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To my wife, Laura… Confidante, helpmate, best friend, lover, heart, and soul…















Author’s Note



I could hear the election returns and then Nixon’s victory speech filtering down to me from the upstairs den where my parents were watching television. It was November 5, 1968, the night Richard Nixon was elected president. As we huddled conspiratorially in the darkened basement of our house, my sister placed a wet towel under the basement door so that my parents wouldn’t be able to smell what was about to transpire.


“Here,” she said, placing a hookah pipe in my hands.


I was sixteen years old at the time, a high school junior; Carole was four years older, lately a burgeoning hippie around our town on the north shore of Long Island, where I had lived my entire life. We were sitting cross-legged on an old Persian rug down in that black-lighted sanctuary of hers, exactly as I had observed her sitting with her beaded, long-haired, leather-fringed friends over recent months. I was goggle-eyed at the exotic illegality of it all. A sense of fear overwhelmed me as I took the pipe, but mixed with the delectation that comes from being about to do something forbidden. My sister could tell that I was waffling at the last minute, and just to make sure that I would get totally and unequivocally blasted that very first time, she delivered long and highly detailed instructions about how to inhale and exactly how long to hold the smoke in my lungs before I was permitted to exhale. Never one to do things halfway, she then shaved little pieces off a black, gooey little ball she produced from tin foil, and mixed it in with the bowl of leafy green substance.


“This is hash,” she explained patiently. “Hashish. It’s just like pot, only a little stronger. You put ’em together, and it’s called an Indian mixture.” She struck a kitchen match, smiling, and held it to the bowl. It was obvious that she intended to monitor this operation very closely. “Don’t worry, it’ll only intensify the effect.”


How right she was. Thirty minutes and innumerable bowls passed. My lungs felt like they were on fire. I could feel the beginnings of a warm, tingly feeling spreading up the back of my neck. She peered into my eyes and smiled knowingly. “What do you feel? Do you feel different? Are you stoned?”


“I don’t know,” I stammered. “I’m not sure.”


I wasn’t certain of what I was feeling, except that with her flashing dark eyes and high cheekbones and long dark hair parted in the middle, my sister had transformed into a beautiful Native American girl right before my eyes. Lights began whirling across my field of vision in phaser-like traces, like square dancers at some demented psychedelic hoedown. I must have looked like I was seeing a ghost, because all she could do was laugh at me.


“Oh, yeah, you don’t know if you’re stoned? Well, let me tell you, then, you’re wrecked. Come on over here and I’ll prove it to you.” She led me over to her little stereo, like a lamb to slaughter. “Here, put your head right between those speakers. That’s right, closer…”


I did as I was told, and she put on “Blue Jay Way,” from the Magical Mystery Tour album. To this day, more than forty years later, I still find it difficult to find the words to describe the feeling that came over me as my head filled with the swelling dirge-like organ as the song faded in, except to say that I felt the music and the lyrics—There’s a fog upon LA…—to the very roots of my soul. And that was how it all began for me, those solitary afternoons of experimentation and self-discovery down in the basement after school, my head between those tiny speakers. When it all came to an end twenty years later, I was thirty-seven, hitting rock bottom on drugs and alcohol and facing the desperate realization that my very survival was in question. How had I gotten there? As I began a new sober life, I realized that recovery had no more produced easy answers about drugs than their use had. Instead, I was forced to wrestle uneasily with the meanings and consequences of the drugs I had taken, no more willing or able to deny the self-expansion of my experiences than I could the state of addiction that had ended my journey. I was aware that some of the substances I’d taken had benefitted me and that others had damaged me; perhaps most of all, I was aware that they had changed me. I began thinking about how they had changed my generation, and that led to thinking about how they had changed my country.


When I decided to write about all of this, I realized that the best way to start would be to tell the story of how the marijuana that so altered my life had found its way into a typical middle-class suburban basement on the north shore of Long Island in November of 1968. It was the beginning of a twelve-year odyssey that led to the publication of a book, Can’t Find My Way Home: America in the Great Stoned Age, 1945–2000 (Simon & Schuster, 2004), and a television series based on the book called The Drug Years, both of which told the story of how the use of illicit drugs went from the underground to a mass experience that one in four Americans have come to know, and how that has shaped the cultural landscape of this nation. This book tells the story of the underground itself—in essence, how the use of drugs entered the DNA of modern American popular culture in the first place.


In February of 1964, only four years before my virgin marijuana experience, the Beatles smoked pot for the first time when Bob Dylan, thinking that the lyrics to “I Want to Hold Your Hand” were “I get high” instead of “I can’t hide,” showed up at the Plaza Hotel, where the Beatles were staying, with a pack of rolled joints. This single event would have worldwide repercussions. It didn’t take long before the Beatles were “smoking marijuana for breakfast,” as John Lennon later described it, which turned them into “glazed eyes giggling all the time. In our own world.” As Paul McCartney commented, “This was beginning to get into that period when people were sort of giving up the drink which had been the stimulant of the times, and were getting into herbal jazz cigarettes, and it was changing things.”


Herbal jazz cigarettes—a telling turn of phrase. McCartney’s description of marijuana says a lot about how it would have entered the life of someone like Bob Dylan in the first place, before it ever came to the Beatles. The roots of drug use by the baby boom counterculture that I was a part of are to be found in jazz and the Beat Generation, two subcultures that commingled beginning in the 1940s and continuing up through the 1950s. Drug-using musicians like Charlie Parker were models for aspiring young writers and poets like Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg, who, in turn, incorporated the use of drugs into a new literary aesthetic. This book is largely the story of the evolution of jazz and its relationship to the Beats: the first time that drug use coalesced with music and literature, becoming a central element in the creation of an avant-garde American voice and underground cultural sensibility. During these decades, the use of marijuana and other substances became a truly interracial and multicultural nexus of American experience. Call it what you will—words like insurgent, transgressive, and oppositional have been used to describe it—but it was nothing less than revolutionary because it became a vital part of the development of an alternative vision and pursuit of freedom that have shaped our cultural landscape ever since.


The narrative of this book encompasses the birth of jazz in New Orleans, Harry Anslinger and the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, Louis Armstrong, the Chicago of the 1920s, Mezz Mezzrow and the tea pad culture of Harlem in the 1930s, the Marihuana Tax Act of 1937, the Savoy Ballroom, Kansas City and the birth of swing, Billie Holiday, Lester Young, Charlie Parker and the birth of bebop, the initial conjoining of the group of principal Beat Generation characters in New York that included Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, Neal Cassady, and William Burroughs, the coming of heroin to the streets of Harlem, the addiction and fate of a generation of jazzmen and the impact of heroin on a whole community, the policies and popular attitudes surrounding addiction, the creation of the three jazz-imbued masterworks (On the Road, Howl, and Naked Lunch) that launched and defined the Beat Generation, and the advent, by 1960, of a new bohemian culture in cities and on college campuses across America.


Although a century has passed since marijuana first appeared in New Orleans and heroin powder became available on our streets, I see this as a living history in the truest sense. Seventy-five years after the Marihuana Tax Act of 1937 was passed and the era of pot prohibition began, Colorado and Washington became the first states in American history to allow the sale of marijuana for recreational use in 2012. Then Alaska, Oregon, and the District of Columbia followed. This year there will be ballots to legalize pot in six more states: Nevada, California, Massachusetts, and Maine. After a Pew poll reported in 2014 that 75 percent of Americans believe the repeal of marijuana prohibition is now inevitable, predictions that up to a dozen states will have legal marijuana by 2017 suddenly do not seem all that far-fetched.


At the same time, a new wave of heroin has arrived. Since the arrival of heroin in the Harlem of the 1940s, any uptick in the population of heroin addicts in America is reflexively labeled an “epidemic” or a “plague,” and each one has its own identity. This one is serious and notable for fatal overdoses, which have tripled in three years to more than eight thousand a year. It’s a strange version of a heroin wave that has plateaued for years on an epidemic of prescription opiates, largely among white middle- and working-class people, that has taken root in places like Staten Island and in small cities and towns across New England and the Midwest. In 2014, Governor Peter Shumlin of Vermont devoted the entirety of his State of the State address to what he called a “full-blown heroin crisis,” and during the 2016 election cycle, it moved center stage. But unlike heroin epidemics of the past, in this one an antidote called naloxone, which can be injected or used as an atomizer, has been distributed to police, emergency medical workers, clinics, and laypeople to reverse overdoses and save lives. In this heroin epidemic, the national attitude toward drug addiction seems entirely different. The police chiefs most affected did not use military metaphors to urge get-tougher policies and longer jail sentences but called for treatment. “These are people and they have a purpose in life and we can’t as law enforcement look at them any other way,” said one former narcotics officer. Even the Republican presidential candidates in 2016 opened up about struggles with addiction in their own families.


“Paradigm shift,” “tipping point,” “crossroads”—such are the terms being commonly used to describe momentous changes like marijuana legalization and the unprecedented use of a harm-reduction strategy like naloxone by police, and their implications for drug policy. But as the battlefield fog of the war on drugs begins to lift a little after forty years, forty million arrests, and over a trillion dollars spent, the first thing that one sees is the vast wreckage of disproportionately black mass incarceration. Despite the fact that every study ever done shows that all races in this country use drugs at remarkably similar rates, in some states black men have been incarcerated on drug charges at rates twenty to fifty times greater than whites (as many as 80 percent now have criminal records in our major cities).


