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​INTRODUCTION

 


 


 


Timothy
Leary’s famous exhortation in 1968 to ‘turn on, tune in, drop out’
has been blamed for persuading the masses to experiment with LSD
and other psychedelics, but the truth is that by the 1960s we
needed little encouragement to use mind-expanding drugs. Humans had
already been experimenting with them for thousands of years.
According to Louis Lewin, the German pharmacologist, in his 1924
book entitled Phantastica: Narcotic and Stimulating Drugs:

From the first beginning of our knowledge of man, we find
him consuming substances of no nutritive value, but taken for the
sole purpose of producing for a certain time a feeling of
contentment, ease and comfort.

Lewin classified agents capable of changing
cerebral function into four main classes:

Euphorica – sedatives of mental activity
which produce a state of physical and mental comfort, eg opium,
cocaine and cannabis.

Phantastica – hallucinating substances, eg
mescaline and scopolamine.

Inebrianta – causing cerebral excitation
followed by depression, eg alcohol, chloroform, ether, and
benzene.

Excitanta – mental stimulants, eg caffeine
and nicotine.

Lewin could not discuss the mind-expanding
properties of heroin or LSD because they had not been discovered,
and the large-scale recreational use of many of these drugs was to
be a 20th century phenomenon which he could not have
anticipated.

 


There is a continuing fascination with
psychedelic, narcotic and euphoriant substances. This book attempts
to set out a history of their discovery and use, with an emphasis
on the social and anthropological aspects.

In particular, the many colourful characters
who have been involved in drug production or use are given
prominence. Jerry Garcia of the Grateful Dead is alleged to have
said that if you could remember the 60s you weren’t actually there
– though this comment has also been attributed to several other pop
stars of the era. But this is to miss the point about the use of
mind-altering drugs, since their effects on the brain are but one
of the many areas of interest ascribed to these multifaceted
molecules. Their impact on history, politics and social structure
are both significant and fascinating, and although most of the
substances are tightly controlled, many of them are still widely
used. One only has to consider the fact that the war in Afghanistan
is probably unwinnable as long as opium is the main crop of that
country to appreciate the impact of mind-altering drugs on world
affairs.



​CHAPTER
ONE

 


From ergotism to lysergic acid

The origins of LSD

 


 


To many people the use of recreational drugs
dates back to the 1960s, flower power and the Summer of Love. In
truth its history is at least a thousand years older.

The
active ingredient of LSD (lysergic acid diethylamide) is an ergot
alkaloid. This group of molecules is produced by
Claviceps
purpurea, a fungus which
under certain conditions invades ears of grain (the purplish-black
growth resembles a cock’s spur, ergot in French). The first historical reference to it dates back
to an Assyrian cuneiform tablet from around 600 BC. Humans have
been consuming these ergot alkaloids for at least that long, and
perhaps since the time of the ancient Mesopotamian
empires.

The fertile alluvial lands that lie between
the mighty Euphrates and Tigris rivers were the cradle of some of
the great early civilizations, including those of the Sumerians,
Assyrians and Babylonians. These large and sophisticated nations
developed agriculture on a vast scale, with huge annual harvests of
wheat and barley and perhaps rye (which was probably first
domesticated in what is now Turkey at least 4000 years ago). Thanks
to a well-organized peasant workforce, large annual grain surpluses
were generated. This allowed people to put down roots, abandoning
their former nomadic lifestyle. Suddenly, the concept of spare time
appeared. New crafts and written languages flourished.

The
dangers of eating ergot-contaminated grain were undoubtedly known
in ancient times. Perhaps the earliest description of ergotism can
be found in the diaries (the Annales) for 857 AD from the convent of Xanten, close to Duisberg
on the Lower Rhine in Germany. It was no laughing matter. The
Annales report that ‘A great plague of swollen blisters consumed
the people by a loathsome rot so that their limbs were loosened and
fell off before death’. The gangrene that is so graphically
depicted here was one of the two types of ergotism, while the other
form was most often described as‘convulsive ergotism’ and led to
so-called ‘dancing epidemics.’

