooms and eyebrow-elevating boasts about
his mushroom work with institutions like DARPA (the Pentagon’s
Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency) and NIH (the National
Institutes of Health) are bound to set off a journalist’s bullshit detector,
rightly or—as often happens in his case—wrongly.



Over the years, we’ve found ourselves at some of the same conferences,
so I've had several opportunities to hear his talks, which consist of a
beguiling (often brilliant) mash-up of hard science and visionary
speculation, with the line between the two often impossible to discern.
His 2008 TED talk, which is representative, has been viewed online more
than four million times.

Stamets, who was born in 1955 in Salem, Ohio, is a big hairy man with
a beard and a bearish mien; I was not surprised to learn he once worked
as a lumberjack in the Pacific Northwest. Onstage, he usually wears what
appears to be a felt hat in the alpine style but which, as he’ll explain, is in
fact made in Transylvania from something called amadou, the spongy
inner layer of the horse’s hoof fungus (Fomes fomentarius), a polypore
that grows on several species of dead or dying trees. Amadou is
flammable and in ancient times was used to start and transport fires.
Otzi, the five-thousand-year-old “Ice Man” found mummified in an alpine
glacier in 1991, was carrying a pouch in which he had a piece of amadou.
Because of its antimicrobial properties, Fomes fomentarius was also used
to dress wounds and preserve food. Stamets is so deep into the world of
fungi there’s frequently one perched on top of his head.

Fungi constitute the most poorly understood and underappreciated
kingdom of life on earth. Though indispensable to the health of the planet
(as recyclers of organic matter and builders of soil), they are the victims
not only of our disregard but of a deep-seated ill will, a mycophobia that
Stamets deems a form of “biological racism.” Leaving aside their
reputation for poisoning us, this is surprising in that we are closer,
genetically speaking, to the fungal kingdom than to that of the plants.
Like us, they live off the energy that plants harvest from the sun. Stamets
has made it his life’s work to right this wrong, by speaking out on their
behalf and by demonstrating the potential of mushrooms to solve a great
many of the world’s problems. Indeed, the title of his most popular
lecture, and the subtitle of his 2005 book, Mycelium Running, is “How
Mushrooms Can Help Save the World.” By the end of his presentation,
this claim no longer sounds hyperbolic.

I can remember the first time I heard Stamets talk about
“mycoremediation”—his term for the use of mushrooms to clean up
pollution and industrial waste. One of the jobs of fungi in nature is to
break down complex organic molecules; without them, the earth would



long ago have become a vast, uninhabitable waste heap of dead but
undecomposed plants and animals. So after the Exxon Valdez ran
aground off the coast of Alaska in 1989, spilling millions of gallons of
crude oil into Prince William Sound, Stamets revived a long-standing
idea of putting fungi to work breaking down petrochemical waste. He
showed a slide of a steaming heap of oily black sludge before inoculating
it with the spores of oyster mushrooms, and then a second photograph of
the same pile taken four weeks later, when it was reduced by a third and
covered in a thick mantle of snowy white oyster mushrooms. It was a
performance, and a feat of alchemy, I won’t soon forget.

But Stamets’s aspirations for the fungal kingdom go well beyond
turning petrochemical sludge into arable soil. Indeed, in his view there is
scarcely an ecological or medical problem that mushrooms can’t help
solve.

Cancer? Stamets’s extract of turkey tail mushrooms (Trametes
versicolor) has been shown to help cancer patients by stimulating their
immune systems. (Stamets claims to have used it to help cure his
mother’s stage 4 breast cancer.)

Bioterrorism? After 9/11, the federal government’s Bioshield program
asked to screen hundreds of the rare mushroom strains in Stamets’s
collection and found several that showed strong activity against SARS,
smallpox, herpes, and bird and swine flu. (If this strikes you as
implausible, remember that penicillin is the product of a fungus.)

Colony collapse disorder (CCD)? After watching honeybees visiting a
woodpile to nibble on mycelium, Stamets identified several species of
fungus that bolster the bees’ resistance to infection and CCD.

Insect infestation? A few years ago, Stamets won a patent for a
“mycopesticide”—a mutant mycelium from a species of Cordyceps that,
after being eaten by carpenter ants, colonizes their bodies and kills them,
but not before chemically inducing the ant to climb to the highest point in
its environment and then bursting a mushroom from the top of its head
that releases its spores to the wind.

The second or third time I watched Stamets show a video of a
Cordyceps doing its diabolical thing to an ant—commandeering its body,
making it do its bidding, and then exploding a mushroom from its brain
in order to disseminate its genes—it occurred to me that Stamets and that
poor ant had rather a lot in common. Fungi haven’t killed him, it’s true,



and he probably knows enough about their wiles to head off that fate. But
it’s also true that this man’s life—his brain!—has been utterly taken over
by fungi; he has dedicated himself to their cause, speaking for the
mushrooms in the same way that Dr. Seuss’s Lorax speaks for the trees.
He disseminates fungal spores far and wide, helping them, whether by
mail order or sheer dint of his enthusiasm, to vastly expand their range
and spread their message.

I poNT THINK I'm saying anything about Paul Stamets to which he would
object. He writes in his book that mycelia—the vast, cobwebby whitish net
of single-celled filaments, called hyphae, with which fungi weave their
way through the soil—are intelligent, forming “a sentient membrane” and
“the neurological network of nature.” The title of his book Mycelium
Running can be read in two ways. The mycelium is indeed always
running through the ground, where it plays a critical role in forming soils,
keeping plants and animals in good health, and knitting together the
forest. But the mycelium are also, in Stamets’s view, running the show—
that of nature in general and, like a neural software program, the minds
of certain creatures, including, he would be the first to tell you, Paul
Stamets himself. “Mushrooms are bringing us a message from nature,” he
likes to say. “This is a call I'm hearing.”

Yet even some of Stamets’s airier notions turn out to have a scientific
foundation beneath them. For years now, Stamets has been talking about
the vast web of mycelia in the soil as “Earth’s natural Internet”—a
redundant, complexly branched, self-repairing, and scalable
communications network linking many species over tremendous
distances. (The biggest organism on earth is not a whale or a tree but a
mushroom—a honey fungus in Oregon that is 2.4 miles wide.) Stamets
contends that these mycelial networks are in some sense “conscious”:
aware of their environment and able to respond to challenges
accordingly. When I first heard these ideas, I thought they were, at best,
fanciful metaphors. Yet in the years since, I've watched as a growing body
of scientific research has emerged to suggest they are much more than
metaphors. Experiments with slime molds have demonstrated these



organisms can navigate mazes in search of food—sensing its location and
then growing in that direction. The mycelia in a forest do link the trees in
it, root to root, not only supplying them with nutrients, but serving as a
medium that conveys information about environmental threats and
allows trees to selectively send nutrients to other trees in the forest.* A
forest is a far more complex, sociable, and intelligent entity than we
knew, and it is fungi that organize the arboreal society.

Stamets’s ideas and theories have turned out to be far more durable,
and practicable, than I ever would have guessed. This was the other
reason I became eager to spend some time with Stamets: I was curious to
find out how his own experience with psilocybin had colored his thinking
and lifework. Yet I wasn’t at all certain he would be willing to talk on the
record about psilocybin, much less take me ’'shroom hunting, now that he
had a successful business, had eight or nine patents to his name, and was
collaborating with institutions like DARPA and NIH and the Lawrence
Livermore National Laboratory. In the more recent interviews and
lectures I could find online, he seldom talked about psilocybin and often
omitted mention of the field guide from his list of publications. What’s
more, he had just received prestigious honors from the Mycological
Society of America and the American Association for the Advancement of
Science (AAAS). Paul Stamets, it seemed, had gone legit. Bad timing for
me.

THANKFULLY, I wAs WRONG. When I reached Stamets at his home in
Kamilche, Washington, and told him what I was up to, he couldn’t have
been more forthcoming or cooperative. We talked for a long time about
psilocybin mushrooms, and it soon became clear they remained a subject
of keen interest to him. He knew all about the work going on at Hopkins
—in fact had consulted with the Hopkins team when they were first
looking for a source of psilocybin. My impression was that the revival of
legitimate university research had made Stamets more comfortable
reopening this particular chapter in his life. He mentioned he was in the
process of updating the 1996 psilocybin field guide. The only discordant
note in the conversation came when I casually dropped the slang



expression for psilocybin when asking him about going hunting for
’shrooms.

“I really, really hate that word,” he said, almost gravely, adopting the
tone of a parent upbraiding a potty-mouthed child.

The word never crossed my lips again.

By the end of the call, Stamets had invited me up to his place in
Washington State, on the Little Skookum Inlet at the base of the Olympic
Peninsula. I asked him, gingerly, if I could come at a time when the
Psilocybes were fruiting. “Most of them have already come and gone,” he
said. “But if you come right after Thanksgiving, and the weather’s right, I
can take you to the only place in the world where Psilocybe azurescens
has been consistently found, at the mouth of the Columbia River.” He
mentioned the name of the park where he had found them in the past and
told me to book a yurt there, adding, “Probably best not to use my name.”

IN THE WEEKS BEFORE my trip to Washington State, I pored over Stamets’s
field guide, hoping to prepare myself for the hunt. It seems there are
more than two hundred species of Psilocybe, distributed all over the
world; it’s not clear whether that’s always been the case, or if the
mushrooms have followed in the footsteps of the animals who have taken
such a keen interest in them. (Humans have been using psilocybin
mushrooms sacramentally for at least seven thousand years, according to
Stamets. But animals sometimes ingest them too, for reasons that remain
obscure.)

Psilocybes are saprophytes, living off dead plant matter and dung.
They are denizens of disturbed land, popping up most often in the
habitats created by ecological catastrophe, such as landslides, floods,
storms, and volcanoes. They also prosper in the ecological catastrophes
caused by our species: clear-cut forests, road cuts, the wakes of
bulldozers, and agriculture. (Several species live in and fruit from the
manure of ruminants.) Curiously, or perhaps not so curiously, the most
potent species occur less often in the wild than in cities and towns; their
predilection for habitats disturbed by us has allowed them to travel
widely, “following streams of debris,” including our own. In recent years,



the practice of mulching with wood chips has vastly expanded the range
of a handful of potent Psilocybes once confined to the Pacific Northwest.
They now thrive in all those places we humans now “landscape”:
suburban gardens, nurseries, city parks, churchyards, highway rest stops,
prisons, college campuses, even, as Stamets likes to point out, on the
grounds of courthouses and police stations. “Psilocybe mushrooms and
civilization continue to co-evolve,” Stamets writes.

So you would think these mushrooms would be fairly easy to find. In
fact after I published an article about psilocybin research, I was informed
by a student that after the December rains Psilocybes can be found on the
Berkeley campus, where I teach. “Look in the wood chips,” he advised.
Yet as soon as I began studying the photographs in Stamets’s field guide,
I began to despair of ever identifying any mushroom as a member of the
genus, much less learning how to distinguish one species of Psilocybe
from another.

To judge from the pictures, the genus is just a big bunch of little brown
mushrooms, most of them utterly nondescript. By comparison, the edible
species with which I was familiar were as distinct as tulips are from roses,
poodles from Great Danes. Yes, all the Psilocybes have gills, but that isn’t
much help, because thousands of other mushrooms have gills, too. After
that, you're trying to sort out a bewildering array of characteristics, not all
of which are shared by the class. Some Psilocybes have a little nipple-like
knob or protrusion on top—it’s called an umbo, I learned; others don’t.
Some were “viscid”—slippery or slimy when wet, giving them a shiny
appearance. Others were dull and matte gray; some, like azurescens,
were a milky caramel color. Many but not all Psilocybes sport a
“pellicle”—a condom-like layer of gelatinous material covering the cap
that can be peeled off. My fungal vocabulary might be expanding, but my
confidence was rapidly collapsing, much like the mushroom that, in the
course of a single day, decomposes into an inky puddle.

By the time I got to chapter four, “The Dangers of Mistaken
Identification,” I was ready to throw in the towel. “Mistakes in mushroom
identification can be lethal,” Stamets begins, before displaying a
photograph in which a Psilocybe stuntzii is seen growing cheek by jowl
with a trio of indistinguishable Galerina autumnalis, an unremarkable
little mushroom that, when eaten, “can result in an agonizing death.”



But while Stamets urges extreme circumspection in amateurs hoping
to identify Psilocybes, he also equips the mushroom hunter who hasn’t
been completely discouraged with something he calls “The Stametsian
Rule”: a three-pronged test that, he (sort of) assures us, can head off
death and disaster.

“How do I know if a mushroom is a psilocybin producing species or
not?”

“If a gilled mushroom has purplish brown to black spores, and the
flesh bruises bluish, the mushroom in question is very likely a psilocybin-
producing species.” This is definitely a big help, though I wouldn’t mind
something more categorical than “very likely.” He then offers a sobering
caveat. “I know of no exceptions to this rule,” he adds, “but that does not
mean there are none!”

After committing to memory the Stametsian Rule, I began picking
promising-looking gilled LBMs—in my neighbors’ yards, on my walk to
work, in the parking lot of the bank—and then roughing them up a bit to
see if they would turn black and blue. The blue pigment is in fact evidence
of oxidized psilocin, one of the two main psychoactive compounds in a
Psilocybe. (The other is psilocybin, which breaks down into psilocin in
the body.) To determine if the mushroom in question had purplish-brown
or black spores, I began making spore prints. This involves cutting the
cap off a mushroom and placing it, gill side down, on a piece of white
paper. (Or black paper if you have reason to believe the mushroom has
white spores.) Within hours, the mushroom cap releases its microscopic
spores, which will form a pretty, shadowy pattern on the paper
(reminiscent of a lipstick kiss) that you can then try to decide is purplish
brown or black—or rust colored, in which case you might have a deadly
Galerina on your hands.

Certain things are perhaps best learned in person, rather than from a
book. I decided I should probably wait before making any irreversible
decisions until I had spent some time in the company of my mycological
Virgil.



AT THE TIME OF MY VISIT, Paul Stamets lived with his partner, Dusty Yao,
and their two big dogs, Plato and Sophie, in a sprawling new house on the
Little Skookum Inlet that is constructed inside and out of a small forest’s
worth of the most gorgeous clear Douglas fir and cedar. Like many
species of fungi, Stamets has a passionate attachment to trees and wood.
I arrived on a Friday; our reservation at the campsite wasn’t until Sunday
night, so we had the better part of the weekend to talk Psilocybes, eat
(other kinds of) mushrooms, tour the Fungi Perfecti facilities, and ramble
the surrounding woods and shoreline with the dogs before driving south
to the Oregon border Sunday morning to hunt azzies.

This was the house that mushrooms built, Stamets explained,
launching into its story before I had a chance to unpack my bag. It
replaced a rickety old farmhouse on the site that, when Stamets moved in,
was slowly succumbing to an infestation of carpenter ants. Stamets set
about devising a mycological solution to the problem. He knew precisely
which species of Cordyceps could wipe out the ant colony, but so did the
ants: they scrupulously inspect every returning member for Cordyceps
spores and promptly chew off the head of any ant bearing spores,
dumping the body far away from the colony. Stamets outwitted the ants’
defense by breeding a mutant Cordyceps-like fungus that postponed
sporulation. He put some of its mycelium in his daughter’s dollhouse
bowl, left that on the floor of the kitchen, and during the night watched as
a parade of ants carried the mycelium into the nest—having mistaken it
for a safe food source. When the fungus eventually sporulated, it was
already deep inside the colony and the ants were done for: the Cordyceps
colonized their bodies and sent fruiting bodies bursting forth from their
heads. It was too late to save the farmhouse, but with the proceeds from
the sale of his patent on the fungus Stamets was able to erect this far
grander monument to mycological ingenuity.