“It is heartening to see the eclipse of the generations-long failed war on drugs,” writes Ekow N. Yankah of the Benjamin N. Cardozo School of Law in “When Addiction Has a White Face,” a New York Times op-ed. “But Black Americans are also knowingly weary and embittered by the absence of such enlightened thinking when those in their own families were similarly wounded. When the face of addiction had dark skin, this nation’s police did not see sons and daughters, sisters and brothers. They saw ‘brothas,’ young thugs to be locked up, rather than ‘people with a purpose in life.’”


To increasing numbers of people outraged by the injustice of these disparities, it appears that African Americans have been typecast and targeted—as if they were the culprits being pigeonholed and held accountable for the whole American experience with illicit drugs—and even as a movement for prison reform gathered increasing momentum during the Obama administration, the question of how and why it happened this way must be asked. My belief is that any understanding of it at all requires going back to the early part of the twentieth century, when the templates of modern drug law, policy, and culture were first established, along with the concomitant racial stereotypes. Back to the time when the whole culture war over the use of drugs in America first began. It’s a fascinating and controversial period that teaches us much about the conflicts and questions that surround drugs today. It is my sincere hope that by looking to the past, we will be able to make more informed decisions as we face the challenges of the future.

















“High, I’m telling you, high. What’s the law against being high? What’s the use of not being high? You gonna be low?”


—JACK KEROUAC, Visions of Cody
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Red-Dirt Marijuana


1.


There was something about the way the cow was laying on the ground on that hot summer day that piqued Terry Southern’s interest immediately and made him laugh. The animal was just lying out there alone on its stomach in that section of dry scrub brush pastureland, its head stretched out on the ground, a dazed, loopy expression on its face.


Southern had been going out to his cousin’s farm in Alvarado, Texas, over the summers to pick cotton as a way of making a few extra dollars and was on his way to go fishing for bullheads in a pond surrounded by cottonwoods and weeping willows with his cousin and C.K., a field hand. The three of them were just meandering through the johnsongrass when they first noticed the milk cow stretched out on the ground.


Funny thing was, the way it was lying there, it looked more like a hound dog than a cow. They walked over and Terry started gently kicking at it to try and get it up. The cow protested his kicks with a soft lowing but refused to budge. Then, examining it more closely, Terry noticed that the animal had very heavy-lidded eyes and seemed awfully contented to be sprawled out there in the middle of a pasture on that scorching Texas afternoon. That was when he saw the half-uprooted green plant in the ground in the midst of the mesquite bushes and a patch of dwarf cactus.


“What’s the matter with this cow?”


“Oh, there’s nothing wrong with her,” C.K. told him, “she’s just had some of that loco weed over there.”


Southern’s cousin thought the weed was toxic and wanted to call a veterinarian immediately. By now C.K. had pulled the big green plant out of the ground and was holding it in his hand, looking at it admiringly. “Yeah, this is mighty good. This is red dirt. This is pretty dang strong.”


“Well, it must be pretty dang strong,” Terry cackled, “look at that cow there!”


“Well, I guess we’d better burn it,” said C.K., ever the dutiful field hand, but on the way back to the house, he kept going on about the plant, shaking his head and saying, “This is mighty fine gage,” and no matter how he tried he couldn’t seem to bring himself to accept the idea of burning it. “Oh, well,” he finally decided. “I guess we’ll dry it out and sell it.”


The year was 1936—the year of the Texas Centennial—a year filled with rodeos and parades and barbeques and fireworks displays celebrating the Lone Star State. By no stretch of the imagination was it a common time or place for a twelve-year-old white boy to be smoking marijuana with a black field hand, but Terry Southern was anything but common, even at the age of twelve.


“We went back to the barn and dried the stuff out, and that’s when C.K. twisted up a few and turned us on,” Southern recounted, tipsily sipping on a glass of cognac in a suite of the Wyndham Hotel in New York. It was the winter of 1993, not long before the writer, who had suffered a stroke and was teaching screenwriting at Columbia at the time, would pass away.


“That first time I was very apprehensive,” Southern continued. “Coughing a lot. But intrigued enough to work at it the second time, holding it longer in my lungs. My father was a pharmacist, so I knew a bit about drugs, but marijuana was a totally unknown substance in this part of Texas for white people. My father and uncles were all great drinkers, so I knew a lot about booze already and had been around people who were able to drink a lot and not show it. But I hadn’t heard a thing about weed—until that day. It never occurred to me that drink represented any kind of a derangement of any kind; it was just this fortifying thing that people did, almost for their health, it seemed. But this was a totally new and unrelated experience.”


By the time Terry Southern smoked his first joint in 1936, marijuana had come to symbolize much more than a cheap high. Public concern over cannabis, or “Indian hemp,” in the United States had originated in the Southwest and had been steadily increasing since the end of the First World War, when it had appeared on the Texas border as “Rosa Maria” and black cavalrymen stationed along the border were known to indulge in its use. California and Utah were the first states to criminalize its use in 1915; Texas followed in 1919; and by 1936, pressure was mounting for the federal government to ban it, even though thirty-eight of the forty-eight states had already enacted bans by that time. For fifteen years, authorities throughout the Southwest had been lobbying Washington to do something about it. Headlines like the following, taken from the November 5, 1933, issue of the Los Angeles Examiner, had been appearing in newspapers across the country:


Murder Weed Found Up and Down Coast—Deadly Marijuana Dope Plant Found Ready for Harvest That Means Enslavement for California Children


By 1935, the city of El Paso, then being frequented by Depression-era tourists looking for cheap thrills, had already been identified as a “hot bed of marihuana fiends”—Mexicans, Negroes, prostitutes, pimps, and a criminal class of whites. Add to this hotbed of fiends the twelve-year-old son of the local pharmacist:


“After that incident, I went back to Fort Worth. There was this black guy that delivered big chunks of ice for the refrigerators. He would come every day and I was supposed to pay him and give him his two dollars for the last week, and when I came back with the money I guess he thought he was going to have a little time because there he was smoking his joint. I came out of the back porch screen door and saw him doing it, just the same way that C.K. had taught us—‘Gotta suck it in with a lot of air!’—and he would make this, like, viper sound as he did it…  


“I guess I surprised him. He saw the way I was watching him and said, ‘Weeel, now, don’t guess you’d be innerested in this sort of thing…’ ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘is that loco weed?’ He laughed, and said, ‘Well, I don’t know if you’d call it that’—you know, still holding his breath in—‘we call it gage.’ Of course, being a Texas kid, I was still very much in a segregationist mindset, but I asked him if he had any to sell. ‘Well, I ain’t no pusher,’ he said, ‘but I’ll give you some.’ And so he gave me a couple of joints, and there I was, holding for the first time.…  I remember this wonderful mischievous feeling came over me, and I had a friend and invited him over, and we smoked. By that time, you could say I was actually getting a good buzz, and all these strange and funny things were starting to happen.”


2.


The marijuana he smoked had no immediate outward effect on Terry Southern’s life. He still did the same things he had always done as a boy, still loved odd creatures like tarantulas and armadillos, hunting and fishing, and riding horses under the endless Texas skies. When he went to Sunset High in Dallas he played quarterback on the football team and first base on the baseball team and did his best to get the pretty cheerleaders into the backseats of cars. But as he started smoking with more frequency, he became increasingly more interested in exploring the Central Track area of Dallas.


“It was the part of the city called Nigger Town,” Southern pointed out, “and as soon as I was able to make that connection, I realized that smoking was something that I had in common with black people. It brought out that identification, and I would meet more and more of them. I began to see that the effect of this ‘gage’ was very different indeed from the vodka and grapefruit juice that we drank. Sure, we knew about the Mexicans and the blacks doing it—but it was a part of their culture, not ours. What white people smoked pot? My God! I mean, these were just very sporadic occurrences; there was no continuity to them or anything. And yet, I have to say, they completely altered my life. As I became more aware of black people, I found myself really trying to appreciate and understand them in a way I never had before.”


In his 1992 novel Texas Summer, Southern describes the Central Track area as a dusty place of “lean-to shacks, beside which great black-charred iron wash pots steamed in the Texas sun above raging bramble-fires, and black people sat or squatted in front of these ramshackle front porches, making slow cabalistic marks in the dust with a stick, or gazing trance-like at the road in front of them.” The “Nigger Town” he wrote about in the novel was the site of crap games and dingy little bars like the Paradise, which jumped with the “ceaseless swinging wail of the blues guitar”—a place where the barbeque was so dredged in red pepper that it blistered the lips and brought tears to the eyes and sweat to the face.


Along with the life-changing cross-cultural impact of experiencing the black neighborhood of Depression-era Dallas, the effect of marijuana on Terry Southern was most discernible in the long-term development of the way he looked at the world. There is, in fact, one particular scene at the end of the infamous antimarijuana propaganda film Reefer Madness, produced right around the very same time Southern smoked pot for the first time, that seems to exemplify the essence of his early marijuana experiences. The scene comes during the climactic trial near the end of the film, when the use of marijuana by several innocent American youths has already led to the multiple tragedies of sexual corruption, madness, addiction, and death. The district attorney is questioning the high school principal for any indication of how a “fine upstanding American boy” could have possibly gone so wrong as to have committed murder under the influence of the weed.


