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Prologue: An Afternoon In The Sixties

During the night the rain and fog moved inland; by morning the air was sharp and clear.
From the top of Nob Hill you could see the houseboats of Sausalito; Marin, in the distance,
was a hazy shimmer.

It was going to be hot, going to be one of those fine winter days when the mercury
suddenly climbs and for a few hours San Francisco becomes tropical, the golf links jammed
with hackers, the Bay crowded with boats; the perfect sort of day to load the kids into the
car and drive to San Simeon, to finally visit Randolph Hearst's baronial whim; the perfect
sort of day to dig out last summer's bathing suit and catch a few rays, which was what the
students at San Francisco State were doing.

It was January 14, 1967, a Saturday, and in parts of the Bay area elements from another,
less integrated America, were also making plans: there was going to be a party in the park
today, a curious affair with an extravagant name, A Gathering of the Tribes for the First
Human Be-In.

The park was Golden Gate Park, one of those imperial parks built in the closing decades of
the last century, with something for everyone, museums, lakes, bicycle paths, fly casting
pools, a buffalo paddock with a herd of sleepy bison, a Japanese garden. On a sparkling
Saturday like this, the Golden Gate should have resembled a twentieth-century version of
George Seurat's epic painting, La Grande Jatte, but something had happened in the past
few months to alter the ambiance. Just up the street, a short stroll away, was Haight-
Ashbury, the home of the hippies, and the hippies, unencumbered by the Protestant work
ethic, were treating the park as though it was their own special backyard.

They were everywhere, panhandling, singing, performing little existential playlets that were
incomprehensible to everyone but themselves. They'd turned a nondescript slope near the
tennis court into a perpetual love-in, although in these innocent days the form still lacked a
name: what you saw, between serve and volley, was a shifting accumulation of—what? A
European, registering the carnival costumes and the cheerful, almost dignified self-
absorption of their wearers, might have credited the hippies with being another branch of
the gypsy tribes of Romany. And in many of the externals they would have been correct.
But in actual fact the bodies lolling on the grass next to the Golden Gate's tennis courts
belonged to the educated sons and daughters of white middle-class America. They had, to
use their own terminology, dropped out. In the stubborn fashion of children, they wanted
nothing to do with the adult culture. That's what the Gathering of the Tribes was all about:
it was a celebration of this rejection, and a partial first step toward building an alternative.

Although the possibility of the Be-In had been floating around the Haight-Ashbury for
months, it was only in the last couple of weeks that the concept had jelled and notices had
been sent to the local press announcing that an epochal moment was about to occur.
"Would you believe Timothy Leary and Mario Savio?" enthused the hippies' favorite
newspaper, the San Francisco Oracle.

Allen Ginsberg and Jack Weinberg? Lao Tzu and Spartacus? Berkeley's
political activists are going to join San Francisco's hippies in a love feast that
will, hopefully, wipe out the last remnants of mutual skepticism and
suspicion.?

Which was echoed in even more ecstatic strophes by the Berkeley Barb, the preferred read
of the activists:




When the Berkeley political activists and the love generation of the Haight-
Ashbury and thousands of young men and women from every state of the
nation embrace at the gathering of the tribes for a Human Be-In at the Polo
Field in Golden Gate Park, the spiritual revolution will be manifest and proven.
In unity we shall shower the country with waves of ecstasy and purification.
Fear will be washed away; ignorance will be exposed to sunlight; profits and
empire will lie drying on deserted beaches ... .?

Added to this were thousands of posters—one showing a bearded Hindu sadhu gazing
beatifically out at the observer, another featuring a Plains Indian cradling a guitar instead of
a rifle—that blotted out the usual screeds advertising rock acts at the Fillmore.

More than a few respectable citizens must have contemplated that gnomic a gathering of
the tribes and wondered, with a twinge of unease, what in hell was going on in their fair
city.

It sounded like something the Indians might have held before riding off to massacre Custer.