The house was spacious and comfortable; I had a whole upstairs wing
of bedrooms to myself. The living room, where we spent most of a rainy
December weekend, had a soaring cathedral ceiling, a big wood-burning
fireplace, and, looming over the room from across the way, a seven-and-
a-half-foot-tall skeleton of a cave bear. A painting of Albert Hofmann
hangs over the fireplace. Overhead, beneath the peak, is a massive round
stained glass depicting “The Universality of the Mycelial Archetype”—an



intricate tracery of blue lines on a night sky, the lines representing at once
mycelium, roots, neurons, the Internet, and dark matter.

Displayed on the walls heading upstairs from the living room are
framed artworks, photographs, and keepsakes, including a diploma
signifying the successful completion of one of the Merry Pranksters’ Acid
Tests, signed by Ken Kesey and Neal Cassady. There are several
photographs of Dusty posing in old-growth forests with impressive
specimens of fungi and a colorfully grotesque print by Alex Grey, the
dean of American psychedelic artists. The print is Grey’s interpretation of
the so-called stoned ape theory, depicting an early, electrified-looking
hominid clutching a Psilocybe while a cyclone of abstractions flies out of
its mouth and forehead. The only reason I could make any sense of the
image at all was that a few days earlier I had received an e-mail from
Stamets referring to the theory in question: “I want to discuss the high
likelihood that the Stoned Ape Theory, first presented by Roland Fischer
and then popularized/restated by Terence McKenna, is probably true—
[ingestion of psilocybin] causing a rapid development of the hominid
brain for analytical thinking and societal bonding. Did you know that 23
primates (including humans) consume mushrooms and know how to
distinguish ‘good’ from ‘bad’?”

I did not.

But the brief, elliptical e-mail nicely prefigured the tenor of my
weekend with Stamets as I struggled to absorb a torrent of mycological
fact and speculation that, like a rushing river, is impossible to ford
without being knocked sideways. The sheer brilliance of Stamets’s
mushroom’s-eye view of the world can be dazzling, but after a while it can
also make you feel claustrophobic, as only the true monomaniac or
autodidact—and Stamets is both—can do. Everything is connected is ever
the subtext with such people; in this case what connects everything you
could possibly think of just happens to be fungal mycelia.

I was curious to find out how Stamets came by his mycocentric
worldview and what role psilocybin mushrooms, in particular, might have
contributed to it. Stamets grew up in an Ohio town outside Youngstown
called Columbiana, the youngest of five children. His father’s engineering
company went belly-up when Paul was a boy, the family “going from
riches to rags pretty quickly.” Dad began to drink heavily, and Paul began
looking up to his older brother John as a role model.



Five years his senior, John was an aspiring scientist—he would receive
a scholarship to study neurophysiology—who kept “an exquisite
laboratory in the basement,” a realm that was Paul’s idea of heaven, but
to which John seldom granted his little brother admittance. “I thought all
houses had laboratories, so whenever I went over to a friend’s house, I
would ask where the laboratory was. I didn’t understand why they would
always point me to the bathroom instead—the lavatory.” Winning John’s
approval became a motive force in Paul’s life, which perhaps explains the
value Stamets places on mainstream scientific recognition of work. John
had died, of a heart attack, six months before my visit and, as it
happened, on the same day Paul received word of his AAAS honor. His
death was a loss from which Paul hadn’t yet recovered.

When Paul was fourteen, John told him about magic mushrooms, and
when he went off to Yale, John left behind a book, Altered States of
Consciousness, that made a tremendous impression on Paul. Edited by
Charles T. Tart, a psychologist, the book is a doorstop of an anthology of
scholarly writings about non-ordinary mental states, covering the
spectrum from dreaming and hypnosis to meditation and psychedelics.
But the reason the book made such a lasting impression on Stamets had
less to do with its contents, provocative as these were, than with the
reaction the book elicited in certain adults.

“My friend Ryan Snyder wanted to borrow it. His parents were really
conservative. A week later, when I told him I wanted it back, he stalls and
delays. Another week goes by, I ask him again, and he finally confesses
what happened. ‘My parents found it and they burned it.’

“They burned my book?!? That was a pivotal moment for me. I saw the
Snyders as the enemy, trying to suppress the exploration of
consciousness. But if this was such powerful information that they felt
compelled to destroy it, then this was powerful information I now had to
have. So I owe them a debt of gratitude.”

Stamets went off to Kenyon College, where, as a freshman, he had “a
profound psychedelic experience” that set his course in life. As long as he
could remember, Stamets had been stymied by a debilitating stutter.
“This was a huge issue for me. I was always looking down at the ground
because I was afraid people would try to speak to me. In fact, one of the
reasons I got so good at finding mushrooms was because I was always
looking down.”



One spring afternoon toward the end of his freshman year, walking
alone along the wooded ridgeline above campus, Stamets ate a whole bag
of mushrooms, perhaps ten grams, thinking that was a proper dose. (Four
grams is a lot.) As the psilocybin was coming on, Stamets spied a
particularly beautiful oak tree and decided he would climb it. “As I'm
climbing the tree, I'm literally getting higher as I'm climbing higher.” Just
then the sky begins to darken, and a thunderstorm lights up the horizon.
The wind surges as the storm approaches, and the tree begins to sway.

“I'm getting vertigo but I can’t climb down, I'm too high, so I just
wrapped my arms around the tree and held on, hugging it tightly. The
tree became the axis mundi, rooting me to the earth. ‘This is the tree of
life,” I thought; it was expanding into the sky and connecting me to the
universe. And then it hits me: I'm going to be struck by lightning! Every
few seconds there’s another strike, here, then there, all around me. On
the verge of enlightenment, I'm going to be electrocuted. This is my
destiny! The whole time, I'm being washed by warm rains. I am crying
now, there is liquid everywhere, but I also feel one with the universe.

“And then I say to myself, what are my issues if I survive this? Paul, I
said, you're not stupid, but stuttering is holding you back. You can’t look
women in the eyes. What should I do? Stop stuttering now—that became
my mantra. Stop stuttering now, I said it over and over and over.

“The storm eventually passed. I climbed down from the tree and
walked back to my room and went to sleep. That was the most important
experience of my life to that point, and here’s why: The next morning, I'm
walking down the sidewalk, and here comes this girl I was attracted to.
She’s way beyond my reach. She’s walking toward me, and she says,
‘Good morning, Paul. How are you?’ I look at her and say, ‘T’'m doing
great.” I wasn’t stuttering! And I have hardly ever stuttered since.

“And that’s when I realized I wanted to look into these mushrooms.”

IN A REMARKABLY SHORT SPAN of time, Stamets made himself into one of the
country’s leading experts on the genus Psilocybe. In 1978, at the age of
twenty-three, he published his first book, Psilocybe Mushrooms and
Their Allies—their allies understood to be us, the animal that had done



the most to spread their genes and, as Stamets now saw as his calling,
their planetary gospel.

Stamets got his mycological education not at Kenyon, which he left
after one year, but at the Evergreen State College, which in the mid-1970s
was a new experimental college in Olympia, Washington, where students
could design their own course of independent study. A young professor
named Michael Beug, who had a degree in environmental chemistry,
agreed to take under his wing Stamets and two other equally promising
mycologically obsessed students: Jeremy Bigwood and Jonathan Ott.
Beug was not himself a mycologist by training, but the four of them
mastered the subject together, with the help of an electron microscope
and a DEA license that Beug had somehow secured. Thus armed, the four
trained their attention on a genus that the rest of the field generally chose
to pass over in uncomfortable silence.

Illegal since 1970, psilocybin mushrooms were at the time chiefly of
interest to the counterculture, as a gentler, more natural alternative to
LSD, but very little was known about their habitat, distribution, life cycle,
or potency. It was believed that psychedelic mushrooms were native to
southern Mexico, where R. Gordon Wasson had “discovered” them in
1955. By the 1970s, most of the psilocybin in circulation in America was
being imported from Latin America or grown domestically from spores of
Latin American species, mainly cubensis.

The Evergreen group chalked up several notable accomplishments:
they identified and published three new psilocybin species, perfected
methods for growing them indoors, and developed techniques for
measuring levels of psilocin and psilocybin in mushrooms. But perhaps
the group’s most important contribution was to shift the focus of
attention among people who cared about Psilocybes from southern
Mexico to the Pacific Northwest. Stamets and his colleagues were finding
new species of psilocybin mushrooms all around them and publishing
their findings. “You could almost feel the earth’s axis tilting to this corner
of the world.” Anywhere you went in the Pacific Northwest, Stamets
recalls, you could see people tracing peculiar patterns through farm fields
and lawns, bent over in what he calls “the psilocybin stoop.”

During this period, the Pacific Northwest emerged as a new center of
gravity in American psychedelic culture, with the Evergreen State College
serving as its de facto intellectual hub and R&D facility. Beginning in



1976, Stamets and his Evergreen colleagues organized a series of now-
legendary mushroom conferences, bringing together the leading lights of
both the credentialed and the amateur wings of the psychedelic world,
and during my first evening at his house Stamets dug out some VHS
tapes of the last of these conferences, held in 1999. The footage had been
shot by Les Blank, but as often happened with coverage of such
psychedelic gatherings, no one could ever quite get it together to edit the
raw footage, so raw it remains.

“Conference” might not do justice to what now appeared on Stamets’s
television. We watched as several of the attendees—I spotted Dr. Andrew
WEeil, best known for his books on holistic medicine; the psychedelic
chemist Sasha Shulgin and his wife, Ann; and the New York Botanical
Garden mycologist Gary Lincoff—arrived to great fanfare in a
psychedelically painted school bus piloted by Ken Kesey. (The bus was
called Farther, the successor to Further, the original Merry Prankster bus,
evidently no longer roadworthy.) The proceedings looked more like a
Dionysian revel than a conference, yet there were some serious talks.
Jonathan Ott delivered a brilliant lecture on the history of “entheogens”—
a term he helped coin. He traced their use all the way back to the
Eleusinian mysteries of the Greeks, through the “pharmocratic
inquisition,” when the Spanish conquest suppressed the Mesoamerican
mushroom cults, and forward to the “entheogenic reformation” that has
been under way since R. Gordon Wasson’s discovery that those cults had
survived in Mexico. Along the way, Ott made an offhand reference to the
“placebo sacraments” of the Catholic Eucharist.

Then came footage of a big costume ball with lingering close-ups of a
giant punch bowl that had been spiked with dozens of different kinds of
psychedelic mushrooms. Stamets pointed out several prominent
mycologists and ethnobotanists among the revelers; many of them
dressed as specific kinds of fungus—Amanita muscaria, button
mushrooms, and so on. Stamets himself appeared dressed as a bear.

When one is screening raw footage of people in costume tripping on
mushrooms and dancing sloppily to a reggae band, a little goes a long
way, so after a few minutes we flicked off the TV. I asked Stamets about
earlier iterations of the conference, some of which seemed to have a
slightly more interesting ratio of intellectual substance to Dionysian
revelry. In 1977, for instance, Stamets had the opportunity to play host to



two of his heroes: Albert Hofmann and R. Gordon Wasson, whose 1957
article in Life magazine describing the first psilocybin journey ever taken
by a Westerner—his own—helped launch the psychedelic revolution in
America.

Stamets mentioned that he collected original copies of that issue of
Life, which occasionally show up on eBay and at flea markets, and on my
way upstairs to bed that night we stopped in his office so I could have a
look at it. The issue was dated May 13, 1957, and Bert Lahr was on the
cover, mugging for the camera in a morning suit and a bowler hat. But
the most prominent cover line was devoted to Wasson’s notorious article:
“The Discovery of Mushrooms That Cause Strange Visions.” Stamets said
I could have a copy, and I took it to bed.

FROM THE VANTAGE OF TODAY, it is hard to believe that psilocybin was
introduced to the West by a vice president of J. P. Morgan in the pages of
a mass-circulation magazine owned by Henry Luce; two more
establishment characters it would be difficult to dream up. But in 1957,
psychedelic drugs had not yet acquired any of the cultural and political
stigmas that, a decade later, would weigh on our attitudes toward them.
At the time, LSD was not well known outside the small community of
medical professionals who regarded it as a potential miracle drug for
psychiatric illness and alcohol addiction.

As it happened, the Time-Life founder and editor in chief, Henry Luce,
along with his wife, Clare Boothe Luce, had personal knowledge of
psychedelic drugs, and they shared the enthusiasm of the medical and
cultural elites who had embraced them in the 1950s. In 1964, Luce told a
gathering of his staff that he and his wife had been taking LSD “under
doctor’s supervision”; Clare Boothe Luce recalled that during her first trip
in the 1950s she saw the world “through the eyes of a happy and gifted
child.” Before 1965, when a moral panic erupted over LSD, Time-Life
publications were enthusiastic boosters of psychedelics, and Luce took a
personal interest in directing his magazine’s coverage of them.

So when R. Gordon Wasson approached Life magazine with his story,
he could not have knocked on a more receptive door. Life gave him a



generous contract that, in addition to the princely sum of eighty-five
hundred dollars, granted him final approval on the editing of his article,
as well as the wording of headlines and captions. It specified that
Wasson’s account include a “description of your own sensations and
fantasies under the influence of the mushroom.”

As I paged through the issue in bed that evening, the world of 1957
seemed like a faraway planet, even though I lived on it, albeit as a two-
year-old. My parents subscribed to Life, so the issue probably sat in the
big pile in our den for a stretch of my childhood. Life magazine was a
mass medium in 1957, with a circulation of 5.7 million.

“Seeking the Magic Mushroom,” in which “a New York banker goes to
Mexico’s mountains to participate in the age-old rituals of Indians who
chew strange growths that produce visions,” opened on a spread with a
full-page color photograph of a Mazatec woman turning a mushroom
over a smoKky fire and goes on for no fewer than fifteen pages. The
headline is the first known reference to “magic mushrooms,” a phrase
that, it turns out, was coined not by a stoned hippie but by a Time-Life
headline writer.

“We chewed and swallowed these acrid mushrooms, saw visions, and
emerged from the experience awestruck,” Wasson tells us, somewhat
breathlessly, in the first paragraph. “We had come from afar to attend a
mushroom rite but had expected nothing so staggering as the virtuosity of
the performing curanderas [healers] and the astonishing effects of the
mushrooms. [The photographer] and I were the first white men in
recorded history to eat the divine mushrooms, which for centuries had
been a secret of certain Indian peoples living far from the great world in
southern Mexico.”

Wasson then proceeds to tell the improbable tale of how someone like
him, “a banker by occupation,” would end up eating magic mushrooms in
the dirt-floored basement of a thatch-roofed, adobe-walled home in a
Oaxacan town so remote it could only be reached by means of an eleven-
hour trek through the mountains by mule.