“Well, although you didn’t know from your own knowledge that the defendant was using marijuana, did you notice any changes that would lead you to believe as an educator, that he was under some severe mental strain which could have been induced by some drug?”


“I recall something a few weeks ago,” the stern principal responds without hesitation. “It was during a class of English literature. There was a serious discussion of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, when he suddenly burst into an uncontrollable fit of hysterical laughter!”


Few boys were more prone to an “uncontrollable fit of hysterical laughter” than Terry Southern. An avid reader as a boy, he had already begun to write stories when he was eleven. Right around the time he encountered marijuana, he became interested in rewriting stories by Nathaniel Hawthorne and Edgar Allen Poe because, as he put it, “they never seemed to me to go quite far enough…  I made them get really going.”


It was an unusual hobby for a Texas adolescent during the 1930s, to say the least—self-appointed rewrite man for some of the most intense and gothic authors of the literary canon—and the story of Poe’s that Southern fixated on the most was, typically, one of his most bizarre, The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket. “I tried to make it even wilder and showed it to my friend Big Lawrence,” said Southern. “‘Goddamn, you must be crazy,’ he said. I think that’s when we began to drift apart, Texas and me.”


The notion of “getting them really going” and “going too far” became trademarks of a literary sensibility and vision that would eventually make Terry Southern, as both a novelist and a screenwriter, one of the foremost American satirists of his time. By the 1960s he was internationally known for a style of writing characterized by outlandish moments and a skewed but devastating critique of the values, mores, and politics of conventional middle-class American society. At its best, his work exhibits the capacity to provoke, outrage, and subvert while it entertains, displaying a style that shaped the writing of the new breed of humorists who came of age writing for National Lampoon and Saturday Night Live during the 1970s. To make the connection, one only has to think of the television show “What’s My Disease?” in his novel Flash and Filigree, where guests strive to identify the gruesome ailments of mystery guests; or the surreal billionaire Guy Grand of The Magic Christian inviting the populace of downtown Chicago to go scavenging for hundred-dollar bills in a giant pile of excrement; or the lovely and innocent Candy of that notorious novel coupling with a hunchback—“Give me your hump!”—or Slim Pickens astride the hydrogen bomb at the end of Dr. Strangelove, riding it down to earth with the buckaroo whoop of “San Antooooone!” Not for nothing did the Beatles place Southern amidst the assemblage of personalities on the cover of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band in 1967, right there with his dark ditty-bop shades in the middle of Lenny Bruce, Aldous Huxley, Dylan Thomas, and Dion DiMucci. By the time Southern came to write the celebrated campfire scene for the movie Easy Rider and give Jack Nicholson’s character his wiggy digression about UFOs and Venutians, Southern had smoked thousands of joints, sharing them with some of the most interesting cultural figures of the age, not to mention indulging in many other tastes of the pharmacopoeia both ancient and modern, but any tracing of the origins of his satirical sensibility as a writer points right back to the sight of a stoned milk cow lolling comically in a barren and dry Texas pasture in the summer of 1936, and to the first few times he smoked pot.


“How come it’s against the law if it’s so all fired good?” says Harold the boy to C.K. the field hand in “Red-Dirt Marijuana,” the classic short story Southern wrote about his introduction to marijuana.


“I tell you what it is,” C.K. said then, “it’s cause a man see too much when he get high, that’s what. He see right through ever’thing… you unnerstan’ what I say?”


“What the heck are you talkin’ about, C.K.?”


“Well, maybe you too young to know what I talkin’ ’bout—but I tell you they’s a lotta trickin’ an’ lyin’ go on in the world… they’s a lotta ole bull-crap go on in the world… well, a man git high, he see right through all them tricks an’ lies, an’ all that ole bull-crap. He see right through there into the truth of it!”


“Truth of what?”


“Ever’thing.”


“Dang you sure talk crazy, C.K.”


“Sho’, they got to have it against the law. Shoot, ever’body git high, wouldn’t be nobody git up an’ feed the chickens! Hee-hee… ever’body just lay in bed! Jest lay in bed till they ready to git up! Sho’, you take a man high on good gage, he got no use for they ole bull-crap, ’cause he done see right through there. Shoot, he lookin’ right down to his ver’ soul!”


“By the time I wrote that story, twenty years or so after I’d smoked marijuana as a boy, marijuana was already becoming part of a step-by-step breaking away from the mainstream values of the culture,” Southern reflected. “For a certain kind of individual smoking it, this one isolated high began to have a growing impact on one’s insight. Some people were going to smoke it and get into a light kind of music high, but others were going to see right through to the very heart of the corruption of the system—to how the political parties were both locked in by the same interests and money and lobbyists and how dirty it all was, and how it was all virtually meaningless and quite absurd. So in that respect, marijuana had the potential to be a very seditious thing indeed—the end of everything as we knew it in the good old USA. But it certainly didn’t start out like that.”


Southern took another sip of his cognac and cackled softly at those isolated events of more than half a century ago, and how they were like some crazy distant mirror of everything that was going to happen.


“It’s hard to believe what was going on about it, back there in that one year, 1936 to ’37, when it all seemed to start—this gigantic rumpus about some little ole weed growing wild…  right there in a tumbleweed field in Alvarado, Texas.”
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Stompin’ at the Savoy


Bernie Brightman was sixteen and had just won the shag contest at the Loew’s Oriental on 86th Street in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn, when somebody told him about the Savoy Ballroom in Harlem. The big-band craze was really hitting big, and on those muggy summer nights of 1936, the lindy hoppers would all gather around the ice cream parlor there along 86th Street and Bath Beach like deer at a salt lick.


Dancing meant everything on those nights. Money was very scarce, and dancing in the streets was free. The music of Benny Goodman and Tommy Dorsey and Artie Shaw would come blasting out into the street from some Victrola like glorious hot balm being poured over Depression woes, and the kids would dance with mad desperation until the last possible minute before the cops showed up to clear the area and it was time for them all to go home.


Home was not an especially happy place for Bernie Brightman, who came from a family of poor working-class Jews from Poland. Brightman had been nine when the Great Depression hit, and his father was more than a bit of an Old World tyrant, the sort of unhappy man who had never made much of a living to begin with even before the Depression, but now that Bernie was of working age the pressure was on; the emphasis in his family was on going out and getting a job instead of getting good grades at school and going to college. He needed to bring home every possible extra penny he could earn and was already working as a shipping clerk in the Garment District when he was told that you could get in to the Savoy Ballroom in Harlem on a Saturday night for twenty cents if you got there before eight o’clock, which sounded good to him. He couldn’t afford much for an evening’s entertainment, so he and his friend Slapsie Sammy Bergman—all of his friends had nicknames like that—found themselves dressed in their only suits that very Saturday night, clutching the straps on the IRT as it rumbled uptown. He had no idea what to expect, other than music and dancing and maybe seeing some pretty colored girls there. Bernie Brightman was a dancer, and they said the Savoy had the very best. He wanted to show them his stuff. They got off at 135th Street, walked north to 596 Lenox Avenue at 140th Street, and saw the marquee—“The Savoy Ball Room Presents the Erskine Hawkins Orchestra, Also Appearing The Savoy Sultans”—and walked right in.


The first thing Brightman noticed after he paid the cover was the huge cut glass chandelier in the lobby, which impressed him, but that was nothing compared to the feeling of walking up the marble steps and seeing the Track—the huge ballroom the size of a whole city block, with its gleaming maple wood dance floor and the bar and the little settees along the sides and the pretty black hostesses. It was like walking into another world. Since its opening ten years earlier on March 12, 1926, the Savoy had become the most famous ballroom in the nation—perhaps the only place in America where white and black kids could dance together in relative peace and harmony.


For the first few minutes Bernie and Slapsie just walked around, completely stupefied by the place. Bernie thought it was the most glamorous thing he’d ever seen in his life. What impressed him the most were the two bandstands set up side by side at the back of the floor, one small and set for a seven-or eight-piece band, the other set for a full orchestra. As much as he loved dancing and music, Brightman hadn’t had the money to go to concerts. He hadn’t experienced much live music in his life, let alone big-band jazz.


“Hey, what’s that stuff those people are drinking?”


“Some stuff called King Kong,” Slapsie told him. “You wanna get some?”


Bernie pondered this for a moment and shook his head. King Kong was apparently some kind of cheap hooch moonshine whiskey of indeterminate origin. As neither of them were really drinkers, Bernie figured they would just listen to the music and try to find somebody to dance with.


The place was filling up with mostly black faces, and what faces they were. Everyone was well-dressed, pomaded, and cologned, and what style!—Bernie had never seen such style—and that was when he was approached by this guy they knew from their neighborhood.


Roy had been coming to the Savoy for awhile. He was a tenor sax player, and he had a certain look on his face, an expression that said he was wise to everything that was going on, not just in the Savoy but in the whole universe. He had a kind of gleam in his eye and a wise guy smirk like Leo Gorcey’s, who played Muggs McGinnis in the East Side Kids.


“You wanna smoke some reefer?”


“Some what?”


“You know, reefer.”


“What’s that?”


“You know. You smoke it, like a cigarette!”