What in hell ... ? was a question a lot of Americans were asking in the first perplexing
months of 1967. Unlike other periods of national crisis, the economy was healthy; the GNP,
up a third in the first five years of the decade, was climbing steadily, and Wall Street was in
the initial stages of what would later be called the Go Go Years. Conglomerate was a word
on every broker's lips, as was synergy. Aside from some racial strife and, a bit of dissension
over our Indochina policy, we were also in good shape domestically. The New Frontier had
segued into the Great Society without appreciable loss of momentum. In fact, LBJ, with
years of legislative chits to draw on, was proving a far better salesman than JFK had ever
been. Among liberal intellectuals it was generally believed that we were becoming a
classless society, perhaps the first in history, material abundance having rendered the
Marxist critique obsolete. In Political Man, Seymour Martin Lipset had magisterially declared
that "the triumph of the West ends domestic politics for those intellectuals who must have
ideologies or Utopias to motivate them to political activities."?

Yet, seemingly at the very moment of triumph—of realizing what Robert Frost, in his 1960
inaugural poem, had called an Augustan Age—the whole thrust of our national purpose was
being denounced and rejected in language that had gotten Lenny Bruce jailed just five years
earlier. And this critique wasn't coming from the International Communist conspiracy or the
John Birch right wing or any of a dozen familiar ideological groups—it came from those
adorable adolescents who spent over $10 billion a year on consumer products, and of whom
Clark Kerr, the Chancellor of the University of California at Berkeley, had once said: "The
employers will love this generation .... They are going to be easy to handle."

American Teenagers: one moment they were playing baseball and attending sock hops and
the next they were racing down the Negro streets at dawn, screaming, hysterical, naked, or
at least that's the way it seemed.

Even as late as 1965, had you suggested that America's well-heeled young might rise up
and attempt to pull down the Republic, you would've been laughed from the room. Time, in
January of that year, found a generation of conformists: "almost everywhere boys dress in
madras shirts and chinos, or perhaps green Levis. All trim and neat. The standard for girls is
sweaters and skirts dyed to match, or shirtwaists and jumpers plus blazers, Weejun loafers
and knee socks or stockings."* When a young Harvard psychologist named Kenneth
Kenniston came to write about these kids, he painted a portrait of rudderless teens adrift in
a world of material abundance and spiritual poverty. Kenniston called his book The
Uncommitted. Three years later, his thesis in ruins, he would rush back into print with The
Young Radicals: Notes on Committed Youth.




A lot of writers, forced to contemplate the noisy confusion that has since coalesced in the
phrase the Sixties, turned to a poem by the Irish poet William Butler Yeats, which contained
these evocative lines:

... the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned:

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.”

Yeats delivered those lines in a poem called "The Second Coming," which was ostensibly
about the return of Christ, although most of the poem, the meat of it, imagined the
Antichrist, bestirring itself after "twenty centuries of stony sleep," moving its slow thighs
across the desert:

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,
Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?

For a lot of Americans, that image, the rough, slouching beast, captured perfectly the
unease they felt whenever they contemplated their children. Indeed the only editorial
change the poem needed to be completely contemporary was the location: for "Bethlehem,"
read "San Francisco."

What was it about America's sixth-largest city that made it, in the second half of the
twentieth century, the Paris of discontent? Alan Watts, a minor but valued player in our
story, thought it was the Bay Area's Mediterranean climate, which acted as a natural
vaccine against the virus of Puritanism. Others attributed it to San Francisco's tradition of
tolerance. Long a haven for those persecuted during America's frequent spasms of
intolerance, it probably boasted more Wobblies, anarchists, communists, beatniks, mystics,
and eccentric freethinkers per square mile than all the other cities put together. But of
equal, if not greater, weight was the simple geographical fact that San Francisco was the
Queen City of California, and California, as the magazines and sociologists never tired of
pointing out, was the future impinging upon the present. Everything was bigger, newer,
better, faster, shinier in California; it was the jewel in technocracy's crown. On the back of
the American dollar bill is a picture of the reverse side of the Great Seal of the United
States, showing a three-quarter completed pyramid, along with the legend, novus ordo
seclorum, a new order of the ages. California was where they were finishing the top of the
pyramid. So it was only fitting that it was there that the exodus from "normalcy" began.