The story begins in 1927, during Wasson’s honeymoon in the Catskills.
During an afternoon stroll in the autumn woods, his bride, a Russian
physician named Valentina, spotted a patch of wild mushrooms, before
which “she knelt in poses of adoration.” Wasson knew nothing of “those
putrid, treacherous excrescences” and was alarmed when Valentina



proposed to cook them for dinner. He refused to partake. “Not long
married,” Wasson wrote, “I thought to wake up the next morning a
widower.”

The couple became curious as to how two cultures could hold such
diametrically opposed attitudes toward mushrooms. They soon embarked
on a research project to understand the origins of both “mycophobia” and
“mycophilia,” terms that the Wassons introduced. They concluded that
each Indo-European people is by cultural inheritance either mycophobic
(for example, the Anglo-Saxons, Celts, and Scandinavians) or mycophilic
(the Russians, Catalans, and Slavs) and proposed an explanation for the
powerful feelings in both camps: “Was it not probable that, long ago, long
before the beginnings of written history, our ancestors had worshipped a
divine mushroom? This would explain the aura of the supernatural in
which all fungi seem to be bathed.”* The logical next question presented
itself to the Wassons—“What kind of mushroom was once worshipped,
and why?”—and with that question in hand they embarked on a thirty-
year quest to find the divine mushroom. They hoped to obtain evidence
for the audacious theory that Wasson had developed and that would
occupy him until his death: that the religious impulse in humankind had
been first kindled by the visions inspired by a psychoactive mushroom.

As a prominent financier, R. Gordon Wasson had the resources and
the connections to enlist all manner of experts and scholars in his quest.
One of these was the poet Robert Graves, who shared the Wassons’
interest in the role of mushrooms in history and in the common origins of
the world’s myths and religions. In 1952, Graves sent Wasson a clipping
from a pharmaceutical journal that made reference to a psychoactive
mushroom used by sixteenth-century Mesoamerican Indians. The article
was based on research done in Central America by Richard Evans
Schultes, a Harvard ethnobotanist who studied the uses of psychoactive
plants and fungi by indigenous cultures. Schultes was a revered professor
whom students recall shooting blowguns in class and keeping a basket of
peyote buttons outside his Harvard office; he trained a generation of
American ethnobotanists, including Wade Davis, Mark Plotkin, Michael
Balick, Tim Plowman, and Andrew Weil. Along with Wasson, Schultes is
one of a handful of figures whose role in bringing psychedelics to the
West has gone underappreciated; indeed, some of the first seeds of that
movement have quite literally sat in the Harvard herbarium since the



1930s, more than a quarter century before Timothy Leary set foot on the
campus. For it was Schultes who first identified teonandcatl—the sacred
mushroom of the Aztecs and their descendants—as well as ololiuqui, the
seeds of the morning glory, which the Aztecs also consumed
sacramentally and which contain an alkaloid closely related to LSD.

Up to this point, the Wassons had been looking toward Asia for their
divine mushroom; Schultes reoriented their quest, pointing them toward
the Americas, where there were scattered reports, from missionaries and
anthropologists, suggesting that an ancient mushroom cult might yet
survive in the remote mountain villages of southern Mexico.

In 1953, Wasson made the first of ten trips to Mexico and Central
America, several of them to the village of Huautla de Jiménez, deep in the
mountains of Oaxaca, where one of his informants—a missionary—had
told him healers were using mushrooms. At first the locals were tight-
lipped. Some told Wasson they had never heard of the mushrooms, or
that they were no longer used, or that the practice survived only in some
other, distant village.

Their reticence was not surprising. The sacramental use of
psychoactive mushrooms had been kept secret from Westerners for four
hundred years, since shortly after the Spanish conquest, when it was
driven underground. The best account we have of the practice is that of
the Spanish missionary priest Bernardino de Sahagun, who in the
sixteenth century described the use of mushrooms in an Aztec religious
observance:

These they ate before dawn with honey, and they also drank
cacao before dawn. The mushrooms they ate with honey
when they began to get heated from them, they began to
dance, and some sang, and some wept . . . Some cared not to
sing, but would sit down in their rooms, and stayed there
pensive-like. And some saw in a vision that they were dying,
and they wept, and others saw in a vision that some wild
beast was eating them, others saw in a vision that they were
taking captives in war . . . others saw in a vision that they
were to commit adultery and that their heads were to be
bashed in therefor . . . Then when the drunkenness of the



mushrooms had passed, they spoke one with another about
the visions that they had seen.

The Spanish sought to crush the mushroom cults, viewing them,
rightly, as a mortal threat to the authority of the church. One of the first
priests Cortés brought to Mexico to Christianize the Aztecs declared that
the mushrooms were the flesh of “the devil that they worshipped, and .. ..
with this bitter food they received their cruel god in communion.” Indians
were interrogated and tortured into confessing the practice, and
mushroom stones—many of them foot-tall chiseled basalt sculptures of
the sacred fungi, presumably used in religious ceremonies—were
smashed. The Inquisition would bring dozens of charges against Native
Americans for crimes involving both peyote and psilocybin, in what
amounted to an early battle in the war on drugs—or, to be more precise,
the war on certain plants and fungi. In 1620, the Roman Catholic Church
declared that the use of plants for divination was “an act of superstition
condemned as opposed to the purity and integrity of our Holy Catholic
Faith.”

It’s not hard to see why the church would have reacted so violently to
the sacramental use of mushrooms. The Nahuatl word for the
mushrooms—flesh of the gods—must have sounded to Spanish ears like a
direct challenge to the Christian Sacrament, which of course was also
understood to be the flesh of the gods, or rather of the one God. Yet the
mushroom sacrament enjoyed an undeniable advantage over the
Christian version. It took an act of faith to believe that eating the bread
and wine of the Eucharist gave the worshipper access to the divine, an
access that had to be mediated by a priest and the church liturgy.
Compare that with the Aztec sacrament, a psychoactive mushroom that
granted anyone who ate it direct, unmediated access to the divine—to
visions of another world, a realm of the gods. So who had the more
powerful sacrament? As a Mazatec Indian told Wasson, the mushrooms
“carry you there where god is.”

The Roman Catholic Church might have been the first institution to
fully recognize the threat to its authority posed by a psychedelic plant, but
it certainly wouldn’t be the last.



ON THE NIGHT OF JUNE 29-30, 1955, R. Gordon Wasson experienced the
sacred mushrooms firsthand. On his third trip to Huautla, he had
persuaded Maria Sabina, a sixty-one-year-old Mazatec and a respected
curandera in the village, to let him and his photographer not only
observe but take part in a ceremony in which no outsider had ever
participated. The velada, as the ceremony was called, took place after
dark in the basement of the home of a local official Wasson had enlisted
in his cause, before a simple altar “adorned with Christian images.” To
protect her identity, Wasson called Sabina “Eva Mendez,” discerning “a
spirituality in her expression that struck us at once.” After cleaning the
mushrooms and passing them through the purifying smoke of incense,
Sabina handed Wasson a cup containing six pairs of mushrooms; she
called them “the little children.” They tasted awful: “acrid with a rancid
odor that repeated itself.” Even so, “I could not have been happier: this
was the culmination of six years of pursuit.”

The visions that now arrived “were in vivid color, always harmonious.
They began with art motifs, angular such as might decorate carpets or
textiles or wallpaper . . . Then they evolved into palaces with courts,
arcades, gardens—resplendent palaces all laid over with semiprecious
stone. Then I saw a mythological beast drawing a regal chariot.” And so
forth.

Wasson’s original field notebooks are in the botanical library at
Harvard. In a neat but somewhat idiosyncratic hand, he kept meticulous
track of the time that night, from arrival (8:15) to ingestion (10:40) to the
snuffing out of the last candle (10:45).

After that, the handwriting disintegrates. Some sentences now appear
upside down, and Wasson’s descriptions of what he felt and saw
gradually break into fragments:

Nausea as vision distorted. Touching wall—made the world of
visions seem to crumble. Light from above door and below—
moon. Table took new forms—creatures, great processional
vehicle, architectural patterns of radiant color. Nausea. No
photos once the [illegible] seized us.



Architectural

Eyes out of focus—the candles we saw them double.
Oriental splendor—Alhambra—chariot

Table transformed

Contrast vision and reality—I touch wall.

“The visions were not blurred or uncertain,” he writes. Indeed, “they
seemed more real to me than anything I had ever seen with my own
eyes.” At this point, the reader begins to feel the literary hand of Aldous
Huxley exerting a certain pressure on both Wasson’s prose and his
perceptions: “I felt that I was now seeing plain, whereas ordinary vision
gives us an imperfect view.” Wasson’s own doors of perception had been
flung wide open: “I was seeing the archetypes, the Platonic ideas, that
underlie the imperfect images of everyday life.” To read Wasson is to feel
as if you were witnessing the still-fresh and malleable conventions of the
psychedelic narrative gradually solidifying before your eyes. Whether
Aldous Huxley invented these tropes, or was merely their stenographer, is
hard to say, but they would inform the genre, as well as the experience,
from here on. “For the first time the word ecstasy took on real meaning,”
Wasson recalls. “For the first time it did not mean someone else’s state of
mind.”

Wasson concluded from his experience that his working hypothesis
about the roots of the religious experience in psychoactive fungi had been
vindicated. “In man’s evolutionary past . . . there must have come a
moment in time when he discovered the secret of the hallucinatory
mushrooms. Their effect on him, as I see it, could only have been
profound, a detonator to new ideas. For the mushrooms revealed to him
worlds beyond the horizons known to him, in space and time, even
worlds on a different plane of being, a heaven and perhaps a hell . . . One
is emboldened to the point of asking whether they may not have planted
in primitive man the very idea of a God.”

Whatever one thinks about this idea, it’s worth pointing out that
Wasson came to Huautla with it already firmly planted and he was willing
to subtly twist various elements of his experience there in order to
confirm it. As much as he wants us to see Maria Sabina as a religious
figure, and her ceremony as a form of what he calls “Holy communion,”
she saw herself quite differently. The mushroom might well have served



as a sacrament five hundred years earlier, but by 1955 many Mazatecs
had become devout Catholics, and they now used mushrooms not for
worship but for healing and divination—to locate missing people and
important items. Wasson knew this perfectly well, which is why he
employed the ruse he did to gain access to a ceremony: he told Maria
Sabina he was worried about his son back home and wanted information
about his whereabouts and well-being. (Spookily enough, he received
what he discovered on his return to New York to be accurate information
on both counts.) Wasson was distorting a complex indigenous practice in
order to fit a preconceived theory and conflating the historical
significance of that practice with its contemporary meaning. As Sabina
told an interviewer some years later, “Before Wasson nobody took the
mushrooms only to find God. They were always taken for the sick to get
well.” As one of Wasson’s harsher critics, the English writer Andy
Letcher, acidly put it, “To find God, Sabina—Ilike all good Catholics—went
to Mass.”

WASSON’S ARTICLE IN LIFE was read by millions of people (including a
psychology professor on his way to Harvard named Timothy Leary).
Wasson’s story reached tens of millions more when he shared it on the
popular CBS news program Person to Person, and in the months to
follow several other magazines, including True: The Man’s Magazine, ran
first-person accounts of magic mushroom journeys (“The Vegetable That
Drives Men Mad”), journeys for which Wasson supplied the mushrooms.
(He had brought back a supply and would conduct ceremonies in his
Manhattan apartment.) An exhibition on magic mushrooms soon
followed at the American Museum of Natural History in New York.
Shortly after the article in Life was published, Wasson arranged to
have some specimens of the Mexican mushrooms sent to Albert Hofmann
in Switzerland for analysis. In 1958, Hofmann isolated and named the
two psychoactive compounds, psilocybin and psilocin, and developed the
synthetic version of psilocybin used in the current research. Hofmann
also experimented with the mushrooms himself. “Thirty minutes after my
taking the mushrooms,” he wrote, “the exterior world began to undergo a



strange transformation. Everything assumed a Mexican character.” In
1962, Hofmann joined Wasson on one of his return trips to Huautla,
during which the chemist gave Maria Sabina psilocybin in pill form. She
took two of the pills and declared they did indeed contain the spirit of the
mushroom.*

It didn’t take long for thousands of other people—including,
eventually, celebrities such as Bob Dylan, John Lennon, and Mick Jagger
—to find their way to Huautla and to Maria Sabina’s door.* For Maria
Sabina and her village, the attention was ruinous. Wasson would later
hold himself responsible for “unleash[ing] on lovely Huautla a torrent of
commercial exploitation of the vilest kind,” as he wrote in a plaintive
1970 New York Times op-ed. Huautla had become first a beatnik, then a
hippie mecca, and the sacred mushrooms, once a closely guarded secret,
were now being sold openly on the street. Maria Sabina’s neighbors
blamed her for what was happening to their village; her home was burned
down, and she was briefly jailed. Nearing the end of her life, she had
nothing but regret for having shared the divine mushrooms with R.
Gordon Wasson and, in turn, the world. “From the moment the
foreigners arrived,” she told a visitor, “the saint children lost their purity.
They lost their force; the foreigners spoiled them. From now on they
won’t be any good.”

WHEN THE NEXT MORNING I came downstairs, Paul Stamets was in the
living room, arranging his collection of mushroom stones on the coffee
table. I had read about these artifacts but had never seen or held one, and
they were impressive objects: roughly carved chunks of basalt in a variety
of sizes and shapes. Some were simple and looked like gigantic
mushrooms; others had a tripod or four-footed base, and still others had
a figure carved into the stipe (or stem). Thousands of these stones were
smashed by the Spanish, but two hundred are known to survive, and
Stamets owns sixteen of them. Most of the surviving stones have been
found in the Guatemalan highlands, often when farmers are plowing their
fields; some have been dated to at least 1000 B.C.



As Stamets carried the heavy stones, one by one, from their cabinet to
the coffee table, where he arranged them with great care, he looked like
an altar boy, handling them with the sobriety appropriate to irreplaceable
sacred objects. It occurred to me Paul Stamets is R. Gordon Wasson’s
rightful heir. (Wasson, too, collected mushroom stones, some of which I
saw at Harvard.) He shares his radically mycocentric cosmology and sees
evidence wherever he looks for the centrality of psychoactive mushrooms
in culture, religion, and nature. Stamets’s laptop is crammed with images
of Psilocybes taken not only from nature (he’s a superb photographer)
but also from cave paintings, North African petroglyphs, medieval church
architecture, and Islamic designs, some of which recall the forms of
mushrooms or, with their fractal geometric patternings, mushroom
experiences. I confess that try as I might, I often failed to find the
mushrooms lurking in the pictures. No doubt the mushrooms themselves
could help.

This brings us to Terence McKenna’s stoned ape theory, the epitome of
all mycocentric speculation, which Stamets had wanted to make sure we
discussed. Though reading is no substitute for hearing McKenna expound
his thesis (you can find him on YouTube), he summarizes it in Food of the
Gods (1992): Psilocybes gave our hominid ancestors “access to realms of
supernatural power,” “catalyzed the emergence of human self-reflection,”
and “brought us out of the animal mind and into the world of articulated
speech and imagination.” This last hypothesis about the invention of
language turns on the concept of synesthesia, the conflation of the senses
that psychedelics are known to induce: under the influence of psilocybin,
numbers can take on colors, colors attach to sounds, and so on.
Language, he contends, represents a special case of synesthesia, in which
otherwise meaningless sounds become linked to concepts. Hence, the
stoned ape: by giving us the gifts of language and self-reflection
psilocybin mushrooms made us who we are, transforming our primate
ancestors into Homo sapiens.