Bernie just looked at him.


“Ain’t you ever been high?”


He hadn’t. Ever in his life. Not on anything.


“You got a quarter?”


Bernie Brightman figured he should try everything in life at least once, and he bought two of these cigarettes for a quarter; Slapsie bought a third. “Where should we smoke it?”


“Just go right over there into the bathroom,” Roy said, walking away.


Nobody in the bathroom seemed to mind as they stood there in the brightly lit white tile room and lighted up two slim, white hand-rolled cigarettes. People brushed nonchalantly right past them and went about their business and seemed singularly unfazed about the whole thing.


Bernie smoked half of his stick and really didn’t think much of the effect, so he smoked it all the way down and would have kept smoking but there was nothing left except the tiniest burning ember. Then he and Slapsie shared the third stick. He was feeling a little different before they left the bathroom, but as they went out the door it seemed to hit him all at once, the people dancing and the dim, sexy lights and the colors and the music. He felt like he was gliding on air and found himself being drawn to the bandstand, where he positioned himself directly in front of the house band, the Savoy Sultans, who were blowing like crazy.


The Sultans only had about seven or eight guys but they might just as well have been a thousand, ten thousand, Genghis Khan and his entire horde of Mongol warriors. They sounded so full and big and powerful, it sent chills up his spine. They were playing Kansas City style, two trumpets and three saxophones trading solos like a basketball team fast-breaking down a court at breakneck speed, when the alto man, Rudy Williams, took over and started blowing his lead and Razz Mitchell was drumming so fast and hard that Bernie could barely keep track of his sticks. The music just seemed to jump up to another level of intensity, as if suddenly cranked up by some giant invisible hand, and then the whole brass section kicked in together on the chorus. The effect was like a crisp slap hitting him squarely across the face. Bernie Brightman thought his heart was going to leap right out of his chest. At that moment he felt like a weight was being lifted from him, like the Great Depression itself was just blowing away from him like a thin leaf caught in a saxophone hurricane. None of it seemed to matter anymore: the drudgery of his lousy job pushing heavy racks of clothes through the streets for eight dollars a week, the milk lines, relief, the pressure, the stone cold drag of being young and poor in New York and feeling like you had no future.


Brightman had absolutely no interest in dancing at first. He just wanted to stand there alone in front of the bandstand like a solemn worshiper before an altar. He closed his eyes and let the music fill his whole being. But when finally his feet began to move, they moved with a life of their own. It seemed as if he became pure speed and rhythm and style itself as he started to dance.


That was the moment when it really started, with his feet just flying and cutting across the Track as fast as Razz Mitchell’s sticks across the high hat. That was the moment when Bernie Brightman understood in his soul exactly why they called it swing, and from that moment on he was a viper.
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The Paranoid Spokesman


1.


Nobody in America would have more readily agreed with Terry Southern’s equation of marijuana and sedition than Harry J. Anslinger, the forty-five-year-old chief of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics. Had Anslinger known about what had happened to the twelve-year-old Southern in Alvarado, Texas, or to the teenaged Bernie Brightman at the Savoy Ballroom in Harlem, he would have wasted no time entering the stories in a file of cases he had been compiling for years about the weed’s menace to the youth of America.


Anslinger had been in charge of the Bureau for seven years when he took the chair on the morning of April 27, 1937, to become the first witness in the hearings on H.R. 6385, Representative Robert L. Doughton’s House version of the Treasury Department’s Marihuana Tax Act, which called for a prohibitive tax upon unauthorized transfers of marijuana.


The purpose of the act, as explained to the House Ways and Means Committee by Clinton Hester, assistant to the chief counsel for the Treasury Department, was to propose a “prohibitive tax upon the production, manufacture, and sale of marihuana, and thus discourage its use in any form in this country.” The idea of the bill, as explained by Hester, was “to stop high school children from getting marijuana.”


Anslinger was an imposing man with a large, oversized head, big ears, and a solemn, imperious manner. He wore dark funereal suits but had a great flair for the dramatic.


“Mr. Chairman and distinguished members of the Ways and Means Committee,” he intoned before the committee,


this traffic in marihuana is increasing to such an extent that it has come to be the cause for the greatest national concern. This drug is as old as civilization itself. Homer wrote about it, as a drug which made men forget their homes, and that turned them into swine. In Persia, a thousand years before Christ, there was a religious and military order founded which was called the Assassins, and they derived their name from a drug called hashish, which is now known in this country as marihuana. They were noted for their acts of cruelty, and the word “assassin” aptly describes the drug.… Here we have a drug that is not like opium. Opium has all the good of Dr. Jekyll and all the evils of Mr. Hyde. This drug is entirely the monster Hyde, the harmful effect of which cannot be measured.


Thus Anslinger evoked the Homer of antiquity and a cult of assassins in Persia to explain the evils of marijuana to the assembled congressmen on the Ways and Means Committee in 1937, many of whom were completely unfamiliar with the weed, despite the mounting onslaught of press about it. That Anslinger’s citing of Homer was completely spurious went unnoticed by the congressmen, for they would have had to have been classical scholars to have spotted the inaccuracies. In fact, Homer refers to two different substances in The Odyssey. The drug that “made men forget their homes” was actually the “nepenthe” used by Helen of Troy as an assuager of pain and a drug of forgetting; the drug that “turned men into swine” was “moly,” and nowhere in the text is there any reference to cannabis, or any image associated with anything remotely resembling cannabis.


Anslinger knew very well what he was doing. He knew that evoking this legend would play upon a fear buried in the Western mind for a thousand years—a fear of what could happen when such a powerful drug as cannabis was administered to the young and unsuspecting minds of the innocent—and that this image would play a central role in building his presentation of marijuana as the assassin of the youth of America.


2.


Thanks to Harry Anslinger, from its very beginning and continuing right up to George Bush’s pronouncement in September of 1989 that the drug crisis represented nothing less than “the moral equivalent of war,” the movement against the use of drugs in America, whether marijuana or otherwise, would always be cast as a great moral crusade that used the symbols and dire rhetoric of warfare. On the surface it was a conflict as basic as that of a dominant alcohol culture seeking to control and repress a minority culture that would accept and integrate the use of other substances, but it would go far beyond that. It is only when seen in this light that the harshness and distortions and extreme passions surrounding drug use in this country become more comprehensible. The prohibition of drugs in America was always a war to save civilization—and the first casualty of war, as the great Greek dramatist Aeschylus so famously wrote, is truth.


Few men were more suited by natural temperament and ideology to lead America’s moral crusade against drugs than Harry Jacob Anslinger, who was a complex blend of cop, crusader, bureaucrat, and propagandist, and few would exert a more singular or longer-lasting impact on the molding of a vital aspect of American national and international policy. An archconservative who fervently believed that people who used drugs were weak and morally corrupt individuals who should be punished to the fullest extent of the law, Anslinger held to the deep Calvinist conviction that people are inherently incapable of controlling their passions and appetites if not strictly held in check by outside authorities. He would always cite an incident that happened in 1904, when he was twelve years old and growing up in Altoona, Pennsylvania, as the essential defining experience for him about the perils of drugs. It happened when young Harry was visiting a neighbor’s farmhouse and he heard the piteous scream of the farmer’s wife coming from upstairs—the inconsolable shriek of a woman hopelessly addicted to narcotics, caught in the desperate throes of withdrawal. The farmer rushed downstairs and exhorted Harry to take his cart and pick up a package from the local pharmacist and come back as fast as possible, and Harry lashed at the horses, dashing back with the package. The farmer then hurried upstairs, and the screaming blessedly stopped as soon as the drug was administered.


“I never forgot those screams,” Anslinger wrote, nor that the narcotics were given to him, “a twelve-year-old, with no questions asked.” The anecdote has become such an oft-repeated part of Anslinger’s biography that Johann Hari uses it as the melodramatic central metaphor for the whole raison d’être for the war on drugs in his book Chasing the Scream: The First and Last Days of the War on Drugs: “When he grew into a man, this boy was going to draw together some of the deepest fears in American culture—of racial minorities, of intoxication, of losing control—and channel them into a global war to prevent those screams. It would cause many screams in turn. They can be heard in almost every city on earth tonight. This is how Harry Anslinger entered the drug war.”


Of course, who knows if it ever really happened in the first place.


By most accounts Anslinger was a diligent, incorruptible civil servant, but he was also an inveterate liar and a self-promoting blowhard who would say practically anything if it served his ends. America’s first drug czar and warrior was also a xenophobic racist. From the beginning of his tenure, when he was named to head the newly formed Federal Bureau of Narcotics in 1930, he preached a gospel that held that America needed protection not only from drugs but also from the people who brought them. From his days in the Prohibition Unit of the Treasury Department, he had come to view the sailors on the ships that smuggled contraband from “filthy Central American and West Indian ports” as “the lowest scum of the earth” who brought diseases and contaminated the people of the slums with “contagious and loathsome diseases.”


Many thought that with the election of Franklin Delano Roosevelt in 1932, Anslinger’s days as head of the FBN were numbered, but by this time he had already consolidated a strong bastion of support among conservative newspaper editors and congressmen, law enforcement officials, the pharmaceutical industry, patriotic societies, and religious organizations. The most serious challenge to his reign came in 1934 when newly elected Democratic senator Joseph Guffey, of Anslinger’s home state of Pennsylvania, called for his head in a letter to Assistant Secretary of the Treasury Stephen B. Gibbons. It seems that Anslinger had apparently used the phrase “ginger-colored nigger” in a Bureau memorandum to describe an FBN informant.