Allen Ginsberg appeared on Haight Street shortly before eleven, a talmudic presence with
his flowing beard and bald head. He was wearing blue beach thongs and a crisp white
hospital orderly's uniform, and as he strolled toward the park he was greeted with affection.
Ginsberg was the closest thing the hippies had to a universally accepted hero. Others, like
Tim Leary, Alan Watts, and Ken Kesey, had their partisans, but Ginsberg was adored by all.
He was a link with the past, a survivor of the Beat movement, which was the most obvious
cultural precursor of what was happening in the park today.

The previous evening a few of these elder statesmen had met in Michael McClure's Haight-
Ashbury apartment to hammer out an agenda for today's festivities. Aside from Ginsberg,
sitting cross-legged on the floor, his bald crown gleaming in the candlelight, there had been
Gary Snyder, the Zen poet of Kerouac's The Dharma Bums; Lenore Kandel, a belly dancer
and author of some lubricious lyrics called The Love Book; plus Lenore's boyfriend.
Freewheeling Frank, the Secretary of the San Francisco chapter of the Hells Angels; plus
McClure, looking professorial with his pipe; plus a local character named Buddha, who was
the Be-In's official master of ceremonies.




How to juggle the assorted political speakers, poets, spiritual leaders, and rock bands into a
seamless whole without destroying the Be-In's overarching purpose had been the central
topic. For several years Ginsberg had been lobbying for a new form of spiritual-political
theatre. Don't just march and wave placards, he had urged the New Left from the pages of
the Berkeley Barb. Dance to the Oakland Army Terminal, sing, hand out flowers, celebrate
life. The New Left would ignore him, but not the hippies. Tomorrow, America would
experience its first indigenous mela—mela being Hindi for a gathering of holy seekers.

The planning had gone smoothly until they reached the topic of Tim Leary. Was Leary to be
considered a poet, and therefore entitled to only seven minutes at the microphone, or was
he a genuine prophet, deserving of unlimited time?

"Tim Leary's a professor,”" one of them had said in a tone implying that professors don't
talk, they lecture.®

Ginsberg had suggested that Leary get the allotted seven minutes, which, after all, was all
he was going to get.

"Is Leary a prima donna?" someone else had asked.
"Man, I don't think so—after all, he's taken acid."

"Leary just needs a little of the responsibility taken off him," Ginsberg had replied. "Seven
minutes, and anyway, if he gets uptight and starts to preach, Lenore can always belly
dance."

"Man, I'd just as soon no one says a word tomorrow," Buddha had said. "Just beautiful
silence. Just everybody sitting around smiling and digging everybody else."

Whereupon Ginsberg had started chanting hari om nama shivaya. which was a Hindu
mantra to Shiva, god of destruction, creation, and cannabis. And his voice, "full of throbs
and melodies" had lifted the others to their feet and the meeting had adjourned as everyone
swayed and danced in an ecstasy that was untranslatable to someone who wasn't attuned
to what was happening in the Haight-Ashbury.

"That one big street, Haight Street, running from about Masonic to Clayton, was just packed
with every kind of freak you could imagine. Guys with Mohawk haircuts, people walking
around in commodore uniforms, you know, the hat with the fuzz all over it. Everything! You
couldn't believe it. It was an incredible street scene."’

That was a hippie talking. A middle-aged journalist, after spending a few exhausting months
there, remembered the Haight this way: "the madness of the place, the shouts, the chasing,
the gunning bikes, the chaotic, occasional screams of girls running has convinced people
that the Haight is a rare species of insane disorganization."®

Which is to say the Haight was one of the few genuine street scenes in America, albeit a
street scene filled with what appeared to be Gilbert & Sullivan extras, pirates, and sheiks, all
talking as though they had wandered out of a mystical P. G. Wodehouse novel. Dissect a
typical hippie monologue and you found elements of Zen, Hinduism, existentialism,
McLuhanism, and mysticism, mixed with equal amounts of alchemy, astrology, palm
reading, a belief in auras, and a diet that consisted of rice and grains. The rational and the
irrational, the scientific and the mystical rubbed shoulders with alarming intimacy.