The stoned ape theory is not really susceptible to proof or disproof.
The consumption of mushrooms by early hominids would be unlikely to
leave any trace in the fossil record, because the mushrooms are soft tissue
and can be eaten fresh, requiring no special tools or processing methods
that might have survived. McKenna never really explains how the
consumption of psychoactive mushrooms could have influenced



biological evolution—that is, selected for changes at the level of the
genome. It would have been easier for him to make an argument for
psychoactive fungi’s influence on cultural evolution—such as the one
Wasson made—but evidently the fungi had more ambitious plans for the
mind of Terence McKenna, and Terence McKenna was more than happy
to oblige.

Stamets became good friends with McKenna during the last few years
of his life, and ever since McKenna’s death (at age fifty-three, from brain
cancer), he has been carrying the stoned ape’s torch, recounting
McKenna’s theory in many of his talks. Stamets acknowledges the
challenges of ever proving it to anyone’s satisfaction yet deems it “more
likely than not” that psilocybin “was pivotal in human evolution.” What is
it about these mushrooms, I wondered, and the experience they sponsor
in the minds of men, that fires this kind of intellectual extravagance and
conviction?

The stories of myco-evangelists like McKenna read like conversion
narratives, in which certain people who have felt the power of these
mushrooms firsthand emerge from the experience convinced that these
fungi are prime movers—gods, of a sort—that can explain everything.
Their prophetic mission in life becomes clear: bring this news to the
world!

Now consider all this from the mushroom’s point of view: what might
have started as a biochemical accident has turned into an ingenious
strategy for enlarging the species’ range and number, by winning the
fervent devotion of an animal as ingenious and well traveled (and well
spoken!) as Homo sapiens. In McKenna’s vision, it is the mushroom itself
that helped form precisely the kind of mind—endowed with the tools of
language and fired by imagination—that could best advance its interests.
How diabolically brilliant! No wonder Paul Stamets is convinced of their
intelligence.

THE NEXT MORNING, before we packed up the cars for our trip south,
Stamets had another gift he wanted to give me. We were in his office,
looking at some images on his computer, when he pulled off the shelf a



small pile of amadou hats. “See if one of these fits you.” Most of the
mushroom hats were too big for me, but I found one that sat comfortably
on my head and thanked him for the gift. The hat was surprisingly soft
and almost weightless, but I felt a little silly with a mushroom on my
head, so I carefully packed it in my luggage.

Early Sunday morning we drove west toward the Pacific coast and then
south to the Columbia River, stopping for lunch and camping provisions
in the resort town of Long Beach. This being the first week of December,
the town was pretty well buttoned up and sleepy. Stamets requested that
I not publish the exact location where we went hunting for Psilocybe
azurescens. But what I can say is that there are three public parks
bordering the wide-open mouth of the Columbia—Fort Stevens, Cape
Disappointment, and the Lewis and Clark National Historical Park—and
we stayed at one of them. Stamets, who has been coming here to hunt
azzies for years, was mildly paranoid about being recognized by a ranger,
so he stayed in the car while I checked in at the office and picked up a
map giving directions to our yurt.

As soon as we unloaded and stowed our gear, we laced up our boots
and headed out to look for mushrooms. Which really just meant walking
around with eyes cast downward, tracing desultory patterns through the
scrub along the sand dunes and in the grassy areas adjoining the yurts.
We adopted the posture of the psilocybin stoop, except that we raised our
heads every time we heard a car coming. Foraging mushrooms is
prohibited in most state parks, and being in possession of psilocybin
mushrooms is both a state and a federal crime.

The weather was overcast in the high forties—balmy for this far north
on the Pacific coast in December, when it can be cold, wet, and stormy.
We pretty much had the whole park to ourselves. It was a stunning,
desolate landscape, with pine trees pruned low and angular by the winds
coming off the ocean, endless dead-flat sandy beaches with plenty of
driftwood, and giant storm-tossed timbers washed up and jack-strawed
here and there along the beach. These logs had somehow slipped out
from under the thumb of the lumber industry, floating down the
Columbia from the old-growth forests hundreds of miles upriver and
washing up here.

Stamets suspects that Psilocybe azurescens might originally have
ridden out of the forest in the flesh of those logs and found its way here to



the mouth of the Columbia—thus far the only place the species has ever
been found. Some mycelium will actually insinuate itself into the grain of
trees, taking up residence and forming a symbiotic relationship with the
tree. Stamets believes the mycelium functions as a kind of immune
system for its arboreal host, secreting antibacterial, antiviral, and
insecticidal compounds that protect the trees from diseases and pests, in
exchange for nourishment and habitat.

As we walked in widening spirals and figure eights over the grassy
dunes, Stamets kept up a steady mycological patter; one nice thing about
hunting mushrooms is that you don’t have to worry about scaring them
away with the sound of your voice. Every now and then he paused to
show me a mushroom. Little brown mushrooms are notoriously difficult
to identify, but Stamets almost always had its Latin binomial and a few
interesting facts about it at his fingertips. At one point, he handed me a
Russula, explaining it was good to eat. I only nibbled at the ruddy cap
before I had to spit it out, it was so fiery. Evidently, offering newbies this
particular Russula is an old mycologist hazing ritual.

I saw plenty of LBMs that might or might not be psilocybin and was
constantly interrupting Stamets for another ID, and every time he had to
prick my bubble of hope that I had at last found the precious quarry.
After an hour or two of fruitless searching, Stamets wondered aloud if
maybe we had come too late for the azzies.

And then all of a sudden, in an excited stage whisper, he called out,
“Got one!” I raced over, asking him to leave the mushroom in place so I
could see where and how it grew. This would, I hoped, allow me to “get
my eyes on,” as mushroom hunters like to say. Once we register on our
retinas the visual pattern of the object we’re searching for, it’s much more
likely to pop out of the visual field. (In fact the technical name for this
phenomenon is “the pop-out effect.”)

It was a handsome little mushroom, with a smooth, slightly glossy
caramel-colored cap. Stamets let me pick it; it had a surprisingly
tenacious grip, and when it came out of the ground, it brought with it
some leaf litter, soil, and a little knot of bright white mycelium. “Bruise
the stipe a bit,” Stamets suggested. I did, and within minutes a blue tinge
appeared where I’d rubbed it. “That’s the psilocin.” I never expected to
actually see the chemical I had read so much about.



The mushroom had been growing a stone’s throw from our yurt, right
on the edge of a parking spot. Stamets says that like many psilocybin
species “azzies are organisms of the ecological edge. Look at where we
are: at the edge of the continent, the edge of an ecosystem, the edge of
civilization, and of course these mushrooms bring us to the edge of
consciousness.” At this point, Stamets, who when it comes to mushrooms
is one serious dude, made the first joke I had ever heard him make: “You
know one of the best indicator species for Psilocybe azurescens are
Winnebagos.” We're obviously not the first people to hunt for azzies in
this park, and anyone who picks a mushroom trails an invisible cloud of
its spore behind him; this, he believes, is the origin of the idea of fairy
dust. At the end of many of those trails is apt to be a campsite, a car, or a
Winnebago.

We found seven azzies that afternoon, though by we I mean Stamets; I
only found one, and even then I wasn’t at all certain it was a Psilocybe
until Stamets gave me a smile and a thumbs-up. I could swear it looked
exactly like half a dozen other species I was finding. Stamets patiently
tutored me in mushroom morphology, and by the following day my luck
had improved, and I found four little caramel beauties on my own. Not
much of a haul, but then Stamets had said that even just one of these
mushrooms could underwrite a major psychic expedition.

That evening, we carefully laid out our seven mushrooms on a paper
towel and photographed them before putting them in front of the yurt’s
space heater to dry. Within hours, the hot air had transformed a
mushroom that was unimpressive to begin with into a tiny, shriveled
gray-blue scrap it would be easy to overlook. The idea that something so
unprepossessing could have such consequence was hard to credit.

I had been looking forward to trying an azzie, but before the evening
was over, Stamets had dampened my enthusiasm. “I find azurescens
almost too strong,” he told me when we were standing around the fire pit
outside our yurt, having a beer. After nightfall, we had driven out onto the
beach to hunt for razor clams by headlight; now we were sautéing them
with onions over the fire.

“And azzies have one potential side effect that some people find
troubling.”

Yes?



“Temporary paralysis,” he said matter-of-factly. He explained that
some people on azzies find they can’t move their muscles for a period of
time. That might be tolerable if you're in a safe place, he suggested, “but
what if you’re outdoors and the weather turns cold and wet? You could
die of hypothermia.” Not much of an advertisement for azurescens,
especially coming from the man who discovered the species and named it.
I was suddenly in much less of a hurry to try one.

THE QUESTION I KEPT returning to that weekend is this: Why in the world
would a fungus go to the trouble of producing a chemical compound that
has such a radical effect on the minds of the animals that eat it? What, if
anything, did this peculiar chemical do for the mushroom? One could
construct a quasi-mystical explanation for this phenomenon, as Stamets
and McKenna have done: both suggest that neurochemistry is the
language in which nature communicates with us, and it’s trying to tell us
something important by way of psilocybin. But this strikes me as more of
a poetic conceit than a scientific theory.

The best answer I've managed to find arrived a few weeks later
courtesy of Paul Stamets’s professor at Evergreen State, Michael Beug,
the chemist. When I reached him by phone at his home in the Columbia
River Gorge, 160 miles upriver of our campsite, Beug said he was retired
from teaching and hadn’t spent much time thinking about Psilocybes
recently, but he was intrigued by my question.

I asked him if there is reason to believe that psilocybin is a defense
chemical for the mushroom. Defense against pests and diseases is the
most common function of the so-called secondary metabolites produced
in plants. Curiously, many plant toxins don’t directly kill pests, but often
act as psychostimulants as well as poisons, which is why we use many of
them as drugs to alter consciousness. Why wouldn’t plants just kill their
predators outright? Perhaps because that would quickly select for
resistance, whereas messing with its neurotransmitter networks can
distract the predator or, better still, lead it to engage in risky behaviors
likely to shorten its life. Think of an inebriated insect behaving in a way
that attracts the attention of a hungry bird.



But Beug pointed out that if psilocybin were a defense chemical, “my
former student Paul Stamets would have jumped on it long ago and found
a use for it as an antifungal, antibacterial, or insecticide.” In fact Beug has
tested fungi for psilocybin and psilocin levels and found that they occur
only in minute quantities in the mycelium—the part of the organism most
likely to be well defended. “Instead the chemicals are in the fruiting
bodies—sometimes at over two percent by dry weight!”—a stupendous
quantity, and in a part of the organism it is not a priority to defend.

Even if psilocybin in mushrooms began as “an accident of a metabolic
pathway,” the fact that it wasn’t discarded during the course of the
species’ evolution suggests it must have offered some benefit. “My best
guess,” Beug says, “is that the mushrooms that produced the most
psilocybin got selectively eaten and so their spores got more widely
disseminated.”

Eaten by whom, or what? And why? Beug says that many animals are
known to eat psilocybin mushrooms, including horses, cattle, and dogs.
Some, like cows, appear unaffected, but many animals appear to enjoy an
occasional change in consciousness too. Beug is in charge of gathering
mushroom-poisoning reports for the North American Mycological
Association and over the years has seen accounts of horses tripping in
their paddocks and dogs that “zero in on Psilocybes and appear to be
hallucinating.” Several primate species (aside from our own) are also
known to enjoy psychedelic mushrooms. Presumably animals with a taste
for altered states of consciousness have helped spread psilocybin far and
wide. “The strains of a species that produced more rather than less
psilocybin and psilocin would tend to be favored and so gradually become
more widespread.”

Eaten in small doses, psychedelic mushrooms might well increase
fitness in animals, by increasing sensory acuity and possibly focus as well.
A 2015 review article in the Journal of Ethnopharmacology reported that
several tribes around the world feed psychoactive plants to their dogs in
order to improve their hunting ability.*

At higher doses, however, one would think that animals tripping on
psychedelic mushrooms would be at a distinct disadvantage for survival,
and no doubt many of them are. But for a select few, the effects may offer
some adaptive value, not only for themselves, but also possibly for the
group and even the species.



Here we venture out onto highly speculative, slightly squishy ground,
guided by an Italian ethnobotanist named Giorgio Samorini. In a book
called Animals and Psychedelics: The Natural World and the Instinct to
Alter Consciousness, Samorini hypothesizes that during times of rapid
environmental change or crisis it may avail the survival of a group when a
few of its members abandon their accustomed conditioned responses and
experiment with some radically new and different behaviors. Much like
genetic mutations, most of these novelties will prove disastrous and be
discarded by natural selection. But the laws of probability suggest that a
few of the novel behaviors might end up being useful, helping the
individual, the group, and possibly the species to adapt to rapid changes
in their environment.

Samorini calls this a “depatterning factor.” There are times in the
evolution of a species when the old patterns no longer avail, and the
radical, potentially innovative perceptions and behaviors that
psychedelics sometimes inspire may offer the best chance for adaptation.
Think of it as a neurochemically induced source of variation in a
population.

It is difficult to read about Samorini’s lovely theory without thinking
about our own species and the challenging circumstances in which we
find ourselves today. Homo sapiens might have arrived at one of those
periods of crisis that calls for some mental and behavioral depatterning.
Could that be why nature has sent us these psychedelic molecules now?

SucH A NOTION would not strike Paul Stamets as the least bit far-fetched.
As we stood around the fire pit, the warm light flickering across our faces
while our dinner sizzled in its pan, Stamets talked about what
mushrooms have taught him about nature. He was expansive, eloquent,
grandiose, and, at times, in acute danger of slipping the surly bonds of
plausibility. We had had a few beers, and while we hadn’t touched our
tiny stash of azzies, we had smoked a little pot. Stamets dilated on the
idea of psilocybin as a chemical messenger sent from Earth, and how we
had been elected, by virtue of the gift of consciousness and language, to
hear its call and act before it’s too late.



“Plants and mushrooms have intelligence, and they want us to take
care of the environment, and so they communicate that to us in a way we
can understand.” Why us? “We humans are the most populous bipedal
organisms walking around, so some plants and fungi are especially
interested in enlisting our support. I think they have a consciousness and
are constantly trying to direct our evolution by speaking out to us
biochemically. We just need to be better listeners.”

These were riffs I'd heard Stamets deliver in countless talks and
interviews. “Mushrooms have taught me the interconnectedness of all
life-forms and the molecular matrix that we share,” he explains in
another one. “I no longer feel that I am in this envelope of a human life
called Paul Stamets. I am part of the stream of molecules that are flowing
through nature. I am given a voice, given consciousness for a time, but I
feel that I am part of this continuum of stardust into which I am born and
to which I will return at the end of this life.” Stamets sounded very much
like the volunteers I met at Hopkins who had had full-blown mystical
experiences, people whose sense of themselves as individuals had been
subsumed into a larger whole—a form of “unitive consciousness,” which,
in Stamets’s case, had folded him into the web of nature, as its not so
humble servant.

“I think Psilocybes have given me new insights that may allow me to
help steer and speed fungal evolution so that we can find solutions to our
problems.” Especially in a time of ecological crisis, he suggests, we can’t
afford to wait for evolution, unfolding at its normal pace, to put forth
these solutions in time. Let the depatterning begin.