“It would seem to me that a man in such a responsible position as that held by Mr. Anslinger should have more discretion than to refer to one of such a large part of the population of this country in the manner quoted above,” Guffey wrote, “and I doubt very much that one so indiscreet should be allowed to remain in such a responsible position.”


Anslinger survived the challenge; above all else, he was a survivor. As a Republican forced to operate in the New Deal administration of FDR, perhaps his greatest talent was his ability to portray the “drug problem” faced by the United States with dramatic flair and in a manner that always justified the existence of the relatively new FBN and presented himself as indispensable to its solution. He became a master at using the tabloid press to manipulate public opinion and bolster his position, getting himself photographed in trench coat and fedora, doing everything possible to burnish his legend as America’s number one narc. A rough draft of an author’s note he once composed says much about how he viewed himself: “His fame spread throughout the world. His great contributions to rid the world of the worst plague of mankind have won him many awards.” Anslinger routinely referred to himself as “the world’s greatest expert on the international narcotic traffic.” Over time he grew into an increasingly tyrannical and domineering figure, vindictive toward any person or organization that challenged his complete domination of American drug policy. His avowed enemies came to include lawyers such as Rufus King, sociologists such as Alfred E. Lindesmith, any judges he perceived to be too lenient about the enforcement of the drug laws—virtually anyone, in fact, who had the temerity to challenge his policies.


During the early 1930s, Anslinger was initially reluctant to propose federal antimarijuana legislation, and his reasons were well-founded. As much of a born crusader and antidrug zealot as he was, he was also a pragmatist. His experience with alcohol prohibition had graphically demonstrated that enforcing a law without popular support was a very difficult proposition. “Prohibition will never succeed through the promulgation of a mere law observance program if the American people regard it as obnoxious,” he wrote. He was reluctant to commit the full resources and prestige of his newly formed Bureau against what his agent in New Orleans had described as a plant that grew “promiscuously. The Police Department here in New Orleans advises this Office that this vegetable is generally grown on vacant city lots and out in the open country. The difficulty of enforcing a restrictive law with regard to production of ‘Marihuana’ is obvious.”


But throughout the early 1930s, pressure from the Southwest was steadily mounting for the Bureau to do something about marijuana. The onset of the Depression had quickly soured the welcome for Mexican workers, who used the weed as a substance of entertainment and relaxation in the states where they provided cheap agricultural labor. Suddenly increasing numbers of unemployed whites had to compete for jobs with Mexicans willing to work at much lower wages, and the association of the “dirty Mexicans” with their dirty evil weed made them a convenient target for a growing backlash. From 1932 to 1936, Anslinger supported the Uniform State Narcotic Act as the best means of combating marijuana and began lobbying state legislatures to pass the act. As developed by the National Conference of Commissioners on Uniform State Laws in 1934 to effectively safeguard and regulate narcotic drugs throughout all of the states, the Uniform State Narcotic Act was designed to give authority to the states to exercise police power regarding either seizure of drugs used in illicit trade or punishment of those responsible. However, as few people had heard of marijuana before 1936, state legislators were initially slow to act. Thus Anslinger began to focus on the “marihuana menace” to raise public consciousness and promote passage of the Uniform State Narcotic Act, setting in motion the very gears that would force him to propose federal legislation, touching off what Yale historian David Musto calls a classic case of “bureaucratic overkill.”


Anslinger became convinced that the only way to ensure against any possibility of a recurrence of what had happened with Prohibition—the phenomenon of a significant percentage of the American population wantonly and brazenly breaking an unpopular law they found obnoxious, living as virtual criminals until the law had to be repealed—would be through a national campaign against the weed.


Before 1935, the Reader’s Guide to Periodical Literature lists not a single article about marijuana in any major national magazine. From July 1935 to June 1937, four appeared; between 1937 and 1939, there were seventeen. Of the seventeen articles during the peak of the campaign, sociologist Howard S. Becker notes that “ten either explicitly acknowledged the help of the Bureau in furnishing facts and figures or gave explicit evidence of having received help by using facts and figures that had appeared earlier, either in Bureau publications or in testimony before the Congress.”


To whip up public support, Anslinger was well prepared with horror stories for the congressmen and later the senators considering the antimarijuana legislation—a large file of cases that he had been compiling for a number of years. Many of these cases involved interracial sexual encounters; many others involved murderous rage and carnage and were filed by the Bureau as fact with only the flimsiest documentation or none at all. One particularly grisly piece was a glossy close-up photograph of Thomas Cook, a Pennsylvania man shot point-blank in the face with a shotgun by a man allegedly under the influence of marijuana, whose face looked like it had been shredded by a meat grinder.


But even more horrific was the centerpiece of Anslinger’s file, the case of Victor Licata, a Tampa, Florida, man who killed his entire family of five with an ax in 1933. This story, along with Licata’s haunting, hollow-eyed photograph, was so widely circulated and recirculated in the media by the Bureau that it became the basis for an insanity defense based on marijuana and was still being cited as evidence of the deranging effects of marijuana as late as 1966. Anslinger’s version of the case appeared in his famous American Magazine article “Marijuana: Assassin of Youth” in July of 1937:


An entire family was murdered by a youthful addict in Florida. When officers arrived at the home, they found the youth staggering about in a human slaughterhouse. With an ax he had killed his father, mother, two brothers and a sister. He seemed to be in a daze.… He had no recollection of committing the multiple crime. The officers knew him as a sane, rather quiet young man; now he was pitifully crazed. They sought the reason. The boy said he had been in the habit of smoking something which youthful friends called “muggles,” a childish name for marijuana.


Licata was committed to the Florida State Hospital in 1933 and hanged himself in 1950. In examining the case closely for his book Marijuana—The New Prohibition (1970), Stanford University law professor John Kaplan learned that Licata had in fact been diagnosed as suffering from “Dementia Praecox with homicidal tendencies” and uncovered numerous other pathological factors in his case file as well as a long family history of insanity, none of which had anything to do with marijuana (in fact, marijuana was not even mentioned in his case file at the hospital). But Harry Anslinger ascribed Victor Licata’s madness to a “marijuana dream.” It was a classic example of the Big Lie: Anslinger’s version of the story became press fact, and press fact became the public truth. And so it would go with marijuana and other illicit drugs in America: a long tradition of myths fed as a matter of course to an unquestioning and circulation-hungry press shaping laws, policies, and public perceptions, from Anslinger’s time into the twenty-first century.


As millions of people who had never heard about marijuana before learned about it from scare stories generated by the Bureau, the political pressure mounted for the very federal legislation that Anslinger sought to avoid by employing the Uniform State Narcotic Act. With no choice but to move ahead for a national law, America’s first drug czar picked up the banner in the war against marijuana, waved it even more frenziedly, and prepared to lead the charge toward the next great American Prohibition.


Anslinger was prepared to put forth a number of signature images to isolate what he saw as the greatest threats being posed to American civilization by marijuana. If the first image was that of an ax murderer and the second that of a degenerate schoolyard pusher, the third was equally pernicious and threatening: a Negro jazz musician.


“As you know, some of these musicians acquire followings among juveniles,” Anslinger observed in a draft letter to the undersecretary of the treasury. “We are familiar with the type of hero worship in which the juvenile is a slavish imitator of the things, good and bad, which are done by the object of his admiration. In my opinion there is a real juvenile delinquency threat in the marihuana antics of these persons.”


3.


Perhaps the historian Richard Hofstadter came closest to putting his finger on the origins and dynamics of the cultural conflict over marijuana and other drugs in America in his classic 1964 essay, “The Paranoid Style in American Politics,” even though it isn’t about drugs at all. Hofstadter’s essay is a study of the traditional right-wing ideologies that manifested so dramatically in the anticommunist hysteria of McCarthyism during the 1950s and the Goldwaterism of 1964. Tracing the roots of these ideologies back to the nativist movements against Catholics, Masons, and the successive waves of immigration that had arrived on America’s shores, Hofstadter identifies in them a “paranoid style” that he describes as a “style of mind, not always right-wing in its affiliations, that has a long and varied history.” He characterizes this mindset as a “way of seeing the world and of expressing oneself” that tends to be “overheated, oversuspicious, overaggressive, grandiose, and apocalyptic in expression,” the impetus for which derived from “the desire of Yankee Americans to maintain an ethnically and religiously homogeneous society.” The paranoid style was always expressed as an “all-out crusade. The paranoid spokesman sees the fate of this conspiracy in apocalyptic terms—he traffics in the birth and death of whole worlds, whole political orders, whole systems of human values. He is always manning the barricades of civilization.”


Can anyone possibly think of a better example of Hofstadter’s “paranoid spokesman” than Harry Jacob Anslinger?


This struggle, according to Hofstadter, is “always a conflict between absolute good and absolute evil, [and] the quality needed is not a willingness to compromise but the will to fight things out to the finish. Nothing but complete victory will do.” The enemy in this great cultural war is “clearly delineated: he is a perfect model of malice, a kind of amoral superman: sinister, ubiquitous, powerful, cruel, luxury-loving.”


