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OVERTONES AND UNDERCURRENTS
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“Warning: Do not read this book if you are committed to limiting your 
reality to the Western scientific bias. However, do read this book if you are 
open to realizing that certain aspects of consciousness found in almost every 
society throughout history truly do exist. The moving and well-told case 
histories and short flashes of therapeutic breakthrough illustrate clear 
benefits of going beyond the Western paradigm. Without preaching or scolding, 
Metzner gives example after example of how much more a therapist can accomplish 
using tools developed and refined by other cultures. Better yet, Metzner 
describes the tools in full detail and how he uses them so that we are not only 
enlightened but empowered. Reading this book will loosen your own boundaries, 
let you reflect on the practical value of opening up to other realities, and 
surprise you with how easily and how quickly people can dissolve previously 
intractable pathology when guided to accessing and using altered states.”

JAMES FADIMAN, PH.D., MICRODOSE RESEARCHER AND AUTHOR OF THE 
PSYCHEDELIC EXPLORER’S GUIDE: SAFE, THERAPEUTIC, AND SACRED JOURNEYS

“A most welcome addition to the highly influential and gifted scholarship of 
Ralph Metzner’s vibrant life work. This erudite set of well-documented case 
studies profoundly illuminates the empowerment and healing to be evoked through 
a masterful weaving of psychedelic medicines, invocations, and divinations. As a 
genius alchemist of consciousness, Metzner successfully challenges erroneous 
accepted worldviews with insights into both how karmic undercurrents of 
suffering persist across generations and how close we are to healing through the 
powerful practices he has developed and deftly illustrated here. So potent are 
these insights, the reading of this visionary book is an act of receiving the 
vital medicine it describes.”

JANIS PHELPS, PH.D., CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGIST, PROFESSOR, AND 
DIRECTOR OF THE CENTER FOR PSYCHEDELIC THERAPIES AND RESEARCH AT THE CALIFORNIA 
INSTITUTE OF INTEGRAL STUDIES

“Legendary transpersonal psychologist Ralph Metzner’s deeply compelling, 
page-turning stories will keep your eyes glued to this one-of-a-kind book. 
Metzner writes with great clarity, insight, and profound knowledge. This book 
provides the instructions for re-creating the alchemically transformative, 
conscious-altering explorations that reveal possible influences from past 
incarnations and ancestral spirits. Metzner recounts 15 thought-provoking case 
histories that will surprise and instruct the curious mind as well as help those 
in need of psychotherapeutic assistance. With its abundance of rare knowledge, 
this extraordinary book can help to put much unexplained phenomena into 
perspective, so as to become more comprehensible, more manageable, and to help 
facilitate a deep healing process.”

DAVID JAY BROWN, AUTHOR OF DREAMING WIDE AWAKE AND THE 
NEW SCIENCE OF PSYCHEDELICS

“Ralph Metzner draws on his intuitive understanding of the subtleties and 
varieties of psychedelic experience as he recounts these very human stories of 
spiritual healing and family reconciliation across time and space.”

DON LATTIN, AUTHOR OF THE HARVARD PSYCHEDELIC CLUB AND 
CHANGING OUR MINDS

“Ralph Metzner is a modern Western medicine man. His knowledge in his 
extraordinary stories is to be savored again and again, encouraging us to become 
spiritually aroused. In a larger sense, Metzner is a spiritual statesman. . . . 
You will enjoy this wonderful book, and your soul will be immeasurably enhanced 
in response.”

HANK WESSELMAN PH.D., ANTHROPOLOGIST AND AUTHOR OF THE 
RE-ENCHANTMENT AND THE SPIRITWALKER TRILOGY

“Ralph Metzner has done it again! Each of his books expands the domain of 
human knowledge and explores neglected aspects of human potential. In
Overtones and Undercurrents, he tells his readers what he has discovered 
as a psychotherapist who incorporates psychedelics, reincarnation, and 
spirituality into his work with clients. Each case history reads like a novella; 
in addition to his skill as a therapist, Metzner is a superb storyteller.”

STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D., COAUTHOR OF PERSONAL MYTHOLOGY



Introduction

Overtones are the subtle sounds created in stringed 
instruments by the sympathetic vibrations of the struck or plucked fundamental 
strings. To the listener the sounds are ethereal, as if floating above the sound 
of the fundamental note. Overtones are also heard in the vocal chanting of 
Tibetan and Mongolian overtone singers, who are able to lower their natural bass 
tone to produce these ethereal sounds. We can think of the spiritual dimensions 
of our experience, which we refer to as “spirit” or “soul,” as analogous to 
these subtle floating sounds. They are the inner tones and subtle harmonics of 
spirit and soul that can accompany our experience in certain mystical and 
spiritual states when we become sensitized to them.