As Stamets held forth, and forth, I couldn’t help but picture in my
mind Alex Grey’s wacked painting of the stoned ape, with the tornadoes
of thought flying out of his hairy head. So much of what Stamets has to
say treads a perilously narrow ledge, perched between the autodidact’s
soaring speculative flights and the stoned crank’s late night riffings that
eventually send everyone in earshot off to bed. But just when I was
beginning to grow impatient with his meanders, and could hear the call of
my sleeping bag from inside the yurt, he, or I, turned a corner, and his
mycological prophecies suddenly appeared to me in a more generous
light.

The day before, Stamets had given me a tour of the labs and grow
rooms at Fungi Perfecti, the company he founded right out of college.



Tucked into the evergreen forest a short walk from his house, the Fungi
Perfecti complex consists of a series of long white metal buildings that
look like Quonset huts or small hangars. Outside are piles of wood chips,
discarded fungi, and growing media. Some of the buildings house the
grow rooms where he raises medicinal and edible species; others contain
his research facility, with clean rooms and laminar flow chambers in
which Stamets reproduces fungi from tissue culture and conducts his
experiments. On the office walls hang several of his patents, framed.
Amid the torrent of words, what I observed in these buildings was a
salutary reminder that while Stamets is surely a big talker, he is not just a
talker. He is a big doer too, a successful researcher and entrepreneur who
is using fungi to make original contributions across a remarkably wide
range of fields, from medicine and environmental restoration to
agriculture and forestry and even national defense. Stamets is in fact a
scientist, albeit of a special kind.

Exactly what kind of scientist I didn’t completely understand until a
few weeks later, when I happened to read a wonderful biography of
Alexander von Humboldt, the great early nineteenth-century German
scientist (and colleague of Goethe’s) who revolutionized our
understanding of the natural world. Humboldt believed it is only with our
feelings, our senses, and our imaginations—that is, with the faculties of
human subjectivity—that we can ever penetrate nature’s secrets. “Nature
everywhere speaks to man in a voice” that is “familiar to his soul.” There
is an order and beauty organizing the system of nature—a system that
Humboldt, after briefly considering the name “Gaia,” chose to call
“Cosmos”—but it would never have revealed itself to us if not for the
human imagination, which is itself of course a product of nature, of the
very system it allows us to comprehend. The modern conceit of the
scientist attempting to observe nature with perfect objectivity, as if from a
vantage located outside it, would have been anathema to Humboldt. “I
myself am identical with nature.”

If Stamets is a scientist, as I believe he is, it is in the Humboldtian
mold, making him something of a throwback. I don’t mean to suggest his
contribution is on the same order as Humboldt’s. But he too is an
amateur in the best sense, self-taught, uncredentialed, and blithe about
trespassing disciplinary borders. He too is an accomplished naturalist
and inventor, with several new species and patents to his credit. He too



hears nature’s voice, and it is his imagination—wild as it often is—that
allows him to see systems where others have not, such as what is going on
beneath our feet in a forest. I'm thinking, for example, of the “earth’s
Internet,” “the neurological network of nature,” and the “forest’s immune
system”—three Romantic-sounding metaphors that it would be foolish to
bet against.

What strikes me about both Stamets and many of the so-called
Romantic scientists (like Humboldt and Goethe, Joseph Banks, Erasmus
Darwin, and I would include Thoreau) is how very much more alive
nature seems in their hands than it would soon become in the cooler
hands of the professionals. These more specialized scientists (a word that
wasn’t coined until 1834) gradually moved science indoors and
increasingly gazed at nature through devices that allowed them to
observe it at scales invisible to the human eye. These moves subtly
changed the object of study—indeed, made it more of an object.

Instead of seeing nature as a collection of discrete objects, the
Romantic scientists—and I include Stamets in their number—saw a
densely tangled web of subjects, each acting on the other in the great
dance that would come to be called coevolution. “Everything,” Humboldt
said, “is interaction and reciprocal.” They could see this dance of
subjectivities because they cultivated the plant’s-eye view, the animal’s-
eye view, the microbe’s-eye view, and the fungus’s-eye view—perspectives
that depend as much on imagination as observation.

I suspect that imaginative leap has become harder for us moderns to
make. Our science and technology encourage us in precisely the opposite
direction, toward the objectification of nature and of all species other
than our own. Surely we need to acknowledge the practical power of this
perspective, which has given us so much, but we should at the same time
acknowledge its costs, material as well as spiritual. Yet that older, more
enchanted way of seeing may still pay dividends, as it does (to cite just
one small example) when it allows Paul Stamets to figure out that the
reason honeybees like to visit woodpiles is to medicate themselves, by
nibbling on a saprophytic mycelium that produces just the right
antimicrobial compound that the hive needs to survive, a gift the fungus
is trading for . . . what? Something yet to be imagined.



You are probably wondering what ever happened to the azzies Stamets
and I found that weekend. Many months later, in the middle of a summer
week spent in the house in New England where we used to live, a place
freighted with memories, I ate them, with Judith. I crumbled two little
mushrooms in each of two glasses and poured hot water over them to
make a tea; Stamets had recommended that I “cook” the mushrooms to
destroy the compounds that can upset the stomach. Judith and I each
drank half a cup, ingesting both the liquid and the crumbles of
mushroom. I suggested we take a walk on the dirt road near our house
while we waited for the psilocybin to come on.

However, after only about twenty minutes or so, Judith reported she
was “feeling things,” none of them pleasant. She didn’t want to be walking
anymore, she said, but now we were at least a mile from home. She told
me her mind and her body seemed to be drifting apart and then that her
mind had flown out of her head and up into the trees, like a bird or insect.

“I need to get home and feel safe,” she said, now with some urgency. I
tried to reassure her as we abruptly turned around and picked up our
pace. It was hot and the air was thick with humidity. She said, “I really
don’t want to run into anybody.” I assured her we wouldn’t. I still felt
more or less myself, but it may be that Judith’s distress was keeping me
from feeling the mushrooms; somebody had to be ready to act normally if
a neighbor happened to drive by and roll down his window for a chat, a
prospect that was quickly taking on the proportions of nightmare. In fact
shortly before we got back to home base—so it now felt to both of us—we
spotted a neighbor’s pickup truck bearing down on us and, like guilty
children, we ducked into the woods until it passed.

Judith made a beeline for the couch in the living room, where she lay
down with the shades drawn, while I went into the kitchen to polish off
my cup of mushroom tea, because I wasn’t yet feeling very much. I was a
little worried about her, but once she reached her base on the living room
couch, her mood lightened and she said she was fine.

I couldn’t understand her desire to be indoors. I went out and sat on
the screened porch for a while, listening to the sounds in the garden,
which suddenly grew very loud, as if the volume had been turned way up.
The air was stock-still, but the desultory sounds of flying insects and the



digital buzz of hummingbirds rose to form a cacophony I had never heard
before. It began to grate on my nerves, until I decided I would be better
off regarding the sound as beautiful, and then all at once it was. I lifted an
arm, then a foot, and noted with relief that I wasn’t paralyzed, though I
also didn’t feel like moving a muscle.

Whenever I closed my eyes, random images erupted as if the insides of
my lids were a screen. My notes record: Fractal patterns, tunnels
plunging through foliage, ropy vines forming grids. But when I started
to feel panic rise at the lack of control I had over my visual field, I
discovered that all I needed to do to restore a sense of semi-normalcy was
to open my eyes. To open or close my eyes was like changing the channel.
I thought, “I am learning how to manage this experience.”

Much happened, or seemed to happen, during the course of that
August afternoon, but I want to focus here on just one element of the
experience, because it bears on the questions of nature and our place in it
that psilocybin seems to provoke, at least for me. I decided I wanted to
walk out to my writing house, a little structure I had built myself twenty-
five years ago, in what is now another life, and which holds a great many
memories. I had written two and a half books in the little room (including
one about building it), sitting before a broad window that looked back
over a pond and the garden to our house.

However, I was still vaguely worried about Judith, so before
wandering too far from the house, I went inside to check on her. She was
stretched out on the couch, with a cool damp cloth over her eyes. She was
fine. “I'm having these very interesting visuals,” she said, something
having to do with the stains on the coffee table coming to life, swirling
and transforming and rising from the surface in ways she found
compelling. She made it clear she wanted to be left alone to sink more
deeply into the images—she is a painter. The phrase “parallel play”
popped into my mind, and so it would be for the rest of the afternoon.

I stepped outside, feeling unsteady on my feet, legs a little rubbery.
The garden was thrumming with activity, dragonflies tracing complicated
patterns in the air, the seed heads of plume poppies rattling like snakes as
I brushed by, the phlox perfuming the air with its sweet, heavy scent, and
the air itself so palpably dense it had to be forded. The word and sense of
“poignance” flooded over me during the walk through the garden, and it
would return later. Maybe because we no longer live here, and this



garden, where we spent so many summers as a couple and then a family,
and which at this moment seemed so acutely present, was in fact now
part of an irretrievable past. It was as if a precious memory had not just
been recalled but had actually come back to life, in a reincarnation both
beautiful and cruel. Also heartrending was the fleetingness of this
moment in time, the ripeness of a New England garden in late August on
the verge of turning the corner of the season. Before dawn one cloudless
night very soon and without warning, the thrum and bloom and perfume
would end all at once, with the arrival of the killing frost. I felt wide open
emotionally, undefended.

When at last I arrived at the writing house, I stretched out on the
daybed, something I hardly ever took the time to do in all the years when
I was working here so industriously. The bookshelves had been emptied,
and the place felt abandoned, a little sad. From where I lay, I could see
over my toes to the window screen and, past that, to the grid of an arbor
that was now densely woven with the twining vines of what had become a
venerable old climbing hydrangea, a petiolaris. I had planted the
hydrangea decades ago, in hopes of creating just this sort of intricately
tangled prospect. Backlit by the late afternoon sunlight streaming in, its
neat round leaves completely filled the window, which meant you gazed
out at the world through the fresh green scrim they formed. It seemed to
me these were the most beautiful leaves I had ever seen. It was as if they
were emitting their own soft green glow. And it felt like a kind of privilege
to gaze out at the world through their eyes, as it were, as the leaves drank
up the last draughts of sunlight, transforming those photons into new
matter. A plant’s-eye view of the world—it was that, and for real! But the
leaves were also looking back at me, fixing me with this utterly benign
gaze. I could feel their curiosity and what I was certain was an attitude of
utter benevolence toward me and my kind. (Do I need to say that I know
how crazy this sounds? I do!)

I felt as though I were communing directly with a plant for the first
time and that certain ideas I had long thought about and written about—
having to do with the subjectivity of other species and the way they act
upon us in ways we're too self-regarding to appreciate—had taken on the
flesh of feeling and reality. I looked through the negative spaces formed
by the hydrangea leaves to fix my gaze on the swamp maple in the middle
of the meadow beyond, and it too was now more alive than I'd ever



known a tree to be, infused with some kind of spirit—this one, too,
benevolent. The idea that there had ever been a disagreement between
matter and spirit seemed risible, and I felt as though whatever it is that
usually divides me from the world out there had begun to fall away. Not
completely: the battlements of ego had not fallen; this was not what the
researchers would deem a “complete” mystical experience, because I
retained the sense of an observing I. But the doors and windows of
perception had opened wide, and they were admitting more of the world
and its myriad nonhuman personalities than ever before.

Buoyed by this development, I sat up now and looked out over my
desk, through the big window that faced back to the house. When I sited
the building, I carefully framed the main view between two very old and
venerable trees, a stolidly vertical ash on the right and an elegantly
angled and intricately branched white oak on the left. The ash has seen
better days; storms have shorn several important limbs from it, wrecking
its symmetry and leaving some ragged stumps. The oak was somewhat
healthier, in full leaf now with its upturned limbs reaching into the sky
like the limbs of a dancer. But the main trunk, which had always leaned
precariously to one side, now concerned me: a section of it had rotted out
at ground level, and for the first time it was possible to look clear through
it and see daylight. How was it possibly still standing?

As I gazed at the two trees I had gazed at so many times before from
my desk, it suddenly dawned on me that these trees were—obviously!—
my parents: the stolid ash my father, the elegant oak my mother. I don’t
know exactly what I mean by that, except that thinking about those trees
became identical to thinking about my parents. They were completely,
indelibly, present in those trees. And so I thought about all they had given
me, and about all that time had done to them, and what was going to
become of this prospect, this place (this me!), when they finally fell, as
eventually they would. That parents die is not exactly the stuff of
epiphany, but the prospect, no longer distant or abstract, pierced me
more deeply than it ever had, and I was disarmed yet again by the
pervasive sense of poignancy that trailed me all that afternoon. Yet I must
have still had some wits about me, because I made a note to call the
arborist tomorrow; maybe something could be done to reduce the weight
on the leaning side of the oak, in order to prevent it from falling, if only
for a while longer.



My walk back to the house was, I think, the peak of the experience and
comes back to me now in the colors and tones of a dream. There was,
again, the sense of pushing my body through a mass of air that had been
sweetened by phlox and was teeming, almost frenetic, with activity. The
dragonflies, big as birds, were now out in force, touching down just long
enough to kiss the phlox blossoms and then lift off, before madly
crisscrossing the garden path. These were more dragonflies than I had
ever seen in one place, so many in fact that I wasn’t completely sure if
they were real. (Judith later confirmed the sighting when I got her to
come outside.) And as they executed their flight patterns, they left behind
them contrails that persisted in the air, or so at least it appeared. Dusk
now approaching, the air traffic in the garden had built to a riotous
crescendo: the pollinators making their last rounds of the day, the plants
still signifying to them with their flowers: me, me, me! In one way I knew
this scene well—the garden coming briefly back to life after the heat of a
summer day has relented—but never had I felt so integral to it. I was no
longer the alienated human observer, gazing at the garden from a
distance, whether literal or figural, but rather felt part and parcel of all
that was transpiring here. So the flowers were addressing me as much as
the pollinators, and perhaps because the very air that afternoon was such
a felt presence, one’s usual sense of oneself as a subject observing objects
in space—objects that have been thrown into relief and rendered discrete
by the apparent void that surrounds them—gave way to a sense of being
deep inside and fully implicated in this scene, one more being in relation
to the myriad other beings and to the whole.

“Everything is interaction and reciprocal,” wrote Humboldt, and that
felt very much the case, and so, for the first time I can remember, did
this: “I myself am identical with nature.”

I HONESTLY DON'T KNOW what to make of this experience. In a certain light
at certain moments, I feel as though I had had some kind of spiritual
experience. I had felt the personhood of other beings in a way I hadn’t
before; whatever it is that keeps us from feeling our full implication in
nature had been temporarily in abeyance. There had also been, I felt, an



opening of the heart, toward my parents, yes, and toward Judith, but
also, weirdly, toward some of the plants and trees and birds and even the
damn bugs on our property. Some of this openness has persisted. I think
back on it now as an experience of wonder and immanence.