Furthermore, as Hofstadter portrays it, the enemy also represents some deeply repressed part of the paranoid’s psyche: “The sexual freedom often attributed to him, his lack of moral inhibition, his possession of especially effective techniques for fulfilling his desires, give exponents of the paranoid style an opportunity to project and freely express unacceptable parts of their own minds.”


Whether it sees an “enemy within” or an “enemy without,” the paranoid trend as delineated by Hofstader reflects a deep-seated fear of contamination from undesirables.


In 1931, Dr. A. E. Fossier read a paper before the Louisiana State Medical Society called “The Marihuana Menace.” One out of every four people arrested in New Orleans was “addicted to marihuana,” Fossier claimed in his analysis of the role that the weed had played in that city’s rising “crime wave,” and seventeen out of thirty-seven murderers in the city that he studied had smoked “muggles,” marijuana cigarettes. Although quite characteristic of the “scientific” studies about marijuana and crime of this period, the paper that Dr. Fossier presented on the role of the weed in the New Orleans crime wave and the meaning of the marijuana “menace” is far more telling for what it reveals about the cultural sensibility behind the movement to prohibit the use of marijuana at the time:


As far as it can be ascertained this addiction has assumed formidable proportions since the advent of that “noble experiment,” that fiasco, prohibition. In fact, it is the offspring which bids fair to surpass its dissembling parent in destroying moral inhibition. The lesser of the two evils is alcohol.… The debasing and baneful influence of hashish and opium is not restricted to individuals but has manifested itself in nations and races as well. The dominant race and most enlightened countries are alcoholic, whilst the races and nations addicted to hemp and opium, some of which once attained to heights of culture and civilization, have deteriorated both mentally and physically.


Add to this deep-seated fear of contamination by “the races addicted to hemp and opium” the notion that drug use was somehow un-American, and what had been coalescing since the 1920s was a potent conservative ideological context for framing the entire drug issue. Congressmen like Richmond Hobson were quick to blame the “drug problem” on the perfidy and greed of other nations: South America corrupted us with cocaine; degenerate Europe sent its heroin and morphine; inscrutable Asia was the source of opium; backward Africa and the Middle East produced hashish.


“Projection of blame on foreign nations for domestic evils harmonized with the ascription of drug use to ethnic minorities,” observes historian David Musto. “Both the external cause and the internal locus could be dismissed as un-American. This kind of analysis avoids the painful and awkward realization that the use of dangerous drugs may be an integral part of American society. Putting the blame on others also permits more punitive measures to be taken against certain of the culprits.”


It was a point of view that would naturally incorporate the notion that the practice of using cannabis as an evil euphoriant was a repugnant custom being introduced into the Yankee WASP culture during the twentieth century like some kind of foreign bubonic plague by uncivilized, low-bred Latinos and African Americans. It was a worldview that portrayed drug users and addicts as not only morally tainted but malevolent—as not only “other” but somehow less than human—thereby justifying any and all measures employed against them.


In the end, what was at stake in this great cultural crusade against drugs was always the hearts and minds of America’s children, their innocence and future—the lifeblood of the nation, the very destiny of the civilization. Thus for the vast majority of Americans, who had heard relatively little about marijuana before the 1930s, the most incendiary image connected to its use was always that of the degenerate pusher, hanging around schoolyards, handing out reefer to unsuspecting schoolkids, trying to get them hooked. But it didn’t end there.


The other most powerful fear had to do with sex and forbidden flesh, for walking hand in hand with the image of marijuana use was an unspeakable fear as old as slavery in the New World. The ethnobotanist and author Terence McKenna has written about how marijuana is a “boundary-dissolving” experience and a “deconditioning” agent that “decouples” users from accepted values. Of course, the single most sacrosanct boundary of American life, particularly in the South, was that of racial segregation. Always implicit in the antimarijuana agenda was the great fear that, as with the sweet smell of burning cannabis rose in the steamy back streets of New Orleans, in dusty towns along the border of Texas and Mexico from Brownsville to El Paso, on the South Side of Chicago, along 12th Street in Kansas City, Central Avenue in South Central Los Angeles, and the Stroll between 131st and 132nd Streets crossing Seventh Avenue in Harlem, the sexual boundary between the races would vanish as if by some perfidious deed of black magic, and the great taboo of interracial sex would come tumbling down forever.


Nothing epitomizes this fear more than the following item in Anslinger’s file, which he would trot out over and over again: “Colored students at the Univ. of Minn. partying with female students (white) smoking and getting their sympathy with stories of racial persecution. Result pregnancy.”


The notion that marijuana was a powerful aphrodisiac that would promote sexual promiscuity and interracial sex found voice among not only fundamentalist Christians but also organizations like the American Psychiatric Association. In 1933, a respected researcher, Dr. Walter Bromberg, presented a paper on cannabis to the APA that estimated the number of marijuana smokers throughout the South to be one in four. His estimation was ludicrously inflated but not surprising considering the panic-stricken press reports of the period, and while Bromberg did not subscribe to the rising hysteria about how the weed caused crime, he was nonetheless persuaded that it was “a primary stimulus to the impulsive life with direct expression in the motor field,” and that it “release[d] inhibitions and restraints imposed by society and allow[ed] individuals to act out their drives openly.”


What could possibly be more offensive and threatening to the moral sensibility of mainstream Protestant American culture, whether Presbyterian, Methodist, or Southern Baptist, than the use of a weed that allowed individuals “to act out their drives openly” and promoted “direct stimulus to the impulsive life”?


After all, the “impulsive life” could easily incorporate behavior ranging from the ravishing of young white Anglo-Saxon women by drug-crazed ethnics and blacks, to the most heinous ax murders, to C.K. the field hand’s observation of what would happen if people were ever allowed to smoke marijuana with impunity in Terry Southern’s “Red-Dirt Marijuana”: “Shoot, ever’body git high, wouldn’t be nobody git up an’ feed the chickens!”
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Two Hits of That Stuff, and Jack, You’d Be Mellow


Bernie Brightman wasted little time. He was back in Harlem the very next weekend after his first trip to the Savoy. He was astonished to learn that if you stopped off at a candy store on the corner of 141st and Lenox, and you went in and spoke to Crappy or Mickey, you could buy three marijuana joints for a quarter. When Brightman realized that his friend Roy had bought three and taken one joint for himself before selling them to him, he learned his first lesson about the marijuana trade right there.


“I think I spent every Saturday night there at the Savoy for the next three straight years,” Brightman recalled in his office at Stash Records, the jazz label he founded to catalog the music he came to love after that first night at the Savoy in 1936. “It was the absolute height of the big band era. I became part of the first wave of white guys who smoked marijuana in New York. We were all kids from neighborhoods all over the city, kids all looking for something. We all came to Harlem because that was the place to be. We called it different names—gage, jive, tea, grass—most of the Jewish guys I knew used to call it ‘shit.’ I don’t know why. After a while, once we got a little more sophisticated, we would try to put together enough money to pick up an ounce, and come up with our own stuff for free.”


Brightman was astounded at how very easy it was to get grass at the time. “When I started smoking you could get an ounce for about eight dollars. We were so poor a group of us would chip in, and we all had no privacy at home because we had to share rooms and even beds with people in our families, so we would get a cheap hotel room and clean it and roll it there. We would all then fill up these cigarette packs with our portion. There was hardly any place that sold rolling papers in those days! We’d have to go down to a little Spanish grocery store on 14th Street to get our Bambú papers.”


The Harlem on a Saturday night that Brightman began to explore was radiant with life and color. Dress was the first item of business. You always wore a suit, preferably navy. The jacket was long, not the exaggerated zoot jacket of the movies, but just a little long. The pants were wide, narrowing to a very pegged cuff; the tie was knit wool with big knots; the shirt was high-necked with a roll collar; and the hat, if you could afford one, had a three-inch brim, and the place where you got your hats was Big Bill, on Sixth Avenue.


“That’s where all the hip guys went. And that was the look, brother. If you saw a guy who looked like that, you knew he was hip, and chances are that he smoked shit, too.”


If you didn’t have reefer, you could always score before you went to the Savoy. In the early 1930s, before Brightman arrived on the scene, when marijuana was still legal, guys would just light up on the dance floor; later, the bathroom became the place. After a couple of years you couldn’t smoke in the bathroom anymore, and sophisticates like Teddy Reig, Count Basie’s road manager, who also became a producer for Savoy Records and was later busted for possession, would head into the cloakroom. Brightman and his friends then became habitués of the telephone booth. Once you were good and high the ritual of the evening began in earnest…  


“Here’s how a viper spent the evening at the Savoy after smoking. It was music, dancing, talk, in that order, and each one of those things became like a whole world unto itself. At around eleven thirty, the buses would come up. You’d always get tourists coming in and dancing with the hostesses; they wanted to dance with attractive black women. At around midnight they would put on a big dance exhibition by Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers, the famous group that could really throw people around and twirl them, all those incredible steps and moves. We could do a little of that, but not the same level as those people. That really wasn’t our thing. Our thing was laying back stoned and being cool, and that was a whole world unto itself too.”