Undercurrents are the invisible flows of water below the surface that can 
induce powerful movements of objects on the surface in unexpected and even 
dangerous directions—toward damaging rocks or abysmal depths. Analogously, the 
karmic entanglements of past incarnations can affect our present experience with 
seemingly unfounded feelings of guilt, indebtedness, resentment, or shame. To 
resolve them safely requires attending to the subsurface psychic currents in our life until we can recognize these residual patterns and take 
the appropriate steps to heal them.

The recognition of higher spiritual dimensions and the acknowledgment of 
karmic residuals are occult and taboo subjects for Westerners raised within the 
dominant materialist worldview. However, the basic concepts, with natural 
cultural variations, are accepted as a matter of course in Eastern and 
indigenous societies. It was only with the rise of the transpersonal psychology 
and psychotherapy movement during the 1970s that we had the beginnings of an 
ongoing revision of the materialist paradigm and the development of 
psychotherapeutic practices that recognize the reality of the spiritual 
dimensions and their connection to our quest for healing and sanity.

A broader new worldview emerged—and is still emerging—that could accommodate 
experiences and practices involving psychedelics but also nondrug approaches to 
consciousness expansion incorporating mindfulness meditation, holotropic 
breathwork, shamanic journeying methods, intentional conscious dreaming, and a 
variety of expressive art forms involving music, movement, mandala drawing, and 
others. The new paradigm formulations using “transpersonal” concepts have the 
advantage of being applicable across different religious traditions, both 
Eastern and Western. They allow practitioners of the new therapies to 
communicate with one another while avoiding entanglement in theological or 
doctrinal specifics of different religions.

I first became acquainted with the use of psychedelics to explore nonordinary 
realms of consciousness through my participation in the psychedelic drug studies 
at Harvard University in the early 1960s, with Tim Leary and Richard Alpert, who 
later became known as Ram Dass. We had followed a suggestion of Aldous Huxley 
and adapted the teachings of the Tibetan Book of the Dead as the basis for our 
guidebook on psychedelic states,
The Psychedelic Experience, first published in 1964. The continuing 
popularity of our adaptation of this core Buddhist text attests to the value and 
relevance of the principles of karma and reincarnation, as well as teachings 
concerning higher dimensions, to the mind-expanding experiences people were 
having with psychedelics.

The research into psychedelic substances and their possible uses in 
psychotherapy made it abundantly clear that the drugs, per se, do not produce or 
cause experiences of insight and healing. Rather, they function as amplifiers 
and intensifiers of perceptual awareness, which can be profoundly healing when 
taken in a supportive setting but can also be disorienting and confusing in 
unprepared situations. Psychedelic experiences are always a function of the 
intention, or “set,” of the individual, and the “setting,” or context, as well 
as the preparation done beforehand. Because such drugs and related plants and 
fungi amplify and vivify perception, they have functioned for many people, 
including myself, as a first mind-opening foray into the realms of prebirth, 
after-death, other-world, and past-life experience.

Recognizing the importance of a meditative approach to drug-induced altered 
states had obvious implications for arranging the set and setting for 
individuals who had confusing experiences as a result of the disorganized and 
careless use of mind-altering drugs. In the late 1960s, I was working as a 
psychologist at what was then Mendocino State Hospital in Talmage, Northern 
California. While working at the state hospital I had the opportunity to apply 
some of the lessons my colleagues and I had learned about the importance of a 
peaceful environment to help someone lost in drug-induced inner space 
explorations. In chapter 1, “Finding Inner Stillness in a Place of Madness,” I 
relate the story of how I set up a quiet, darkened meditation chamber in the 
mental hospital that helped a young man sort out the inner chaos into which he 
had fallen through naively careless ingestion of street drugs.

During the past forty years, as I developed my practice of individual and 
group psychotherapy, using entheogenic amplification when possible and 
refraining from the use of such substances when circumstances did not permit it, 
I was continuously integrating yogic meditative practices and perspectives into 
my work. I spent most of the 1970s immersed in the intensive study of the
agni yoga light-fire energy practices, taught in the School of Actualism. 
Inheriting and reactivating the traditions of Eastern and Western alchemy, these 
methods use concentration to tap into inner sources of healing, expanding 
awareness of the subtle energy fields at different levels of mind, feeling, and 
body and dissolving blockages by using the purifying action of inner fire.

In my work with individuals, as related in the stories in this book, I 
practiced and taught the light-fire meditation practices for attunement to the 
spiritual realms, using language that was neutral with regard to specific 
religious systems. I would verbalize prayer-like invocations of healing and 
helping spirits, especially those with whom the client already had a connection 
through previous practice. Sometimes, when circumstances permitted, small 
amounts of an entheogenic substance could be used to amplify the client’s 
perception during the guided divinations. Rhythmic rattling would also be used 
at times to initiate and support the therapeutic dialogues with the client’s 
higher, guiding self.

In such a mindfully prepared and protected state, connections and 
communications with deceased ancestors and healing deity spirits can take place 
that go far beyond what is normally possible. The client and I remain in constant contact through a question-and-answer 
divination process in which questions are posed and the answers received from 
the spirits are verbalized.