The fact that this transformation of my familiar world into something I
can only describe as numinous was occasioned by the eating of a little
brown mushroom that Stamets and I had found growing on the edge of a
parking lot in a state park on the Pacific coast—well, that fact can be
viewed in one of two ways: either as an additional wonder or as support
for a more prosaic and materialist interpretation of what happened to me
that August afternoon. According to one interpretation, I had had “a drug
experience,” plain and simple. It was a kind of waking dream, interesting
and pleasurable but signifying nothing. The psilocin in that mushroom
unlocked the 5-hydroxytryptamine 2-A receptors in my brain, causing
them to fire wildly and set off a cascade of disordered mental events that,
among other things, permitted some thoughts and feelings, presumably
from my subconscious (and, perhaps, my reading too), to get cross-wired
with my visual cortex as it was processing images of the trees and plants
and insects in my field of vision.

Not quite a hallucination, “projection” is probably the psychological
term for this phenomenon: when we mix our emotions with certain
objects that then reflect those feelings back to us so that they appear to
glisten with meaning. T. S. Eliot called these things and situations the
“objective correlatives” of human emotion. Emerson had a similar
phenomenon in mind when he said that “Nature always wears the colors
of the spirit,” suggesting it is our minds that dress her in such
significance.

I'm struck by the fact there was nothing supernatural about my
heightened perceptions that afternoon, nothing that I needed an idea of
magic or a divinity to explain. No, all it took was another perceptual slant
on the same old reality, a lens or mode of consciousness that invented
nothing but merely (merely!) italicized the prose of ordinary experience,
disclosing the wonder that is always there in a garden or wood, hidden in
plain sight—another form of consciousness “parted from [us],” as William
James put it, “by the filmiest of screens.” Nature does in fact teem with
subjectivities—call them spirits if you like—other than our own; it is only
the human ego, with its imagined monopoly on subjectivity, that keeps us



from recognizing them all, our kith and kin. In this sense, I guess Paul
Stamets is right to think the mushrooms are bringing us messages from
nature, or at least helping us to open up and read them.

Before this afternoon, I had always assumed access to a spiritual
dimension hinged on one’s acceptance of the supernatural—of God, of a
Beyond—but now I'm not so sure. The Beyond, whatever it consists of,
might not be nearly as far away or inaccessible as we think. Huston
Smith, the scholar of religion, once described a spiritually “realized
being” as simply a person with “an acute sense of the astonishing mystery
of everything.” Faith need not figure. Maybe to be in a garden and feel
awe, or wonder, in the presence of an astonishing mystery, is nothing
more than a recovery of a misplaced perspective, perhaps the child’s-eye
view; maybe we regain it by means of a neurochemical change that
disables the filters (of convention, of ego) that prevent us in ordinary
hours from seeing what is, like those lovely leaves, staring us in the face. I
don’t know. But if those dried-up little scraps of fungus taught me
anything, it is that there are other, stranger forms of consciousness
available to us, and, whatever they mean, their very existence, to quote
William James again, “forbid[s] a premature closing of our accounts with
reality.”

Open-minded. And bemushroomed. That was me, now, ready to
reopen my own accounts with reality.



HISTORY

The First Wave

WHEN THE FEDERAL AUTHORITIES CAME down hard on Timothy Leary in the
mid-1960s, hitting him with a thirty-year sentence for attempting to
bring a small amount of marijuana over the border at Laredo, Texas, in
1966,* the embattled former psychology professor turned to Marshall
McLuhan for some advice. The country was in the throes of a moral panic
about LSD, inspired in no small part by Leary’s own promotion of
psychedelic drugs as a means of personal and cultural transformation and
by his recommendation to America’s youth that they “turn on, tune in,
drop out.” Dated and goofy as those words sound to our ears, there was a
moment when they were treated as a credible threat to the social order,
an invitation to America’s children not only to take mind-altering drugs
but to reject the path laid out for them by their parents and their
government—including the path taking young men to Vietnam. Also in
1966, Leary was called before a committee of the U.S. Senate to defend
his notorious slogan, which he gamely if not very persuasively attempted
to do. In the midst of the national storm raging around him—a storm, it
should be said, he quite enjoyed—Leary met with Marshall McLuhan over
lunch at the Plaza hotel in New York, the LSD guru betting that the media
guru might have some tips on how best to handle the public and the
press.

“Dreary Senate hearing and courtrooms are not the platforms for your
message, Tim,” McLuhan advised, in a conversation that Leary recounts
in Flashbacks, one of his many autobiographies. (Leary would write
another one every time legal fees and alimony payments threatened to
empty his bank account.) “To dispel fear you must use your public image.
You are the basic product endorser.” The product by this point was of



course LSD. “Whenever you are photographed, smile. Wave reassuringly.
Radiate courage. Never complain or appear angry. It’s okay if you come
off as flamboyant and eccentric. You're a professor after all. But a
confident attitude is the best advertisement. You must be known for your
smile.”

Leary took McLuhan’s advice to heart. In virtually all of the many
thousands of photographs taken of him from that lunch date forward,
Leary made sure to present the gift of his most winning grin to the
camera. It didn’t matter if he was coming into or out of a courthouse,
addressing a throng of youthful admirers in his love beads and white
robes, being jostled into a squad car freshly handcuffed, or perched on
the edge of John and Yoko’s bed in a Montreal hotel room, Timothy Leary
always managed to summon a bright smile and a cheerful wave for the
camera.

So, ever smiling, the charismatic figure of Timothy Leary looms large
over the history of psychedelics in America. Yet it doesn’t take many
hours in the library before you begin to wonder if maybe Timothy Leary
looms a little too large in that history, or at least in our popular
understanding of it. I was hardly alone in assuming that the Harvard
Psilocybin Project—launched by Leary in the fall of 1960, immediately
after his first life-changing experience with psilocybin in Mexico—
represented the beginning of serious academic research into these
substances or that Leary’s dismissal from Harvard in 1963 marked the
end of that research. But in fact neither proposition is even remotely true.

Leary played an important role in the modern history of psychedelics,
but it’s not at all the pioneering role he wrote for himself. His success in
shaping the popular narrative of psychedelics in the 1960s obscures as
much as it reveals, creating a kind of reality distortion field that makes it
difficult to see everything that came either before or after his big moment
onstage.

In a truer telling of the history, the Harvard Psilocybin Project would
appear more like the beginning of the end of what had been a remarkably
fertile and promising period of research that unfolded during the
previous decade far from Cambridge, in places as far flung as
Saskatchewan, Vancouver, California, and England, and, everywhere,
with a lot less sound and fury or countercultural baggage. The larger-
than-life figure of Leary has also obscured from view the role of a



dedicated but little-known group of scientists, therapists, and passionate
amateurs who, long before Leary had ever tried psilocybin or LSD,
developed the theoretical framework to make sense of these unusual
chemicals and devised the therapeutic protocols to put them to use
healing people. Many of these researchers eventually watched in dismay
as Leary (and his “antics,” as they inevitably referred to his various stunts
and pronouncements) ignited what would become a public bonfire of all
their hard-won knowledge and experience.

In telling the modern history of psychedelics, I want to put aside the
Leary saga, at least until the crack-up where it properly belongs, to see if
we can’t recover some of that knowledge and the experience that
produced it without passing it through the light-bending prism of the
“Psychedelic Sixties.” In doing so, I'm following in the steps of several of
the current generation of psychedelic researchers, who, beginning in the
late 1990s, set out to excavate the intellectual ruins of this first flowering
of research into LSD and psilocybin and were astounded by what they
found.

Stephen Ross is one such researcher. A psychiatrist specializing in
addiction at Bellevue, he directed an NYU trial using psilocybin to treat
the existential distress of cancer patients, to which I will return later;
since then, he has turned to the treatment of alcoholics with psychedelics,
what had been perhaps the single most promising area of clinical
research in the 1950s. When several years ago an NYU colleague
mentioned to Ross that LSD had once been used to treat thousands of
alcoholics in Canada and the United States (and that Bill Wilson, the
founder of Alcoholics Anonymous, had sought to introduce LSD therapy
into AA in the 1950s), Ross, who was in his thirties at the time, did some
research and was “flabbergasted” by all that he—as an expert on the
treatment of alcoholism—did not know and hadn’t been told. His own
field had a secret history.

“I felt a little like an archaeologist, unearthing a completely buried
body of knowledge. Beginning in the early fifties, psychedelics had been
used to treat a whole host of conditions,” including addiction, depression,
obsessive-compulsive disorder, schizophrenia, autism, and end-of-life
anxiety. “There had been forty thousand research participants and more
than a thousand clinical papers! The American Psychiatric Association
had whole meetings centered around LSD, this new wonder drug.” In



fact, there were six international scientific meetings devoted to
psychedelics between 1950 and 1965. “Some of the best minds in
psychiatry had seriously studied these compounds in therapeutic models,
with government funding.” But after the culture and the psychiatric
establishment turned against psychedelics in the mid-1960s, an entire
body of knowledge was effectively erased from the field, as if all that
research and clinical experience had never happened. “By the time I got
to medical school in the 1990s, no one even talked about it.”

WHEN LSD BURST onto the psychiatric scene in 1950, the drug’s effects on
patients (and researchers, who routinely tried the drug on themselves)
were so novel and strange that scientists struggled for the better part of a
decade to figure out what these extraordinary experiences were or meant.
How, exactly, did this new mind-altering drug fit into the existing
paradigms for understanding the mind and the prevailing modes of
psychiatry and psychotherapy? A lively debate over these questions went
on for more than a decade. What wasn’t known at the time is that
beginning in 1953, the CIA was conducting its own (classified) research
into psychedelics and was struggling with similar issues of interpretation
and application: Was LSD best regarded as a potential truth serum, or a
mind-control agent, or a chemical weapon?

The world’s very first LSD trip, and the only one undertaken with no
prior expectations, was the one Albert Hofmann took in 1943. While it
left him uncertain whether he had experienced madness or
transcendence, Hofmann immediately sensed the potential importance of
this compound for neurology and psychiatry. So Sandoz, the
pharmaceutical company for which he worked at the time of his
discovery, did something unusual: in effect, it crowd-sourced a worldwide
research effort to figure out what in the world Delysid—its brand name
for LSD-25—might be good for. Hoping someone somewhere would hit
upon a commercial application for its spookily powerful new compound,
Sandoz offered to supply, free of charge, however much LSD any
researcher requested. The company defined the term “researcher”
liberally enough to include any therapist who promised to write up his or



her clinical observations. This policy remained more or less unchanged
from 1949 to 1966 and was in large part responsible for setting off the
first wave of psychedelic research—the one that crashed in 1966, when
Sandoz, alarmed at the controversy that had erupted around its
experimental drug, abruptly withdrew Delysid from circulation.

So what was learned during that fertile and freewheeling period of
investigation? A straightforward question, and yet the answer is
complicated by the very nature of these drugs, which is anything but
straightforward. As the literary theorists would say, the psychedelic
experience is highly “constructed.” If you are told you will have a spiritual
experience, chances are pretty good that you will, and, likewise, if you are
told the drug may drive you temporarily insane, or acquaint you with the
collective unconscious, or help you access “cosmic consciousness,” or
revisit the trauma of your birth, you stand a good chance of having
exactly that kind of experience.

Psychologists call these self-fulfilling prophecies “expectancy effects,”
and they turn out to be especially powerful in the case of psychedelics. So,
for example, if you have ever read Aldous Huxley’s Doors of Perception,
which was published in 1954, your own psychedelic experience has
probably been influenced by the author’s mysticism and, specifically, the
mysticism of the East to which Huxley was inclined. Indeed, even if you
have never read Huxley, his construction of the experience has probably
influenced your own, for that Eastern flavoring—think of the Beatles song
“Tomorrow Never Knows”—would come to characterize the LSD
experience from 1954 on. (Leary would pick up this psychedelic
orientalism from Huxley and then greatly amplify it when he and his
Harvard colleagues wrote a bestselling manual for psychedelic experience
based on the Tibetan Book of the Dead.) Further complicating the story
and adding another feedback loop, Huxley was inspired to try
psychedelics and write about the experience by a scientist who gave him
mescaline in the explicit hope that a great writer’s descriptions and
metaphors would help him and his colleagues make sense of an
experience they were struggling to interpret. So did Aldous Huxley “make
sense” of the modern psychedelic experience, or did he in some sense
invent it?

This hall of epistemological mirrors was just one of the many
challenges facing the researchers who wanted to bring LSD into the field



of psychiatry and psychotherapy: psychedelic therapy could look more
like shamanism or faith healing than medicine. Another challenge was
the irrational exuberance that seemed to infect any researchers who got
involved with LSD, an enthusiasm that might have improved the results
of their experiments at the same time it fueled the skepticism of
colleagues who remained psychedelic virgins. Yet a third challenge was
how to fit psychedelics into the existing structures of science and
psychiatry, if indeed that was possible. How do you do a controlled
experiment with a psychedelic? How do you effectively blind your
patients and clinicians or control for the powerful expectancy effect?
When “set” and “setting” play such a big role in the patient’s experience,
how can you hope to isolate a single variable or design a therapeutic
application?



The drugs weren’t called “psychedelics” at the beginning; that term
wasn’t introduced until 1957. In the same way that Sandoz couldn’t figure
out what it had on its hands with LSD, the researchers experimenting
with the drug couldn’t figure out what to call it. Over the course of the
1950s, this class of drugs underwent a succession of name changes as our
understanding of the chemicals and their action evolved, each new name
reflecting the shifting interpretation—or was it a construction?—of what
these strange and powerful molecules meant and did.

The first name was perhaps the most awkward: beginning around
1950, shortly after LSD was made available to researchers, the compound
was known as a psychotomimetic, which is to say, a mind drug that
mimicked psychoses. This was the most obvious and parsimonious
interpretation of a psychedelic’s effects. Viewed from the outside, people
given doses of LSD and, later, psilocybin exhibited many of the signs of a
temporary psychosis. Early researchers reported a range of disturbing
symptoms in their LSD volunteers, including depersonalization, loss of
ego boundaries, distorted body image, synesthesia (seeing sounds or
hearing sights), emotional lability, giggling and weeping, distortion of the
sense of time, delirium, hallucinations, paranoid delusions, and, in the
words of one writer, “a tantalizing sense of portentousness.” When
researchers administered standardized psychiatric tests to volunteers on
LSD—such as the Rorschach ink blots or the Minnesota Multiphasic
Personality Inventory test—the results mirrored those of psychotics and,
specifically, schizophrenics. Volunteers on LSD appeared to be losing
their minds.

This suggested to some researchers that LSD held promise as a tool for
understanding psychosis, which is precisely how Sandoz initially
marketed Delysid. Although the drug might not cure anything, the
resemblance of its effects to the symptoms of schizophrenia suggested
that the mental disorder might have a chemical basis that LSD could
somehow illuminate. For clinicians, the drug promised to help them
better understand and empathize with their schizophrenic patients. That



of course meant taking the drug themselves, which seems odd, even
scandalous, to us today. But in the years before 1962, when Congress
passed a law giving the FDA authority to regulate new “investigational”
drugs, this was in fact common practice. Indeed, it was considered the
ethical thing to do, for to not take the drug yourself was tantamount to
treating your patients as guinea pigs. Humphry Osmond wrote that the
extraordinary promise of LSD was to allow the therapist who took it to
“enter the illness and see with a madman’s eyes, hear with his ears, and
feel with his skin.”