The real odyssey began after leaving the Savoy. Brightman fell in with Crappy’s sister, who was older and knew all the after-hours tea pads in Harlem.


“There must have been dozens. The three or four that I frequented regularly were places I’ll never forget. Mostly they were just very relaxed places where you could go to sit around and be stoned and listen to some music in a nice environment. They were like Harlem’s version of an opium den: very simple, not that much dialogue or socializing. You just wanted to lay back on a nice soft couch with mellow red and blue lights and enjoy your head. There was always a Victrola with the latest sides, and sometimes there were women there you could be with in a back room. Some of them were just amazing.”


The most famous tea pad was Kaiser’s, around 133rd Street. “Kaiser was this big black stud. To get there you had to go through the basements and sub-basements of several different buildings. They wouldn’t let you in unless they knew you. They would look at you through a peephole door and if they didn’t know you, forget it, the door would slam right in your face. You even had to know the right way to ring the bell, otherwise they wouldn’t open the peephole door. Inside was the place to be, man—everybody went there, the finest chicks and the best reefer in Harlem. Two hits of that stuff, and Jack, you’d be mellow!”


Then there was Reefer Mae’s. “Mae was a black chick from Carolina who used to have a whole group of chicks rolling reefer for her all day long—thin, beautiful, perfect joints, turned out like machines by these girls who could light up and smoke as many as they wanted while they were working. Mae was an illiterate woman, but I’ll tell you, she made a lot of money in the marijuana business. She ended up owning real estate all up and down 125th Street.”


At first Brightman usually stayed out until about three or four in the morning, but as time went on he began to see the sun rise more and more. After the night was over, ravenous from smoking and with nothing else left to do, he would head over to the Fat Man’s, a little greasy spoon that had the most delicious ribs in the world, with potato salad, coleslaw, and bread, all for thirty-five cents. He would eat like a king. And then it would be over, this night of reefer and great music and dancing and adventure and maybe even sex, walking around in this place that had become completely magical to him, and he would be dog tired, and get on the train to go back to his life and job, and he couldn’t wait, just couldn’t wait for the week to pass so that he could come right back.


Bernard Brightman had found not just a culture but a whole way of life that had been growing around jazz and reefer in Harlem. When he became curious about where it had all come from, he began to ask questions and hear the stories—about the carnival people, and the pimps, and the hookers, and the show biz folks—that had been around since the twenties.


That was when he learned about Pops, and New Orleans golden leaf, and the Mighty Mezz, and the story of how reefer came to Harlem during that first cold, desolate winter of the Great Depression.
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The White Mayor of Harlem


1.


In the winter of 1930, Mezz Mezzrow’s stomping ground was the Stroll, between 131st and 132nd Streets where the streets crossed Seventh Avenue in Harlem. Here, within the course of a few hundred feet of concrete, congregated all the great black entertainers and musicians of the age, all of the dramas and tragedies of life, all of its human colors and variegated emotions simmering in one big bubbling cauldron of a city block.


And what a block it was! Mezzrow had a pick of hangouts that included a barbershop, a drugstore, the Performers and Entertainers Club, Connie’s Inn, the Lafayette Theatre, a candy store, and Big John’s ginmill. Around the corner of 132nd Street were Tabb’s Restaurant and the Rhythm Club; back on 131st Street was the Barbeque, which served the best ribs in Harlem; upstairs were rehearsal halls and a speakeasy and nightclub called the Bandbox; and running around the corner building, a wide alleyway with entrances on Seventh Avenue and 131st Street led to the back of the Lafayette and a little bar that became, along with the Corner, the crossroads of Mezz Mezzrow’s universe.


Into this single remarkable alleyway filtered the sounds of the orchestras of Jimmie Lunceford, Cab Calloway, Erskine Hawkins, and Count Basie as they rehearsed the music that would make the thirties swing, but the sounds that gave Mezzrow the most pleasure by far came through a huge exhaust fan built into a shed in the alleyway where, if he didn’t choke on the exhaust and funk that pumped into his face, he could hear the sounds of Louis Armstrong’s horn and Zutty Singleton’s drums coming through loud and clear from the stage of Connie’s Inn, where Pops was performing the number “Ain’t Misbehavin’” in Fats Waller’s show Hot Chocolates and bringing the house down every night.


Chicago-born, Mezz had never been to New Orleans, but a few notes of Pops’s horn was all it ever took to bring images of New Orleans rushing to life in his stoned head, its levees and cribs and barrelhouses and honky-tonks. Mezz loved jazz like few Caucasians ever had, and he knew that the real jazz, just like the real marijuana, came from the Crescent City. He would stand there nightly, swaying as he listened, hungrily soaking up every Harlem sight and sound, every nuance, every bit of jive.


Of course, Mezzrow could have easily gone backstage anytime he wanted to enjoy the music. He was a jazz musician himself, a legitimate clarinetist who had once played with the likes of the Austin High Gang—Jimmy McPartland on cornet and alto, Bud Freeman on tenor, Davey Tough on drums, and Frank Teschemacher on alto and clarinet—back in Chicago between ’26 and ’29. Mezzrow had been part of the first wave of white boys up north outside of Bix Beiderbecke to play jazz seriously. He knew that he was always welcome backstage because he and Pops were very tight, but he preferred to hear the sounds outside in the company of Little Fats and Mark, an orphan boy named Travis, a dancer named George Morton, Oakie, Nappy, Brother Raymond of the dance trio Tip Tap & Toe, two fly girls named Thelma and Myrtle, and his good friend Little Frankie Walker, a skinny teenager with razor legs, snaggleteeth, and dribble lips. It was much more fun for Mezzrow to listen to Louis with his black friends, the first gang of vipers in Harlem.


“When it came to hearing Louis,” Mezzrow related in his 1946 autobiography, Really the Blues, “you wanted the whole world to dig what he had to say on his horn. Roaches were passed round and round, and even though those vipers were plenty raggedy they loved Louis like nobody else.…  All the raggedy kids, especially those who became vipers, were so inspired with self-respect after digging how neat and natty Louis was, they started to dress up real good, and took pride in it too, because if Louis did it, it must be right. The slogan in our circle of vipers became, Light up and be somebody.”


There had been a few pot dealers in the history of Harlem before Mezzrow—early teaheads before his reign had bought their gage from a certain Spanish dealer on Lenox Avenue—but Mezzrow was certainly its most famous, and his marijuana certainly had the most cultural impact. Simply put, Mezz had access to the best Mexican weed ever to hit the streets of New York. It came from a connection he had made in his Detroit days, who brought the stuff directly up from Mexico—quality weed that was heads and shoulders above any reefer ever known along the Stroll. Mezz remembered its arrival on the scene as follows:


As soon as we got some of that Mexican bush we almost blew our tops. Poppa, you never smacked your chops on anything sweeter in all your days of viping. It had such a wonderful smell and the kick you got was really out of this world.… I laid it on the cats in the Barbeque, and pretty soon all of Harlem was after me to light them up.… Before I knew it, I was standing on the Corner pushing my gage. Only I did no pushing. I just stood under the Tree of Hope, my pokes full, and the cats came and went, and so did my golden-leaf.”


Mezzrow would hang out there day and night at the crossroads of the universe—righteously stoned, just watching the glorious river of life that was Harlem flowing past, his bushy dark eyebrows arching up and his mouth twisting into a friendly smile when he was approached by the never-ending succession of vipers looking to score from him.


“Hey there, Poppa Mezz, is you anywhere?”


“Man, I’m down with it,” Mezz tells the cat, “stickin’ like a honky.”


“Lay a trey on me.”


“Got to do it, slot.”


The translation of the conversation reads as follows:


FIRST CAT: Hello, Mezz, have you got any marihuana?


MEZZROW: Plenty, old man, my pockets are full as a factory hand’s on payday.


FIRST CAT: Let me have three cigarettes (fifty cents’ worth).


MEZZROW: I sure will, slotmouth. (A private inner racial joke, suggesting a mouth as big and avaricious as the coin slot in a vending machine, always looking for something to put into it.) 


That winter, as he stood on the Corner and the people of Harlem began to feel the bite of the Great Depression, Mezzrow became famous.


Overnight I was the most popular man in Harlem. New words came into being to meet the situation: the mezz and the mighty mezz, referring, I blush to say, to me and to the tea both; mezzroll, to describe the kind of fat, well-packed and clean cigarette I used to roll (this word later got corrupted to messerole and it’s still used to mean a certain size and shape of reefer, which is different from the so-called panatella); the hard-cuttin’ mezz and the righteous bush. Some of those phrases really found a permanent place in Harlemese, and even crept out to color American slang in general.


2.


Marijuana was hitting Harlem at a crucial moment in its history. Along with jazz, it became a part of the experience of the first generation of African Americans to come of age in New York after the Great Dispersal had transformed Harlem from a small middle-class neighborhood with housing designed for sixty thousand into a black city-within-a city of three hundred thousand. It arrived right at the time when the promise and cultural fermentation of what had become known as the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s was fading, dissolving away to the despair of the Great Depression, which would hit African Americans so hard.