Lining Haight Street, which ran in a flat line for several miles, were all sorts of esoteric
shops, places like the I-Thou Coffee Shop or the Print Mint, with its staggering inventory of
day-glo posters; places like the Psychedelic Shop with its racks of literature, its meditation
room, and its enormous bronze gong, which dominated the sidewalk like a local Big Ben.
Later there would be a bus tour for the curious, operated by the Gray Line, a company with
a history of capitalizing on San Francisco's excesses, having run a similar excursion through
the North Beach.

"We are now entering the largest hippie colony in the world," the tour guide would exclaim,
urging everyone to the windows. "We are now passing down Haight Street, the very nerve
center of a city within a city ... marijuana, of course, is a household staple here, enjoyed by
the natives to stimulate their senses ... . Among the favorite pastimes of the hippies,
besides taking drugs, are parading and demonstrating, seminars and group discussions
about what's wrong with the status quo; malingering; plus the ever present preoccupation
with the soul, reality and self-expression, such as strumming guitars, piping flutes, and
banging on bongo drums."?

The hippies responded by holding up mirrors so the tourists could look at themselves.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. The tourists, including the mob of reporters who
made the Haight a media port of call in the Sixties—Saigon being another—came later, after
the Gathering of the Tribes for the First Human Be-In called attention to just how fast the
social fabric was ripping in San Francisco. On this sparkling Saturday, the word hippie was
barely a year old. Like beatnik, peacenik, etc., it was one of those semiderogatory
diminutives that journalists love to coin. The hippies hated it. They preferred either freak or
head, names illustrative of their belief that they represented an evolutionary advance, a
mutation of the species, a "hopeful monster" to use one geneticist's description.

Journalists bumping into this odd notion generally discounted it as part of the cultural static
that was fuzzing the lines of communication between what was becoming known as the
straight world and this new configuration, which some were beginning to call a
counterculture. Consequently they missed the story. To put matters bluntly: the hippies
were an attempt to push evolution, to jump the species toward a higher integration. To
exaggerate only a little: they were a laboratory experiment that had either gone awry or
succeeded brilliantly—a difference of opinion that stands at the center of this story, and one
that will still be standing when this book is finished.

Stop for a moment and think of the last hundred years as a symphony, a grand
orchestration of crescendos and fugues, a tangle of melodies, one of which, a very faint but
haunting refrain, goes like this: we are doomed unless a way can be found to speed up
evolution, to consciously push the smart monkey to a higher level, to renew the assault on
the gods, which was the secret purpose of all religions. But can we consciously evolve
ourselves? Does a magic trigger exist that is capable of shooting the species forward a few
increments? Is there a door in the mind we can pass through? And if there is, does a key
exist capable of opening that door?

In the middle years of this century, out of nowhere, an answer to these questions emerged.
There was a key to the door, and it was a drug, or rather a family of drugs—the
psychedelics—and in particular LSD, which the hippies called acid partially on account of its
usefulness in burning off that Greco-Judaic-Christian patina, and mostly because the drug's
technical name was d-lysergic acid diethylamide, a mouthful even for Mary Poppins.
According to the hippies, LSD was the glue that held the Haight together. It was the hippie
sacrament, a mind detergent capable of washing away years of social programming, a re-
imprinting device, a consciousness-expander, a tool that would push us up the evolutionary
ladder. Some even claimed LSD was a gift from God, given to mankind in order to save the
planet from a nuclear finale.