Born in Surrey, England, in 1917, Osmond is a little-known but pivotal
figure in the history of psychedelic research,” probably contributing more
to our understanding of these compounds and their therapeutic potential
than any other single researcher. In the years following World War II,
Osmond, a tall reed of a man with raucous teeth, was practicing
psychiatry at St. George’s Hospital in London when a colleague named
John Smythies introduced him to an obscure body of medical literature
about mescaline. After learning that mescaline induced hallucinations
much like those reported by schizophrenics, the two researchers began to
explore the idea that the disease was caused by a chemical imbalance in
the brain. At a time when the role of brain chemistry in mental illness had
not yet been established, this was a radical hypothesis. The two
psychiatrists had observed that the molecular structure of mescaline
closely resembled that of adrenaline. Could schizophrenia result from
some kind of dysfunction in the metabolism of adrenaline, transforming
it into a compound that produced the schizophrenic rupture with reality?

No, as it would turn out. But it was a productive hypothesis even so,
and Osmond’s research into the biochemical basis of mental illness
contributed to the rise of neurochemistry in the 1950s. LSD research
would eventually give an important boost to the nascent field. The fact
that such a vanishingly small number of LSD molecules could exert such
a profound effect on the mind was an important clue that a system of
neurotransmitters with dedicated receptors might play a role in
organizing our mental experience. This insight eventually led to the
discovery of serotonin and the class of antidepressants known as SSRIs.

But the powers that be at St. George’s Hospital were unsupportive of
Osmond’s research on mescaline. In frustration, the young doctor went
looking for a more hospitable institution in which to conduct it. This he



found in the western Canadian province of Saskatchewan, of all places.
Beginning in the mid-1940s, the province’s leftist government had
instituted several radical reforms in public policy, including the nation’s
first system of publicly funded health care. (It became the model for the
system Canada would adopt in 1966.) Hoping to make the province a
center of cutting-edge medical research, the government offered generous
funding and a rare degree of freedom to lure researchers to the frozen
wastes of the Canadian prairies. After replying to an ad in the Lancet,
Osmond received an invitation from the provincial government to move
his family and his novel research project to the remote agrarian
community of Weyburn, Saskatchewan, forty-five miles north of the
North Dakota border. The Saskatchewan Mental Hospital in Weyburn
would soon become the world’s most important hub of research into
psychedelics—or rather, into the class of compounds still known as
psychotomimetics.

That paradigm still ruled the thinking of Osmond and his new, like-
minded colleague and research director, a Canadian psychiatrist named
Abram Hoffer, as they began conducting experiments using a supply of
LSD-25 obtained from Sandoz. The psychotomimetic model was
introduced to the general public in 1953, when Maclean’s, the popular
Canadian magazine, published a harrowing account of a journalist’s
experience on LSD titled “My 12 Hours as a Madman.”

Sidney Katz had become the first “civilian” to participate in one of
Osmond and Hoffer’s LSD experiments at Weyburn hospital. Katz had
been led to expect madness, and madness he duly experienced: “I saw
faces of familiar friends turn into fleshless skulls and the heads of
menacing witches, pigs and weasels. The gaily patterned carpet at my feet
was transformed into a fabulous heaving mass of living matter, part
vegetable, part animal.” Katz’s article, which was illustrated with an
artist’s rendering of chairs flying through a collapsing room, reads like
the work of a fervent anti-LSD propagandist circa 1965: “I was repeatedly
held in the grip of a terrifying hallucination in which I could feel and see
my body convulse and shrink until all that remained was a hard sickly
stone.” Yet, curiously, his twelve hours of insanity “were not all filled with
horror,” he reported. “At times I beheld visions of dazzling beauty—
visions so rapturous, so unearthly, that no artist will ever paint them.”



During this period, Osmond and Hoffer administered Sandoz LSD to
dozens of people, including colleagues, friends, family members,
volunteers, and, of course, themselves. Their focus on LSD as a window
into the biochemistry of mental illness gradually gave way to a deepening
curiosity about the power of the experience itself and whether the
perceptual disturbances produced by the drug might themselves confer
some therapeutic benefit. During a late night brainstorming session in an
Ottawa hotel room in 1953, Osmond and Hoffer noted that the LSD
experience appeared to share many features with the descriptions of
delirium tremens reported by alcoholics—the hellish, days-long bout of
madness alcoholics often suffer while in the throes of withdrawal. Many
recovering alcoholics look back on the hallucinatory horrors of the DTs as
a conversion experience and the basis of the spiritual awakening that
allows them to remain sober.

The idea that an LSD experience could mimic the DTs “seemed so
bizarre that we laughed uproariously,” Hoffer recalled years later. “But
when our laughter subsided, the question seemed less comical and we
formed our hypothesis . . . : would a controlled LSD-produced delirium
help alcoholics stay sober?”

Here was an arresting application of the psychotomimetic paradigm:
use a single high-dose LSD session to induce an episode of madness in an
alcoholic that would simulate delirium tremens, shocking the patient into
sobriety. Over the next decade, Osmond and Hoffer tested this hypothesis
on more than seven hundred alcoholics, and in roughly half the cases,
they reported, the treatment worked: the volunteers got sober and
remained so for at least several months. Not only was the new approach
more effective than other therapies, but it suggested a whole new way to
think about psychopharmacology. “From the first,” Hoffer wrote, “we
considered not the chemical, but the experience as a key factor in
therapy.” This novel idea would become a central tenet of psychedelic
therapy.

The emphasis on what subjects felt represented a major break with the
prevailing ideas of behaviorism in psychology, in which only observable
and measurable outcomes counted and subjective experience was deemed
irrelevant. The analysis of these subjective experiences, sometimes called
phenomenology, had of course been the basis of Freudian psychoanalysis,
which behaviorism had rejected as insufficiently rigorous or scientific.



There was no point in trying to get inside the mind; it was, in B. F.
Skinner’s famous phrase, “a black box.” Instead, you measured what you
could measure, which was outward behavior. The work with psychedelics
would eventually spark a revival of interest in the subjective dimensions
of the mind—in consciousness. How ironic that it took, of all things, a
chemical—LSD-25—to bring interiority back into psychology.

And yet, successful as the new therapy seemed to be, there was a
nagging little problem with the theoretical model on which it was based.
When the therapists began to analyze the reports of volunteers, their
subjective experiences while on LSD bore little if any resemblance to the
horrors of the DTs, or to madness of any kind. To the contrary, their
experiences were, for the most part, incredibly—and bafflingly—positive.
When Osmond and Hoffer began to catalog their volunteers’ session
reports, “psychotic changes”—hallucinations, paranoia, anxiety—
sometimes occurred, but there were also descriptions of, say, “a
transcendental feeling of being united with the world,” one of the most
common feelings reported. Rather than madness, most volunteers
described sensations such as a new ability “to see oneself objectively”;
“enhancement in the sensory fields”; profound new understandings “in
the field of philosophy or religion”; and “increased sensitivity to the
feelings of others.”” In spite of the powerful expectancy effect, symptoms
that looked nothing like those of insanity were busting through the
researchers’ preconceptions.

For many of the alcoholics treated at Weyburn hospital, the core of the
LSD experience seemed to involve something closer to transcendence, or
spiritual epiphany, than temporary psychosis. Osmond and Hoffer began
to entertain doubts about their delirium tremens model and, eventually,
to wonder if perhaps the whole psychotomimetic paradigm—and name
for these drugs—might need retooling. They received a strong push in
that direction from Aldous Huxley after his mescaline experience, which
he declared bore scant resemblance to psychosis. What a psychiatrist
might diagnose as depersonalization, hallucinations, or mania might
better be thought of as instances of mystical union, visionary experience,
or ecstasy. Could it be that the doctors were mistaking transcendence for
insanity?

At the same time, Osmond and Hoffer were learning from their
volunteers that the environment in which the LSD session took place



exerted a powerful effect on the kinds of experiences people had and that
one of the best ways to avoid a bad session was the presence of an
engaged and empathetic therapist, ideally someone who had had his or
her own LSD experience. They came to suspect that the few psychotic
reactions they did observe might actually be an artifact of the
metaphorical white room and white-coated clinician. Though the terms
“set” and “setting” would not be used in this context for several more
years (and became closely identified with Timothy Leary’s work at
Harvard a decade later), Osmond and Hoffer were already coming to
appreciate the supreme importance of those factors in the success of their
treatment.

But however it worked, it worked, or certainly seemed to: by the end of
the decade, LSD was widely regarded in North America as a miracle cure
for alcohol addiction. Based on this success, the Saskatchewan provincial
government helped develop policies making LSD therapy a standard
treatment option for alcoholics in the province. Yet not everyone in the
Canadian medical establishment found the Saskatchewan results
credible: they seemed too good to be true. In the early 1960s, the
Addiction Research Foundation in Toronto, the leading institute of its
kind in Canada, set out to replicate the Saskatchewan trials using better
controls. Hoping to isolate the effects of the drug from all other variables,
clinicians administered LSD to alcoholics in neutral rooms and under
instructions not to engage with them during their trips, except to
administer an extensive questionnaire. The volunteers were then put in
constraints or blindfolded, or both. Not surprisingly, the results failed to
match those obtained by Osmond and Hoffer. Worse still, more than a
few of the volunteers endured terrifying experiences—bad trips, as they
would come to be called. Critics of treating alcoholics with LSD concluded
that the treatment didn’t work as well under rigorously controlled
conditions, which was true enough, while supporters of the practice
concluded that attention to set and setting was essential to the success of
LSD therapy, which was also true.



IN THE MID-19508, Bill Wilson, the cofounder of Alcoholics Anonymous,
learned about Osmond and Hoffer’s work with alcoholics. The idea that a
drug could occasion a life-changing spiritual experience was not exactly
news to Bill W., as he was known in the fellowship. He credited his own
sobriety to a mystical experience he had on belladonna, a plant-derived
alkaloid with hallucinogenic properties that was administered to him at
Towns Hospital in Manhattan in 1934. Few members of AA realize that
the whole idea of a spiritual awakening leading one to surrender to a
“higher power”—a cornerstone of Alcoholics Anonymous—can be traced
to a psychedelic drug trip.

Twenty years later, Bill W. became curious to see if LSD, this new
wonder drug, might prove useful in helping recovering alcoholics have
such an awakening. Through Humphry Osmond he got in touch with
Sidney Cohen, an internist at the Brentwood VA hospital (and, later,
UCLA) who had been experimenting with Sandoz LSD since 1955.
Beginning in 1956, Bill W. had several LSD sessions in Los Angeles with
Sidney Cohen and Betty Eisner, a young psychologist who had recently
completed her doctorate at UCLA. Along with the psychiatrist Oscar
Janiger, Cohen and Eisner were by then leading figures in a new hub of
LSD research loosely centered on UCLA. By the mid-1950s, there were
perhaps a dozen such hubs in North America and Europe; most of them
kept in close contact with one another, sharing techniques, discoveries,
and, sometimes, drugs, in a spirit that was generally more cooperative
than competitive.

Bill W.’s sessions with Cohen and Eisner convinced him that LSD
could reliably occasion the kind of spiritual awakening he believed one
needed in order to get sober; however, he did not believe the LSD
experience was anything like the DTs, thus driving another nail in the
coffin of that idea. Bill W. thought there might be a place for LSD therapy
in AA, but his colleagues on the board of the fellowship strongly
disagreed, believing that to condone the use of any mind-altering
substance risked muddying the organization’s brand and message.



SIDNEY COHEN AND HIS COLLEAGUES in Los Angeles had, like the Canadian
group, started out thinking that LSD was a psychotomimetic, but by the
mid-1950s Cohen, too, had come to question that model. Born in 1910 in
New York City to Lithuanian Jewish immigrants, Cohen, who in
photographs looks very distinguished, with thick white hair slicked back,
trained in pharmacology at Columbia University and served in the U.S.
Army Medical Corps in the South Pacific during World War II. It was in
1953, while working on a review article about chemically induced
psychoses—a long-standing research interest—that Cohen first read about
a new drug called LSD.

Yet when Cohen finally tried LSD himself in October 1955, he “was
taken by surprise.” Expecting to find himself trapped inside the mind of a
madman, Cohen instead experienced a profound, even transcendent
sense of tranquillity, as if “the problems and strivings, the worries and
frustrations of everyday life [had] vanished; in their place was a majestic,
sunlit, heavenly inner quietude . . . I seemed to have finally arrived at the
contemplation of eternal truth.” Whatever this was, he felt certain it
wasn’t a temporary psychosis. Betty Eisner wrote that Cohen came to
think of it instead as something he called “unsanity”: “a state beyond the
control of the ego.”

As often happens in science when a theoretical paradigm comes under
the pressure of contrary evidence, the paradigm totters for a period of
time as researchers attempt to prop it up with various amendments and
adjustments, and then, often quite suddenly and swiftly, it collapses as a
new paradigm rises to take its place. Such was the fate of the
psychotomimetic paradigm in the mid-1950s. Certainly, a number of
volunteers were reporting challenging and sometimes even harrowing
trips, but remarkably few were having the full-on psychosis the paradigm
promised. Even poor Mr. Katz’s twelve hours as a madman included
passages of indescribable pleasure and insight that could not be
overlooked.

As it happened, the psychotomimetic paradigm was replaced not by
one but by two distinct new theoretical models: the psycholytic and, later,
the psychedelic model. Each was based on a different conception of how
the compounds worked on the mind and therefore how they might best
be deployed in the treatment of mental illness. The two models weren’t at
odds with each other, exactly, and some researchers explored both at



various times, but they did represent profoundly different approaches to
understanding the psyche, as well as to psychotherapy and, ultimately,
science itself.

The so-called psycholytic paradigm was developed first and proved
especially popular in Europe and with the Los Angeles group identified
with Sidney Cohen, Betty Eisner, and Oscar Janiger. Coined by an
English psychiatrist named Ronald Sandison, “psycholytic” means “mind
loosening,” which is what LSD and psilocybin seem to do—at least at low
doses. Therapists who administered doses of LSD as low as 25
micrograms (and seldom higher than 150 micrograms) reported that
their patients’ ego defenses relaxed, allowing them to bring up and
discuss difficult or repressed material with relative ease. This suggested
that the drugs could be used as an aid to talking therapy, because at these
doses the patients’ egos remained sufficiently intact to allow them to
converse with a therapist and later recall what was discussed.

The supreme virtue of the psycholytic approach was that it meshed so
neatly with the prevailing modes of psychoanalysis, a practice that the
drugs promised to speed up and streamline, rather than revolutionize or
render obsolete. The big problem with psychoanalysis is that the access to
the unconscious mind on which the whole approach depends is difficult
and limited to two less-than-optimal routes: the patient’s free
associations and dreams. Freud called dreams “the royal road” to the
subconscious, bypassing the gates of both the ego and the superego, yet
the road has plenty of ruts and potholes: patients don’t always remember
their dreams, and when they do recall them, it is often imperfectly. Drugs
like LSD and psilocybin promised a better route into the subconscious.

Stanislav Grof, who trained as a psychoanalyst, found that under
moderate doses of LSD his patients would quickly establish a strong
transference with the therapist, recover childhood traumas, give voice to
buried emotions, and, in some cases, actually relive the experience of
their birth—our first trauma and, Grof believed (following Otto Rank), a
key determinant of personality. (Grof did extensive research trying to
correlate his patients’ recollections of their birth experience on LSD with
contemporaneous reports from medical personnel and parents. He
concluded that with the help of LSD many people can indeed recall the
circumstances of their birth, especially when it was a difficult one.)