The gangrenous, tissue-destroying form of
ergotism was apparently commoner west of the Rhine, particularly in
France, while the convulsive type – often mistaken for epilepsy –
seems to have been more widespread in Germany and Russia.
Presumably these differences correspond to the levels of the
various ergot alkaloids present in different regional strains of
the fungus, and to the way bread was cooked. The major ergot
alkaloid is usually ergometrine, which is a potent vasoconstricting
agent (constricts blood vessels) and this would be expected to have
a significant effect on the blood vessels of the extremities (hence
the gangrene). It can also affect the conduction of messages
(neurotransmission) in the central nervous system (hence the
neurological effects). This effect was certainly recognized and
used as early as the 16th century, when the German physician, Adam
Lonitzer, described the use of the sclerotia of ergot to stimulate
contraction of the uterus and thus ‘quicken labour’.

Crude
ergot became very popular among the midwives and physicians in much
of Europe, despite the severe nausea and vomiting it produced. It
was less enthusiastically adopted in America. One physician warned
of the serious risk of rupture of the uterus and death of the
mother. He even suggested that crude ergot should be renamed
pulvis
mortem. The rising toll
of deaths resulting from its use provided the death knell for
ergot, at least in America, and by the end of the 19th century it
was no longer in use.

One
strange occurrence, La Grande Peur of 1789, has been blamed on the neurological effects of
ergotism. The Great Fear gripped thousands of French peasants for
about 18 days at the end of July, engendering riots. Presumably the
fall of the Bastille on July 14, triggering the start of the
Revolution, and the consequent unrest had something to do with it,
but the level of madness across the country seemed so extreme that
some other cause has been sought– possibly the ingestion of
ergot-contaminated rye. The cold winter and damp spring would
certainly have provided ideal growing conditions for the
fungus.

A second
episode of unexplained behaviour concerns the Salem witchcraft
trials of 1692. From December 1691 a number of villagers began to
behave in a peculiar way suffering from what were described as
‘distempers with disorderly speech’ and ‘odd postures and
convulsive fits’, leading to suspicions of witchcraft. At their
trial some of the defendants complained of hallucinations and
‘crawling sensations in the skin’, and all of these symptoms could,
in principle, be ascribed to ergotism. Rye was certainly the most
successful cereal grown by the New England settlers, and as
with La
Grande Peur, the weather
records for 1691 reveal early spring rains followed by a hot and
stormy summer, which could have encouraged the growth of ergot.
Harvesting and threshing of the crop would have been over by
Thanksgiving Day, so the bread baked in December would have been
the first to contain ergot if indeed it was present. Whatever the
cause of the strange behaviour – and the evidence for ergotism is
highly tenuous – by September 1692, twenty villagers had been found
guilty of witchcraft and executed.

So far no one imagined there could be
anything remotely positive about the consumption of ergot. It was
not until the early nineteenth century that pharmacists and
chemists began to investigate its chemical constituents. Progress
was slow and the first pure component – ergotamine – was not
isolated until 1918 by Arthur Stoll at Sandoz in Basel. A second
major constituent was isolated in 1935 and called ergometrine. This
alkaloid was shown to have a pronounced effect on the uterine
muscles, helping to prevent bleeding after giving birth. Since this
was a major problem – it still plays a role in the deaths of as
many as 150,000 women a year – the introduction of the derivative
ergometrine in 1935 was a major lifesaver.

A keen interest in the clinical utility of
ergot alkaloids led to further research. Various new derivatives
were prepared from the parent alkaloid lysergic acid.

And then, in 1938, came LSD. Stoll and
Hofmann at Sandoz Laboratories in Basel, Switzerland, were working
on a series of simple amides of lysergic acid, one of which was
lysergic acid diethylamide. Initial analysis showed that it had
strong oxytocic activity, causing strong uterine contractions with
about 70% of the activity of ergometrine.