Not that the average hippie bothered with the metaphysics of that melody that filled his
ears. Very few knew that the phrase cosmic consciousness had been coined as long ago as
1901 by a Canadian psychologist named Richard Bucke to describe the evolutionary stage
beyond self-consciousness, the domain of Jesus and Buddha, Blake and Whitman, to name
just a few of those whom Bucke believed were species forerunners of cosmic consciousness.
It was gratifying but immaterial that in the January issue of Playboy Julian Huxley could be
found speculating on what role LSD might play in man's future evolution. The hippies didn't
care, because they were living within one of those revolutionary moments that seem beyond
time and history, a moment that Hunter Thompson described as "a fantastic universal sense
that whatever we were doing was right, that we were winning ... . And that, I think, was the
handle—that sense of inevitable victory over the forces of Old and Evil. Not in any mean or
military sense; we didn't need that. Our energy would simply prevail. There was no point in
fighting—on our side or theirs. We had all the momentum; we were riding the crest of a
high and beautiful wave ... ."*°

In a decade devoted to excess and oddity, LSD and the movement it spawned stood apart
as one of the oddest and most misunderstood episodes. Which was both fitting and ironic.
Had you gone to a public library on that sparkling Saturday in January 1967, and looked up
d-lysergic acid diethylamide in the appropriate abstracts, you would have found thousands
of citations. Few drugs had been studied so extensively. However, had you taken the further
trouble of parsing through several dozen of these papers, you would have discovered a
complete absence of formal conclusions. There were hunches and hypotheses and horror
stories and glowing reports and experiments that worked for some but not for others. But
there was no consensus. Every type of madness, every type of parapsychological
phenomenon, every type of mystical, ecstatic illumination, Jungian archetypes, past lives,
precognition, psychosis, satori-samadhi-atman, union with God—it was all there, in the
scientific record.

Reading through the monographs, you could sense the confusion that LSD had created in
the scientific community, when, using it as a deep probe into the unconscious, it had stirred
up something that looked very much like their archenemy, the mystic religious experience!
What was that doing in there? And what did it mean if all it took was 300 millionths of a
gram of LSD and you could produce the most profound sort of religious epiphanies in carpet
salesmen and dentists? Was the visionary core of religion—enlightenment—merely an
aberration caused by a malfunction of our neural chemistry, brought on by drugs or fasting
or fevers or a blow to the head? Or were the mystics correct? Was the Kingdom really inside
us all the time, wired into the brain, waiting ... ? Fascinating questions, but difficult to get a
handle on. Try describing the taste of ice cream to someone who has never had any, and
multiply that difficulty by a thousand, and you will get some idea of how hard it was to
describe what it felt like to be one with the universe, to know that you existed on a
multitude of levels, and not just on the puny one called I. So many things happened in the
psychedelic state that just couldn't be expressed in language.




But all this, from the perspective of the average American, was beside the point. The real
problem wasn't that the science story had turned into a religion story, it was that the
religion story had somehow turned into a cultural revolt. The psychedelic experience might
be as difficult to describe as the taste of ice cream, but it had still attracted an enthusiastic
and dangerous bunch of salesmen. First and foremost was Dr. Timothy Leary, who had been
booted out of Harvard because of these drugs. Whether the psychedelic movement would
have happened without Dr. Leary is a matter of debate, but there can be no question that
he defined its public style, churning out pamphlets, books, and records that equated LSD
with the discovery of fire and the invention of the wheel. Dr. Leary was irrepressible. After
Harvard fired him, he opened a retreat in upstate New York, where he catered to scores of
young professionals eager to explore the Other World. Then, in September 1966, he
founded the League for Spiritual Discovery, a sort of religion cum social movement whose
purpose, he told audiences, was to "change and elevate the consciousness of every
American within the next few years. Slowly, carefully, and beautifully, you can learn to drop
out of American society as it is now set up." The League's slogan was the soon to be
infamous "tune in, turn on, drop out."?