If the presence of reefer had been culturally identifiable during the twenties in the experience of a few like Louis Armstrong, during the thirties it came to be reflected in the sensibility and style of many more, in a whole community of “vipers”—in their way of walking, dressing, dancing, and talking. The grassroots of this movement—in effect, the first cultural underground of marijuana users—were young disillusioned African Americans who danced nightly at the Track, the Savoy Ballroom. These were kids who knew that they would never in their lives see the inside of the Cotton Club, Connie’s Inn, or Small’s Paradise—the fancy black and tan nightclubs only for white patrons from downtown. This was where the socialites and nightlife dilettantes and celebrities who came to party and play in Harlem went.


The hero of the movement may have been Louis Armstrong, but its cynosure and chronicler was Milton “Mezz” Mezzrow, the son of immigrant Jews. What Mezzrow came to discover in the jive-talking hipsters of Harlem was much more profound than merely a new kind of clever slang of razor-sharp witticisms and lightning-quick metaphors; it was a culture of such vitality and originality that he saw it as nothing less than revolutionary. Mezzrow was by no means the first Jewish musician to fall in love with Harlem, with its people and music. George Gershwin’s forays into the Harlem of the Renaissance had produced his masterful Rhapsody in Blue in 1924, but Mezzrow’s identification went much deeper, into the life of the community, into the very soul of its people.


Mezzrow never saw the vipers and hep cats as exotic primitives. His identification with them sprang from the soil of the marijuana he smoked and the music he loved, but what he really fell in love with was precisely what brought this culture to life and gave it such purity and power: the fact that it was “outside.” It was the product of a people denied entry into the main track and relegated to becoming musicians, entertainers, maids, butlers, chauffeurs, handymen, gamblers, countermen, porters, numbers racketeers, day laborers, pimps, stevedores. These were the people who became the first vipers, and what Mezz recognized in them was the stirrings of a pariah culture coming to life, seeking to define its destiny on its own terms, not those of the white world.


You know who they were, all these fast-talking kids with their four-dimensional surrealist patter? I found out they were the cream of the race—the professionals of Harlem who never got within reaching distance of the white collar. They were the razor-witted doctors without M.D.s, lawyers who never had a shingle to hang out, financiers without penny one in their pokes, political leaders without a party, diploma-less professors and scientists minus a laboratory. They held their office hours and made their speeches on The Corner. There they wrote their prose poems, painted their word pictures. They were the genius of their people, always on their toes, never missing a trick, asking no favors and taking no guff, not looking for trouble but solid ready for it. Spawned in a social vacuum and hung up in mid-air, they were beginning to build their own culture. Their language was a declaration of independence.


Despite the onset of the Depression, it was still a glorious time to be in Harlem. This was the Harlem of Duke Ellington and Cab Calloway, the Harlem of the great dancers and dance teams—Bill “Bojangles” Robinson, the Berry Brothers, Buck and Bubbles, Ada Brown, Nina Mae McKinney—and the new rage in dancing, the snakehips dance, originated by Earl Tucker. This was the Harlem of the great piano players, Fats Waller and Eubie Blake, James P. Johnson and Willie “the Lion” Smith; of breakfast dances and tea pads, conked hair and rent parties. Mezzrow relished his role as a Harlem insider, a kind of cultural transvestite who had crossed over to the “underworld” and could “hip” the white world to what was really going on. He particularly enjoyed bringing the established white musicians he knew from downtown up to Harlem’s Lafayette Theatre: “Every Friday night I’d reserve the first three or four rows, and most of the musicians I knew would come up with their friends to gape at the goings-on. Acres of marijuana smoke went up at every show there—and man, many a time even the performers would come on stage and do some comedy routine about vipers, and they’d light up too, right in front of everybody.”


It wasn’t only the comedians who were performing material about reefer, either. Celebratory songs about marijuana began finding their way onto wax during the twenties and thirties with Fats Waller’s “Viper’s Drag,” “Golden Leaf Strut,” and “Chant of the Weed.” Stuff Smith’s “If You’re a Viper,” later recorded by Rosetta Howard, even mentioned Mezz himself:


Dreamed about a reefer five foot long


The mighty mezz but not too strong


“If You’re a Viper” was followed by a whole succession of tunes throughout the 1930s by some of the greatest artists of the swing era: Don Redman’s “Reefer Man” and Cab Calloway’s “The Man from Harlem” in 1932, Benny Goodman’s “Texas Tea Party” in 1933, Andy Kirk’s “All the Jive Is Gone” in 1936, Georgia White’s “The Stuff Is Here” in 1937, Buster Bailey’s “Light Up” and Sidney Bechet’s “Viper Mad” in 1938. These songs form a vivid portrait of Harlem’s reefer culture, and what they convey is the sense that with the deepening Depression, reefer came to be viewed in Harlem as a fun, easy, cheap way to get high and cast off one’s cares for an evening—a far cry indeed from the images of the schoolyard pusher or ax murderer being presented by the Federal Bureau of Narcotics throughout the 1930s. In these songs, marijuana was a mild and safe euphoriant that allowed people to be playful and whimsical in the face of worsening economic hardship and social oppression, and the man who brought it to the people was viewed as righteous, groovy, a solid sender, a hep cat who performed a vital social service, a new kind of social hero. And the Mighty Mezz was the first of his kind. On the corner he became known as the Reefer King, the Link Between the Races, the Philosopher, the Mezz, Poppa Mezz, Mother Mezz, Pop’s Boy, the White Mayor of Harlem, the Man About Town, the Man That Hipped the World, the Man That Made History, the Man with the Righteous Bush, He Who Diggeth the Digger, Father Neptune…  


“I don’t mean to boast; that’s what the cats really called me, at different times,” Mezzrow proudly recalled. “I did become a kind of link between the races there. My education was completed on The Stroll, and I became a Negro.”


3.


What Mezz found in the Harlem of the 1930s became the most important part of a cultural journey that had begun in Al Capone’s Chicago in 1924, when Milton Mezzrow, the man destined to become the first white hipster and write an autobiography that would become a primer for the American counterculture—a book that, when it appeared in 1946, the young Allen Ginsberg studied in the Columbia University bookstore as if it were the Rosetta Stone—encountered marijuana for the first time in the bathroom of a roadhouse in Indiana Harbor.


The son of a middle-class Jewish family on Chicago’s Northwest Side, Mezzrow was in trouble on the street from a relatively young age. He spent his youth around poolrooms and shady street characters and was caught in a stolen car at the age of sixteen, which led to a stretch in the Illinois State Reformatory that changed his life when he encountered a black horn player named Yellow and fell in love with the blues while laying on the dirty corn-husk mattress in his cell. Upon his release, he heard the siren call of jazz, like so many of his time, when he heard the ringing trumpet of Louis Armstrong, and then he fell in love with the sound of Sidney Bechet’s soprano saxophone. After purchasing his first horn, he joined the Local Tenth of the Chicago Federation of Musicians, plunging headlong into the scene that became Chicago jazz in the days when Armstrong, Jelly Roll Morton, Joe “King” Oliver, and Nick LaRocca walked the streets of the South Side. By 1920, he had his first band, and he came into contact with marijuana for the first time when the New Orleans clarinet player Leon Roppolo produced a cigarette rolled out of wheat straw paper one night at the Friars Inn and asked, “Ever smoke any muggles?”


Mezzrow was told it was something called “New Orleans golden leaf.” He was apprehensive but he watched Roppolo get very high and happy. Then one night between sets out at the Martinique at Indiana Harbor, a “sawed-off runt of a jockey” named Patrick produced some muggles and instructed Mezz how to smoke them (“Say tff, tff, only breathe in when you say it”). Mezz did as he was told, and then went sauntering out to the bandstand to play.


The first thing I noticed was that I began to hear my saxophone as though it were inside my head, but I couldn’t hear much of the band in back of me, although I knew they were there. All the other instruments sounded like they were way off in the distance; I got the same sensation you’d get if you stuffed your ears with cotton and talked out loud. Then I began to feel the vibrations of the reed much more pronounced against my lip, and my head buzzed like a loudspeaker. I found I was slurring much better and putting just the right feeling into my phrases—I was really coming on. All the notes came easing out of my horn like they’d already been made up, greased and stuffed into a bell, so all I had to do was blow a little and send them on their way, one right after the other, never missing, never behind me, all without an ounce of effort. The phrases seemed to have more continuity to them and I was sticking to the theme without ever going tangent. I felt like I could go on playing for years without running out of ideas or energy.… I began to feel very happy and sure of myself. With my loaded horn I could take all the fist-swinging, evil things in the world and bring them together in perfect harmony, spreading peace and joy and relaxation to all the keyed-up and punchy people everywhere. I began to preach my millenniums on my horn, leading all the sinners on to glory.


Mezzrow had entered a world that was “stripped of its dirty gray shrouds,” that had become “one big bellyful of giggles, a spherical laugh, bathed in brilliant sparkling colors that hit you like a heat wave.”


It was a world in which everything seemed funny and light-hearted, everything had meaning, and everything became a feast for the senses. “All your pores open like funnels, your nerve-ends stretch their mouths wide, hungry and thirsty for new sights and sounds and sensations; and every sensation, when it comes, is the most exciting thing you’ve ever had. You can’t get enough of anything—you want to gobble up the whole goddamned universe just for an appetizer.”


It was an experience that would not only change Mezzrow’s life but also eventually come to resonate in the experience of millions. As Mezz so aptly put it, “Them first kicks are a killer, Jim.”
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