In the
spring of 1943 Albert Hofmann was asked to prepare further
quantities of LSD for additional pharmacological studies. On Friday
16th April he was recrystallising a small quantity of the alkaloid
when he was overcome by a sense of restlessness and vertigo. In his
book LSD: My
Problem Child, he
recalled these effects as written in the report that he submitted
to Stoll after the weekend:

 


I was forced to interrupt my work in the laboratory in the
middle of the afternoon and proceed home, being affected by a
remarkable restlessness, combined with a slight dizziness. At home
I lay down and sank into a not unpleasant intoxicated-like
condition, characterized by an extremely stimulated imagination. In
a dreamlike state, with eyes closed, I perceived an interrupted
stream of fantastic pictures, extraordinary shapes with intense,
kaleidoscopic play of colours. After some two hours this condition
faded away.

 


Thinking, not unreasonably, that these
effects had been caused by accidental ingestion of LSD, he decided
to try a measured dose. On Monday 19th April he deliberately
swallowed 0.25 milligram of LSD, a quantity many times higher than
the minimum dose required to produce marked behavioural changes.
Not surprisingly, the subsequent hallucinogenic experience was very
dramatic and he had to ask his laboratory assistant to help him get
home.

Due to wartime restrictions on the use of
cars, they had to travel by bicycle and by all accounts the journey
was terrifying, but at least they reached his home in one piece,
which might not have been the case if he had driven. Once home he
collapsed on the sofa, with an urgent request to summon the family
doctor and fetch milk to use as an antidote. In his book he tells
of his experience:

Everything in the room spun around, and the familiar
objects and pieces of furniture assumed grotesque, threatening
forms. They were in continuous motion, animated, as if driven by an
inner restlessness. The lady next door, whom I scarcely recognised,
was no longer Mrs R, but rather a malevolent, insidious witch with
a coloured mask.

 


The doctor arrived and after examination
reassured him that all his vital signs were normal, though his
pupils were extremely dilated. After drinking copious quantities of
milk, Hofmann began to relax a little and no longer feared for his
life. He even began to enjoy the experience:

Kaleidoscopic, fantastic images surged in on
me, alternating, variegated, opening and then closing themselves in
circles and spirals, exploding in coloured fountains… Every sound
generated a vividly changing image, with its own consistent form
and colour.

 


After several hours he fell into an exhausted
sleep. He awoke next morning without any kind of hangover and in
fact experienced ‘a sensation of well-being’ and reported that
‘renewed life flowed through me’. Ernst Rothlin, director of the
Pharmacology Department at Sandoz, was initially sceptical about
Hofmann’s report, until two of his colleagues repeated the
experiment with smaller doses and reported their own fantastic
experiences.

Sandoz could hardly exploit the
hallucinogenic properties of LSD, so the company tried very hard to
find a therapeutic use for the new drug. They made it freely
available to qualified investigators and for a while it looked as
if the drug might be useful in the treatment of some psychiatric
conditions like schizophrenia, and also as a treatment for
alcoholism.

Unfortunately, careful experimentation in the
1950s was often sidelined by sensational magazine articles. After
participating in a Canadian LSD study, Sydney Katz wrote one
entitled ‘My 12 hours as a madman’. Over the years there have been
as many reports of adverse reactions to the drug as positive
responses, with real dangers for drug takers who experience
feelings of omnipotence or invulnerability. Many suicides have
resulted from so-called ‘LSD psychosis’.

The apparent discovery that chromosomal
abnormalities were commonly found in patients after several months
of treatment also produced a very negative view of the drug.
However, these clinical failures did nothing to dampen the
enthusiasm of the emerging hippy culture of the 1960s, which
eagerly embraced it.



​CHAPTER
TWO

 


The magic of mushrooms

Psilocybe fungi and the LSD link

 


 


Albert
Hofmann wasn’t through yet. He soon made more discoveries, some of
them startling. He brought to light the South American use of seeds
of the plant Rivea corymbosa (morning glory), which had great significance in Aztec
culture.