The biography of Ken Kesey was equally spectacular. By age thirty he had published two
highly praised, highly successful novels, a literary debut unmatched since the days of
Hemingway and Fitzgerald. But then he had given up literature to create, using LSD, a new
kind of art form, which he called the acid test. Kesey became a latter-day Johnny
Appleseed, yoyoing up and down the California coast, throwing a series of multimedia drug
parties. The largest of them, the Trips Festival, had occurred almost a year ago, in early
1966, when ten thousand psychedelic revelers had crowded into San Francisco's
Longshoreman's Hall for a weekend of outrageous celebration.

Kesey and Leary weren't the only ones beating the psychedelic drum. On the radio the
Beatles could be heard singing "turn off the mind ... float downstream ... a phrase they had
borrowed from one of Tim Leary's books, while he in turn had borrowed it from the Tibetan
Book of the Dead. Then there was Allen Ginsberg. A few weeks earlier Ginsberg had
suggested to a Boston church congregation "that everybody who hears my voice, directly or
indirectly, try the chemical LSD at least once; every man, woman and child American in
good health over the age of fourteen ... that everybody including the President and his and
our vast hordes of generals, executives, judges and legislators of these States go to nature,
find a kindly teacher or Indian peyote chief or guru guide, and assay their consciousness
with LSD."?

Drop acid and change yourself, change yourself and then change the world.

It was clear to the adults that something awful was happening. LSD didn't expand your
consciousness, they warned in newspapers and magazines and TV spots, it made you crazy,
it probably damaged your brain cells, and it was illegal to boot. Use it and you'd either end
up a vegetable or a criminal. But the kids didn't seem to be listening. If your way of life is
sanity, then give me crazy, they were saying, which led a lot of people to revise their
estimate of Godless communism as America's number-one enemy.

The hippies actually seemed to think they could subvert America with flowers and a few
bags of the most powerful psychochemical ever discovered. How absurd! And yet they
seemed so sure of themselves, they really seemed to believe that within ten years America
would be a totally turned-on country, full of bodhisattvas instead of bankers ... . It was
laughable, but nobody was laughing.




Like all moments of high drama, the psychedelic movement was part tragedy, part comedy,
one of those rich tapestries of coincidence and misdirection that bolster our belief that
fiction is often a pale reflection of reality. What if Albert Hofmann hadn't listened to his inner
voice? What if Aldous Huxley hadn't read that particular issue of the Hibbert Journal? What
if Robert Graves hadn't passed on an obscure reference to his friend the New York banker.
What if the CIA ... you could play the what-if game for hours.

Not that the hippies bothered. They had better things to do on this beautiful Saturday in
1967. Today they were all going to be at the Human Be-In, where it was rumored Owsley
acid would flow like wine. Today they were going to party. The revolution, which was really
just an evolution, could wait until Monday; give the empire another day of grace before it
was dragged up onto the beach and left like the obsolete piece of flotsam it was.

What did a day or two matter when you were riding a high and beautiful wave.
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Book One: The Door In The Wall
1. A Bike Ride In Basle

Had you asked your average hippie about beginnings, you would have discovered there
were as many as there were hippies—everyone had a favorite chronology. Some preferred
to begin the psychedelic story all the way back at the Rig Veda, the ancient Hindu text that
spoke of the ecstatic visions obtainable from the plant soma; others began with the mystery
cults of ancient Greece and the Middle Ages—the Rosicrucians, the Alchemists, the
Illuminati. The lure of higher consciousness had exercised a fascination across the centuries,
and whether it was Athenians being initiated at Eleusis, or Balzac and Baudelaire smoking
hashish at the Club des Haschischins, the hippies recognized them all as parents.




But if the psychedelic story had a hundred beginnings, at some point all the plot lines
converged on Basle, Switzerland, at a few minutes before five on the afternoon of Monday,
April 19, 1943.

Straddling the Rhine River near the spot where the Swiss border brushes those of France
and Germany, Basle was a city of spires and bridges, banks and industry, the flower of
which were the three huge chemical combines that lined the river: Hoffman-La Roche, Ciba-
Geigy, and Sandoz. Our story concerns this last company, Sandoz Pharmaceuticals, and in
particular one of its research chemists, a Doctor Albert Hofmann.