In Los Angeles, Cohen, Eisner, and Janiger began incorporating LSD
in their weekly therapeutic sessions, gradually stepping up the dose each
week until their patients gained access to subconscious material such as
repressed emotions and buried memories of childhood trauma. They
mainly treated neurotics and alcoholics and people with minor
personality disorders—the usual sorts of patients seen by
psychotherapists, functional and articulate people with intact egos and
the will to get better. The Los Angeles group also treated hundreds of
painters, composers, and writers, on the theory that if the wellspring of
creativity was the subconscious, LSD would expand one’s access to it.

These therapists and their patients expected the drug to be
therapeutic, and, lo and behold, it frequently was: Cohen and Eisner
reported that sixteen of their first twenty-two patients showed marked
improvement. A 1967 review article summarizing papers about
psycholytic therapy published between 1953 and 1965 estimated that the
technique’s rate of success ranged from 70 percent in cases of anxiety
neurosis, 62 percent for depression, and 42 percent for obsessive-
compulsive disorder. These results were impressive, yet there were few if
any attempts to replicate them in controlled trials.

By the end of the decade, psycholytic LSD therapy was routine practice
in the tonier precincts of Los Angeles, such as Beverly Hills. Certainly the
business model was hard to beat: some therapists were charging upwards
of five hundred dollars a session to administer a drug they were often
getting from Sandoz for free. LSD therapy also became the subject of
remarkably positive press attention. Articles like “My 12 Hours as a
Madman” gave way to the enthusiastic testimonials of the numerous
Hollywood celebrities who had had transformative experiences in the
offices of Oscar Janiger, Betty Eisner, and Sidney Cohen and a growing
number of other therapists. Anais Nin, Jack Nicholson, Stanley Kubrick,
André Previn, James Coburn, and the beat comedian Lord Buckley all
underwent LSD therapy, many of them on the couch of Oscar Janiger.
But the most famous of these patients was Cary Grant, who gave an
interview in 1959 to the syndicated gossip columnist Joe Hyams extolling
the benefits of LSD therapy. Grant had more than sixty sessions and by
the end declared himself “born again.”

“All the sadness and vanities were torn away,” the fifty-five-year-old
actor told Hyams, in an interview all the more surprising in the light of



Cary Grant’s image as a reserved and proper Englishman. “I've had my
ego stripped away. A man is a better actor without ego, because he has
truth in him. Now I cannot behave untruthfully toward anyone, and
certainly not to myself.” From the sound of it, LSD had turned Cary Grant
into an American.

“I'm no longer lonely and I am a happy man,” Grant declared. He said
the experience had allowed him to overcome his narcissism, greatly
improving not only his acting but his relationships with women: “Young
women have never before been so attracted to me.”

Not surprisingly, Grant’s interview, which received boatloads of
national publicity, created a surge in demand for LSD therapy, and for
just plain LSD. Hyams received more than eight hundred letters from
readers eager to know how they might obtain it: “Psychiatrists called,
complaining that their patients were now begging them for LSD.”

If the period we call “the 1960s” actually began sometime in the 1950s,
the fad for LSD therapy that Cary Grant unleashed in 1959 is one good
place to mark a shift in the cultural breeze. Years before Timothy Leary
became notorious for promoting LSD outside a therapeutic or research
context, the drug had already begun “escaping from the lab” in Los
Angeles and receiving fervent national press attention. By 1959, LSD was
showing up on the street in some places. Several therapists and
researchers in Los Angeles and New York began holding LSD “sessions”
in their homes for friends and colleagues, though exactly how these
sessions could be distinguished from parties is difficult to say. At least in
Los Angeles, the premise of “doing research” had become tenuous at best.
As one of these putative researchers would later write, “LLSD became for
us an intellectual fun drug.”

Sidney Cohen, who by now was the dean of LSD researchers in Los
Angeles, scrupulously avoided this scene and began to have second
thoughts about the drug, or at least about the way it was now being used
and discussed. According to his biographer, the historian Steven Novak,
Cohen was made uncomfortable by the cultishness and aura of religiosity
and magic that now wreathed LSD. Sounding a theme that would crop up
repeatedly in the history of psychedelic research, Cohen struggled with
the tension between the spiritual import of the LSD experience (and the
mystical inclinations it brought out in its clinical practitioners) and the
ethos of science to which he was devoted. He remained deeply



ambivalent: LSD, he wrote in a 1959 letter to a colleague, had “opened a
door from which we must not retreat merely because we feel
uncomfortably unscientific at the threshold.” And yet that is precisely
how the LSD work often made him feel: uncomfortably unscientific.

Cohen also began to wonder about the status of the insights that
patients brought back from their journeys. He came to believe that
“under LSD the fondest theories of the therapist are confirmed by his
patient.” The expectancy effect was such that patients working with
Freudian therapists returned with Freudian insights (framed in terms of
childhood trauma, sexual drives, and oedipal emotions), while patients
working with Jungian therapists returned with vivid archetypes from the
attic of the collective unconscious, and Rankians with recovered
memories of their birth traumas.

This radical suggestibility posed a scientific dilemma, surely, but was it
necessarily a therapeutic dilemma as well? Perhaps not: Cohen wrote that
“any explanation of the patient’s problems, if firmly believed by both the
therapist and the patient, constitutes insight or is useful as insight.” Yet
he qualified this perspective by acknowledging it was “nihilistic,” which,
scientifically speaking, it surely was. For it takes psychotherapy perilously
close to the world of shamanism and faith healing, a distinctly
uncomfortable place for a scientist to be. And yet as long as it works, as
long as it heals people, why should anyone care? (This is the same
discomfort scientists feel about using placebos. It suggests an interesting
way to think about psychedelics: as a kind of “active placebo,” to borrow a
term proposed by Andrew Weil in his 1972 book, The Natural Mind. They
do something, surely, but most of what that is may be self-generated. Or
as Stanislav Grof put it, psychedelics are “nonspecific amplifiers” of
mental processes.)

Cohen’s thoughtful ambivalence about LSD, which he would continue
to feel until the end of his career, marks him as that rare figure in a world
densely populated by psychedelic evangelists: the open-minded skeptic, a
man capable of holding contrary ideas in his head. Cohen continued to
believe in the therapeutic power of LSD, especially in the treatment of
anxiety in cancer patients, which he wrote about, enthusiastically, for
Harper’s in 1965. There, he called it “therapy by self-transcendence,”
suggesting he saw a role in Western medicine for what would come to be
called applied mysticism. Yet Cohen never hesitated to call attention to



the abuses and dangers of LSD, or to call out his more fervent colleagues
when they strayed too far off the path of science—the path from which the
siren song of psychedelics would lure so many.

BACK IN SASKATCHEWAN, Humphry Osmond and Abram Hoffer had taken a
very different path after the collapse of the psychotomimetic paradigm,
though this path, too, ended up complicating their own relationship to
science. Struggling to formulate a new therapeutic model for LSD, they
turned to a pair of brilliant amateurs—one a famous author, Aldous
Huxley, and the other an obscure former bootlegger and gunrunner, spy,
inventor, boat captain, ex-con, and Catholic mystic named Al Hubbard.
These two most unlikely nonscientists would help the Canadian
psychiatrists reconceptualize the LSD experience and develop the
therapeutic protocol that is still in use today.

The name for this new approach, and the name for this class of drugs
that would finally stick—psychedelics—emerged from a 1956 exchange of
letters between Humphry Osmond and Aldous Huxley. The two had first
met in 1953, after Huxley wrote to Osmond expressing interest in trying
mescaline; he had read a journal article by Osmond describing the drug’s
effects on the mind. Huxley had long harbored a lively interest in drugs
and consciousness—the plot of his most famous novel, Brave New World
(1932), turns on a mind-control drug he called soma—as well as
mysticism, paranormal perception, reincarnation, UFOs, and so on.

So in the spring of 1953, Humphry Osmond traveled to Los Angeles to
administer mescaline to Aldous Huxley, though not without some
trepidation. In advance of the session, he confided to a colleague that he
did not “relish the possibility, however remote, of finding a small but
discreditable niche in literary history as the man who drove Aldous
Huxley mad.”

He need not have worried. Huxley had a splendid trip, one that would
change forever the culture’s understanding of these drugs when, the
following year, he published his account of his experience in The Doors of
Perception.



“It was without question the most extraordinary and significant
experience this side of the Beatific Vision,” Huxley wrote in a letter to his
editor shortly after it happened. For Huxley, there was no question but
that the drugs gave him access not to the mind of the madman but to a
spiritual realm of ineffable beauty. The most mundane objects glowed
with the light of a divinity he called “the Mind at Large.” Even “the folds
of my gray flannel trousers were charged with ‘is-ness,’” he tells us, before
dilating on the beauty of the draperies in Botticelli’s paintings and the
“Allness and Infinity of folded cloth.” When he gazed upon a small vase of
flowers, he saw “what Adam had seen on the morning of his creation—the
miracle, moment by moment, of naked existence . . . flowers shining with
their own inner light and all but quivering under the pressure of the
significance with which they were charged.”

“Words like ‘grace’ and ‘transfiguration’ came to my mind.” For
Huxley, the drug gave him unmediated access to realms of existence
usually known only to mystics and a handful of history’s great visionary
artists. This other world is always present but in ordinary moments is
kept from our awareness by the “reducing valve” of everyday waking
consciousness, a kind of mental filter that admits only “a measly trickle of
the kind of consciousness” we need in order to survive. The rest was a
gorgeous superfluity, which, like poetry, men die every day for the lack
thereof. Mescaline flung open what William Blake had called “the doors
of perception,” admitting to our conscious awareness a glimpse of the
infinite, which is always present all around us—even in the creases in our
trousers!—if only we could just see.

Like every psychedelic experience before or since, Huxley’s did not
unfold on a blank slate, de novo, the pure product of the chemical, but
rather was shaped in important ways by his reading and the philosophical
and spiritual inclinations he brought to the experience. (It was only when
I typed his line about flowers “shining with their own inner light” and “all
but quivering under the pressure” of their significance that I realized just
how strongly Huxley had inflected my own perception of plants under the
influence of psilocybin.) The idea of a mental reducing valve that
constrains our perceptions, for instance, comes from the French
philosopher Henri Bergson. Bergson believed that consciousness was not
generated by human brains but rather exists in a field outside us,
something like electromagnetic waves; our brains, which he likened to



radio receivers, can tune in to different frequencies of consciousness.
Huxley also believed that at the base of all the world’s religions there lies
a common core of mystical experience he called “the Perennial
Philosophy.” Naturally, Huxley’s morning on mescaline confirmed him in
all these ideas; as one reviewer of The Doors of Perception put it, rather
snidely, the book contained “99 percent Aldous Huxley and only one half
gram mescaline.” But it didn’t matter: great writers stamp the world with
their minds, and the psychedelic experience will forevermore bear
Huxley’s indelible imprint.

Whatever else it impressed on the culture, Huxley’s experience left no
doubt in his mind or Osmond’s that the “model psychosis” didn’t begin to
describe the mind on mescaline or LSD, which Huxley would try for the
first time two years later. One person’s “depersonalization” could be
another’s “sense of oneness”; it was all a matter of perspective and
vocabulary.

“It will give that elixir a bad name if it continues to be associated, in
the public mind, with schizophrenia symptoms,” Huxley wrote to
Osmond in 1955. “People will think they are going mad, when in fact they
are beginning, when they take it, to go sane.”

Clearly a new name for this class of drugs was called for, and in a 1956
exchange of letters the psychiatrist and the writer came up with a couple
of candidates. Surprisingly, however, it was the psychiatrist, not the
writer, who had the winning idea. Huxley’s proposal came in a couplet:

To make this mundane world sublime
Just half a gram of phanerothyme.

His coinage combined the Greek words for “spirit” and “manifesting.”
Perhaps wary of adopting such an overtly spiritual term, the scientist
replied with his own rhyme:

To fall in hell or soar Angelic
You'll need a pinch of psychedelic.

Osmond’s neologism married two Greek words that together mean
“mind manifesting.” Though by now the word has taken on the Day-Glo



coloring of the 1960s, at the time it was the very neutrality of
“psychedelic” that commended it to him: the word “had no particular
connotation of madness, craziness or ecstasy, but suggested an
enlargement and expansion of mind.” It also had the virtue of being
“uncontaminated by other associations,” though that would not remain
the case for long.

“Psychedelic therapy,” as Osmond and his colleagues practiced it
beginning in the mid-1950s, typically involved a single, high-dose
session, usually of LSD, that took place in comfortable surroundings, the
subject stretched out on a couch, with a therapist (or two) in attendance
who says very little, allowing the journey to unfold according to its own
logic. To eliminate distractions and encourage an inward journey, music
is played and the subject usually wears eyeshades. The goal was to create
the conditions for a spiritual epiphany—what amounted to a conversion
experience.

But though this mode of therapy would become closely identified with
Osmond and Hoffer, they themselves credited someone else for critical
elements of its design, a man of considerable mystery with no formal
training as a scientist or therapist: Al Hubbard. A treatment space
decorated to feel more like a home than a hospital came to be known as a
Hubbard Room, and at least one early psychedelic researcher told me
that this whole therapeutic regime, which is now the norm, should by all
rights be known as “the Hubbard method.” Yet Al Hubbard, a.k.a.
“Captain Trips” and “the Johnny Appleseed of LSD,” is not the kind of
intellectual forebear anyone doing serious psychedelic science today is
eager to acknowledge, much less celebrate.

AL HUBBARD IS SURELY the most improbable, intriguing, and elusive figure
to grace the history of psychedelics, and that’s saying a lot. There is much
we don’t know about him, and many key facts about his life are
impossible to confirm, contradictory, or just plain fishy. To cite one small
example, his FBI file puts his height at five feet eleven, but in
photographs and videos Hubbard appears short and stocky, with a big
round head topped with a crew cut; for reasons known only to himself, he



often wore a paramilitary uniform and carried a Colt .45 revolver, giving
the impression of a small-town sheriff. But based on his extensive
correspondence with colleagues and a handful of accounts in the
Canadian press and books about the period,* as well as interviews with a
handful of people who knew him well, it’s possible to assemble a rough
portrait of the man, even if it does leave some important areas blurry or
blank.

Hubbard was born poor in the hills of Kentucky in either 1901 or 1902
(his FBI file gives both dates); he liked to tell people he was twelve before
he owned a pair of shoes. He never got past the third grade, but the boy
evidently had a flair for electronics. As a teenager, he invented something
called the Hubbard Energy Transformer, a new type of battery powered
by radioactivity that “could not be explained by the technology of the
day”—this according to the best account we have of his life, a well-
researched 1991 High Times article by Todd Brendan Fahey. Hubbard
sold a half interest in the patent for seventy-five thousand dollars, though
nothing ever came of the invention and Popular Science magazine once
included it in a survey of technological hoaxes. During Prohibition,
Hubbard drove a taxi in Seattle, but that appears to have been a cover: in
the trunk of his cab he kept a sophisticated ship-to-shore
communications system he used to guide bootleggers seeking to evade
the Coast Guard. Hubbard was eventually busted by the FBI and spent
eighteen months in prison on a smuggling charge.

After his release from prison the trail of Hubbard’s life becomes even
more difficult to fol