In the
late 1930s, the renowned ethnobotanist Richard Evans Schultes –
later to become Director of the Botanical Museum at Harvard
University – first suggested that the Aztec magical preparation
teonanacatl had been an extract of various species of
Psilocybe
mushrooms. This preparation had
been described by Bernardino de Sahagun, a Franciscan friar who
accompanied Hernan Cortes on his bloody campaign of conquest of
South America in the 16th century. In his report of what he
encountered, entitled Historia General de las Cosas de Nueva
Espana, de Sahagun wrote
about a mushroom party:

And they ate the mushrooms with honey – when the mushrooms
were taking effect, there was dancing, there was weeping… some saw
in a vision that they would die in war, some saw in a vision that
they would be devoured by wild beasts… some saw in a vision that
they would become rich and wealthy.

 


Other
contemporary writers also refer to mushroom ceremonies. Numerous
stone sculptures in the form of mushrooms have been unearthed, many
bearing carvings that depict gods or demons, and some of these can
be dated as far back as 500 BC. Schultes’ assertions were
complemented by those of another famous ethnobotanist, R Gordon
Wasson, who together with his wife Valentina made many further
discoveries concerning the magic mushroom cult associated
with teonanacatl. In
particular, during travels in Mexico in 1955 they managed to track
down a village shaman (curandera), Eva Mendez, who was prepared to allow them to sample
teonanacatl. In a long feature in Life magazine in June 1957 he told of his
experiences:

The visions came… they emerged from the center of the field
of vision, opening up as they came, now rushing, now slowly, at a
pace that our will chose. They were in vivid color, always
harmonious. They began with art motifs, angular such as might
decorate carpets or textiles… then they evolved into palaces with
courts, arcades, gardens… resplendent palaces all laid with
semiprecious stones. Then I saw a mythological beast driving a
regal chariot.

 


Wasson tried the mushrooms on several
occasions, always experiencing similar visions. It was quite clear
from his many discussions with the shaman that these ceremonies
were a kind of ‘holy communion’ with the spirits. They were not
part of a healing process for sick people but rather a route by
which the participants could seek answers to questions through
their visions.

Wasson saw this as a fascinating example of
pre-Christian practices merging with the new ways of the Catholic
Church which had been introduced by the conquistadores and the
Franciscan and Benedictine missionaries who accompanied them.
Wasson also noted that Eva Mendez had been consuming the mushrooms
on a more or less regular basis for 35 years, with no apparent ill
effects.

On a
subsequent trip, the Wassons were accompanied by a French mushroom
expert, Robert Heim, who subsequently managed to cultivate the most
important mushroom species, Psilocybe mexicana, in his laboratories at the Musée Nationale
d’Histoire Naturelle in Paris. Heim sent samples on to Hofmann at
the Sandoz laboratories in Basel. Unfazed by his earlier
experiences with LSD, Hofmann consumed 32 dried mushrooms (about
2.4 grams) which was reckoned to be a typical dose for the South
American Indians, and then recorded his experiences in his
laboratory notebook:

 


Thirty minutes after taking the mushrooms,
the exterior world began to undergo a strange transformation.
Everything assumed a Mexican character… Whether my eyes were closed
or open I saw only Mexican motifs and colours. When the doctor
supervising the experiment bent over to check my blood pressure, he
was transformed into an Aztec priest and I would not have been
astonished if he had drawn an obsidian knife. At the peak of the
intoxication, the rush of interior pictures, mostly abstract motifs
rapidly changing in shape and colour, reached such an alarming
degree that I feared that I would be torn into this whirlpool of
form and colour and would dissolve. After about six hours the dream
came to an end.