With his cropped hair and spectacles, Albert Hofmann looked exactly like what he was: a
thirty-seven-year-old bourgeois intellectual family man. He had joined Sandoz in 1927,
shortly after graduating from the University of Zurich, and not too long after Sandoz had
begun bolstering its traditional product line—herbicides, insecticides, and dyes—with drugs.

The pharmaceutical business in the late 1920s was an exciting place for a young chemist to
apprentice. Everyone in the industry was scrambling after the same clues, sifting the
chemical possibilities like archeologists working adjacent digs, hoping to End a better
antibiotic, a safer headache pill; hoping to discover the next sulfanimide, which was
generally considered the first wonder drug. Sandoz had invested part of its research hopes
in Claviceps purpurea, better known as ergot, a fungus that grew on diseased kernels of
rye. Although it had folk medicine uses in childbirth (it speeded up uteral contractions) and
abortions (same reason), ergot was principally famous as the cause of St. Anthony's Fire,
one of those demiscourges that had afflicted mankind since the invention of agriculture.
Swallowing ergot-contaminated rye caused one's fingers and toes to blacken, then drop off,
as a prelude to a particularly nasty death. The medical men called it dry gangrene.

Hofmann, who had spent his early years at Sandoz studying the active properties of
Mediterranean squill, was in charge of the ergot project. For the past eight years he had
methodically synthesized one ergotomine molecule after another, shelving each synthesis as
animal tests proved unpropitious and moving on to the next. Ideally he was hoping to
discover a new analeptic—something for migraines perhaps—but by April 1943 he had
worked his way through dozens of variations, with no sign of success. "A peculiar
presentiment,"! is the way Hofmann later described the feeling that stole over him that
spring. A premonition. Intuition. Whatever it was, Hofmann began to feel that he had
missed something back in 1938, when he had synthesized the twenty-fifth compound of the
lysergic acid series, the one bearing the lab notation LSD-25.

Acting upon this presentiment, Hofmann synthesized a new batch of LSD-25 on Friday, April
16. By midday he had a crystalline version that was easily soluble in water. But then he
started to feel woozy. Thinking it the onset of a cold, Hofmann took the rest of the day off.
And he was just climbing into bed when the hallucinations began.

In a report subsequently filed with Arthur Stoll, his immediate superior, Hofmann described
these hallucinations as "an uninterrupted stream of fantastic images of extraordinary
plasticity and vividness and accompanied by an intense kaleidoscopic play of colors."?
Suspecting that LSD-25 had caused these fireworks, Hofmann decided to test this
hypothesis the following Monday, the nineteenth. At 4:20 in the afternoon, with his
assistants gathered around, he dissolved what he thought was a prudently infinitesimal
amount of the drug—250 millionths of a gram—in a glass of water and drank it down.

At 4:50 he noted no effect. At 5:00 he recorded a growing dizziness, some visual
disturbance, and a marked desire to laugh. Forty-two words later he stopped writing
altogether and asked one of his lab assistants to call a doctor before accompanying him
home. Then he climbed onto his bicycle—wartime gasoline shortages having made
automobiles impractical—and pedaled off into a suddenly anarchic universe.




In Hofmann's mind this wasn't the familiar boulevard that led home, but a street painted by
Salvador Dali, a funhouse roller coaster where the buildings yawned and rippled. But what
was even stranger was the sense that although his legs were pumping steadily, he wasn't
getting anywhere.

Hofmann was about to communicate this predicament to his young assistant (who later
reported that they had cycled at a vigorous pace) when he discovered his voice wasn't
working either. Whatever mechanism translated thoughts into speech, that too was broken.