 


Hofmann
went on to isolate and characterize the main psychoactive
constituents of P. mexicana,
which proved to be mainly psilocybin with a little psilocin. Both
of these substances are small chemical molecules which have close
structural similarity to one of the chemical signalling molecules
in the brain – the neurotransmitter 5-HT, also known as serotonin –
and block its effects. LSD itself is a much larger molecule, but
has buried within its chemical structure a portion that resembles
5-HT, so it too probably interferes with the normal functions of
5-HT. Since the 5-HT neurotransmitter is implicated in the control
of behaviour, mood and sensory responses, it is not surprising that
LSD has such a dramatic effect. Psilocybin has only about one per
cent of the potency of LSD and use of Psilocybe mushrooms by the
hippy culture never achieved the star status of LSD, though these
magic mushrooms are still very much part of the way of life of, for
example, the Mazatec indians in Mexico.

A further
surprise was in store for Hofmann in 1959 when R. Gordon Wasson
sent him seeds of Rivea corymbosa,
a species of morning glory that had been collected in the state of
Oaxaca in Mexico. Schultes had already written about this plant in
1941 in his publication for the Botanical Museum of Harvard
entitled A
Contribution to our Knowledge of Rivea Corymbosa: the Narcotic
Ololiuqui of the Aztecs.
A much earlier description of ololiuqui had been written by
Francisco Hernandez, physician to Philip II of Spain, during his
travels in South America during the period 1570-75. He described
the preparation of ololiuqui and noted:

 


When the priests wanted to commune with their
Gods and receive a message from them… they ate this plant and a
thousand visions and satanic hallucinations appeared to them.

 


To
Hofmann’s amazement, the major chemical constituents of
Rivea
corymbosa seeds were
derivatives of lysergic acid with an uncanny structural resemblance
to LSD. In fact these substances subsequently proved to be about 20
times less potent, and were mostly narcotic rather than
hallucinogenic. When Hofmann first presented his results at an
international Congress on Natural Products in Sydney in 1960 there
was considerable skepticism that similar compounds could be found
in a plant and a fungus, since these types of organism belong to
completely different kingdoms. None the less Hofmann had now been
responsible for establishing the involvement of ergot alkaloids in
the cultures of peoples on two continents separated by the vast
expanse of the Atlantic Ocean.

These primarily scientific activities caught
the imagination of a growing number of psychiatrists, who
speculated that consumption of magic mushrooms or LSD might help
patients to reveal their innermost problems. One of the prime
movers in this area was a young Harvard academic called Timothy
Leary. Leary did more than anyone else to popularize the cult of
LSD. Within a few years his enthusiasm for this drug would earn him
the opprobrium of much of the US hierarchy, including President
Nixon, who (prior to his own impeachment) labelled him ‘the most
dangerous man in America’.

Leary had
completed a PhD in Psychology at the University of California at
Berkeley in 1950, and became, in 1955, the Director of Psychiatric
Research at the Kaiser Family Foundation Hospital. He even wrote a
518-page textbook entitled The Interpersonal Diagnosis of
Personality, which
received very favourable reviews.

At the
end of 1959 he accepted a position as Assistant Professor at the
Harvard Center for Personality Research and appeared to be on track
for a promising academic career. Until, that is, he spent a
vacation with colleagues Richard Alpert, Anthony Russo and other
mutual friends in a small Mexican village called Cuernavaca.
Evidently the conversation turned to magic mushrooms. They managed
to locate a local Indian curandera, who sold them a bag of mushrooms which apparently
contained psilocybin. The resultant experience changed Leary’s
life, and he returned to Harvard determined to carry out scientific
research in a new research group that he christened the Harvard
Psilocybin Research Program. He even persuaded Harvard to fund a
project that sought to examine the clinical effects of psilocybin.
Sandoz very kindly agreed to supply the drug, which had been
isolated as a result of Hofmann’s earlier studies, and Leary and
his collaborators now had to plan their experiments carefully,
since this was uncharted territory. Well – almost. It was around
this time that Aldous Huxley, author of the highly
influential Brave New World (1932), came to Massachusetts Institute of Technology as a
visiting professor. Back in 1953 he had experimented with mescaline
from the peyote cactus. This was yet another of the magical Mexican
preparations commonly know as peyotl, and one that had been
investigated in the clinical setting of the Maudsley Hospital in
London during the 1930s. Huxley had written about his experiences
with mescaline in his 1954 book The Doors of Perception, and it is quite clear from the text that
he considered mescaline to be a force for good, since it allowed
the user to gain insight into the world around them.

While at MIT, Huxley and Leary spent some
time together discussing Leary’s proposed research programme. Both
apparently had firm views that the correct use of psychedelics
could divert humans from warlike and other violent preoccupations.
This led Leary to carry out psilocybin experiments not only with
students and colleagues at Harvard, but also within prison
populations, to see if psychedelics could reduce the level of
reoffending once the prisoners were released.

Various pseudo-religious investigations were
also carried out at this time to compare the psychedelic experience
with those described in the Bible and elsewhere, where people
reported having visions and claimed to have experienced ‘ecstasy’.
Not surprisingly the Church began to take notice of this academic
who claimed that a pill could produce experiences hitherto claimed
to be achievable only when one came close to God.

But Leary was about to ruffle more feathers.
He embarked upon a programme of research that would cause fear and
consternation not only in the Church but all the way to the White
House.Leary is reputed to have been introduced to LSD by an
Englishman, Michael Hollingshead, an equally colourful character
who, it is claimed, obtained a gram of LSD from Sandoz simply by
writing to the company on official notepaper from a New York
Hospital and claiming that he needed the drug for medical
experiments. Whatever the truth of this claim, Hollingshead visited
Leary at Harvard and persuaded him to take his first trip with
LSD.

Leary quickly became something of an
evangelist for LSD. He criss-crossed America giving lectures and
talking to influential people, trying to impress on them the ways
in which LSD allowed people to explore the realities of their lives
by ‘reprogramming their brains’. His extended absences from
Harvard, not to mention the growing pressure from the parents of
students who were alarmed by the bizarre stories of LSD use by
their offspring, eventually led to Leary being sacked from his
position in 1963. He seems to have been unfazed by this. In any
case he was busy setting up his International Foundation for
Internal Freedom in Cambridge Massachusetts and a kind of summer
school in Mexico for those who wanted to experience the
mind-expanding possibilities offered by LSD. However, the centre in
Mexico only survived for one summer before being closed by the
Mexican police, and Leary and his team were deported. To make
matters more difficult for him, the Federal Drug Administration now
decided that LSD was too dangerous to be used in a non-clinical
setting. Supplies of the drug from Sandoz became highly controlled,
and the company stopped manufacturing both LSD and psilocybin in
August 1965.

The CIA had also now taken a keen interest in
Leary’s activities, not least because they had been carrying out
their own investigations into the utility of LSD as an
incapacitating agent for the battlefield. The actual extent of
these activities only came to light during a Senate Enquiry in
1977, which revealed a plethora of covert activities on chemical
and biological weapons covered by the codename MK-Ultra. The
revelations about experiments on prisoners and mentally-ill
patients using LSD were, of course, defended on the grounds of
national security during the period of the Cold War with Russia and
her allies. Having lost his job and his summer school, Leary had to
find a new base for his activities. Once again his luck held, and
he was allowed to set up an experimental commune in a 64-room
mansion at Millbrook in New York State. This gothic pile was used
by the grandchildren of the immensely rich Mellon family, who were
persuaded of the benefits of LSD, and it was here and on a later
trip to India that Leary formulated his new religion, which he
christened the League of Spiritual Discovery. There were just two
commandments:

Thou shalt not alter the consciousness of thy fellow man.
Thou shalt not prevent thy fellow man from altering his own
consciousness.

 


The
League’s manifesto – we solemnly publish and declare that we are free and
independent, and that we are absolved from all allegiance to the
United States Government and all governments controlled by the
menopausal – did little
to endear Leary to the Government, who viewed him as a subversive.
That view was confirmed when he gave his now-famous speech to the
huge crowd of around 30,000 attending the ‘Human Be-In’ held in San
Francisco in January 1967. The speech contained his immortal
appeal:
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