When the doctor reached Hofmann's house, he found his patient to be physically sound, but
mentally ... mentally Hofmann was hovering near the ceiling, gazing down on what he
thought was his dead body. Gone were the pleasant fireworks of the previous Friday. He
had been invaded by a demon. When his neighbor arrived with milk, a liquid Hofmann
hoped would neutralize the poison, she was no longer gentle Mrs. R., but a "malevolent
insidious witch" wearing "a lurid mask."3

Lying in bed, his thoughts moving at a thunderous clip, Hofmann wondered if he had
permanently damaged his mind. Compounding his distress was the fact that his wife and
children were visiting in the country. What if they returned and found not Papa, but a
lunatic, a cautionary footnote in the history of psychopharmacology?

Although it took as its subject one of mankind's oldest pursuits—the use of drugs for
pleasure and healing—as an accepted discipline psychopharmacology was less than a
century old. The first scientific treatment of the subject was generally thought to be Von
Bibra's Die Narkotischen Genusmiffeel untie der Mensch, published in 1855, a work that
identified seventeen different mind-altering plants. Von Bibra had urged others to explore
this fascinating back alley of the botanical world, and his advice was followed some thirty
years later by a Berlin toxicologist and artist named Louis Lewin. In 1886 Lewin had
published the first pharmacological study of kava, a plant root indigenous to the South
Seas, where the natives considered its intoxication to be far superior to that of alcohol.

A year after publishing this monograph, and probably as a result of it, Lewin received some
muscale buttons from Parke, Davis, an American apothecary that would one day evolve into
the multinational pharmaceutical corporation of the same name. Muscale and mezcal were
the American names for the cactus buttons that the Mexicans called peyote. Long popular
among the Indians of Mexico, peyote had spread north of the Rio Grande in the aftermath of
the Civil War and had quickly achieved ritual status among tribes like the Kiowa and the
Comanches. Lewin was sufficiently intrigued by the buttons to finance his own expedition to
the American southwest, where he gathered numerous specimens—one of which, the
dumpling cactus, was later christened Anhalonium lewinii. Back in his Berlin laboratory,
Lewin isolated four different peyote alkaloids, but balked at self-experimentation when
animal tests failed to reveal which was the psychoactive element. That risky adventure fell
to Arthur Heffter, a colleague of Lewin's, who ingested each alkaloid until he isolated the
important one, which he christened mezcal.

Just as an earlier generation of intellectuals had gathered around Diderot's Encyclopedia,
men like Lewin and Heffter were also part of a great collective project, one deriving from
Linnaeus, which sought to classify nature in all its variety. It was a project that transcended
cultural and class boundaries, and it was carried forward largely by amateurs: the
botanizing parson, the baron who financed collecting expeditions, the medical doctor who
dabbled in toxicology and pharmacology. A substance like peyote, arriving in the midst of
this international quest with its romantic aura of the American frontier, was bound to arouse
interest. Buttons were dispatched to every important museum. Lewin himself gave them to
Paul Henning at Berlin's Royal Botanical, and another German named Helmholtz mailed a
sample to Harvard.
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A similar dispatch, originating in Washington, D.C., ended up in the hands of Weir Mitchell,
a Philadelphia physician-novelist who specialized in nervous disorders (Injuries of the
Nerves and Their Consequences, 1872) and historical romances {Hugh Wynne, Free
Quaker, 1896). Having read of peyote in the Therapeutic Gazette, Mitchell obtained a small
supply of buttons from the article's author, a Doctor Prentiss. He tried them on May 24,
1896.

At first Mitchell experienced a surge of energy, closely followed by a feeling of intense
mental acuity. Selecting a psychology paper that had resisted improvement all week, he
sought to test this newfound brilliance. But the paper proved as resistant as ever. Next he
tried a quick lyric, then a complicated math problem. Neither validated his feeling of
expanded intellect. Fatigued, Mitchell retired to his bedroom for a nap. It was then that the
visions came. Writing about his self-experiment in the austere pages of the British Medical
Journal, Mitchell told how thousands of galactic suns had streamed across his vision, how a
gothic tower gleaming with jewels had shot up to an immense height. It was a dreamy
landscape,