Among the most useful integrative practices is the construction and use of a 
circular diagram with a fourfold cross known as a “medicine wheel” among North 
American indigenous people and as a “mandala” in the Asian Hindu and Buddhist 
traditions. Such diagrams, which exist in countless variations, are considered 
symbols of four main dimensions of one’s life, such as the four directions in 
our environment, the four elements, the four parts of the psyche, the four main 
roles in a family, and many others. C. G. Jung and psychotherapists working in 
his lineage have used mandala drawings as expressions of a fourfold map of the 
psyche, which can provide profound healing insights into the transformative 
process.

From my own studies of Jung and his mapping of the psyche, as well as my 
studies of the indigenous medicine wheel principles, I developed a process of 
inner attunement and integration I call the Medicine Wheel of Spirit Guides, or 
Four Gateways of Being. I have used this quaternity in my work with individuals, 
as well as in groups. From the two polarities of male and female and youth and 
old age we generate a fourfold process of attunement to these four great 
archetypes that exist within each of us. I describe this process and how it led 
to a surprising teaching about intimacy and relationships in chapter 2, 
“Guidance on Intimacy Received from the Goddess Artemis.”
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The next two chapters deal with the topic of healing the residual 
aftereffects of difficult circumstances in the prenatal period. Mainstream 
psychology and psychiatry, locked into a materialist worldview, do not give any 
credence to prenatal memories, much less memories of the soul’s choice before 
and around conception. Nevertheless, once we allow our conceptual prejudices to 
be suspended with an attitude of radical empiricism, we find that vivid memories 
from before birth, from the circumstances around conception, and from the soul’s 
choice of incarnation can have profound effects on the individual. In my 
practice I have often found myself working with memory imprints from birth or 
from prenatal existence, which can be intentionally accessed by guided 
attunement, with or without psychedelic amplification.

The two stories presented here deal with the sensitive issue of abortion and 
its consequences. Even those who, like myself, respect absolutely the moral 
right of a woman to choose whether or not to carry a fetus to term cannot ignore 
the serious psychological difficulties that can sometimes occur with pregnancies 
not carried to term. I have had several occasions in my practice to facilitate a 
soul communication between a mother or father and their aborted child, analogous 
to that which can occur between any living soul and their deceased relative. The 
basic fact is that although the body, the soul’s vehicle, may die—before, 
during, or long after birth—the soul cannot be aborted; it is immortal. When the 
death of a fetus is intentionally brought about before birth, for whatever 
reason, there may be unexpected consequences—which can, however, also be healed 
and resolved.

Chapter 3, “Vicissitudes of the Soul on the Journey to a Human Birth,” 
concerns a therapeutic divination I conducted with a woman in her forties who 
had had an abortion more than twenty years before. When we were going through a 
forgiveness and healing process with the unborn soul of her aborted child, we 
were interrupted by a clear telepathic communication from a young man who 
identified himself as the contentedly reincarnated soul of the child the woman 
had aborted many years before.

In chapter 4, “Longing for the Twin Soul Left Behind in Heaven,” I relate the 
story of a young man who was conceived and born to a mother who had recently 
aborted a set of twins. Filled with remorse, the mother had then given birth to 
a son who was haunted all his life by the sense that he was the reincarnation of 
one of the aborted twins and that he had a “twin sister left behind in heaven.” 
Recognizing this connection enabled the young man to stop searching for the 
embodiment of his idealized twin sister and instead develop a realistic 
relationship with a potential partner.

Chapter 5, “Spider Grandmother Heals the Effects of Childhood Sexual Abuse,” 
recounts the dramatic story of a woman physician, with a personal history of 
childhood sexual abuse, who unexpectedly found herself in an intimate healing 
relationship with Grandmother Spider, the Creator and healing spirit for many of 
the Pueblo Indians of the American Southwest, with whom she was previously 
totally unfamiliar. The profound visionary experience and connection to a 
personal totemic spirit guide took place in the context of a group ceremony with 
entheogenic amplification.
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The next three stories illustrate the value and importance of recognizing and 
acknowledging ancestral soul connections. When working with issues around 
familial, parental, and ancestral relations, the client and I together co-create 
a kind of family soul council. We respectfully invite all members of the family 
to a gathering in inner space to confer on a matter of interest and concern to 
all. The family council of souls includes all those related by birth and genetic 
ancestry and those related by marriage and the coparenting of children. And 
since souls are immortal, a meeting of the soul council includes all those who 
are already “on the other side.” People are often astounded to discover that 
they can have profound and meaningful meetings and conversations on a soul level 
with family members and ancestors they never knew personally, or that have been 
dead for a long time. What develops then is a kind of multigenerational 
conversation in the context of a family council, in which hidden aspects of the 
family matrix, both positive and negative, can be revealed and conflicts healed.

Chapter 6, “Family Reconciliation through an Indigenous Ancestor,” relates 
the story of a man who discovered that he had a deep spiritual bond with an 
indigenous ancestor, his mother’s father, previously unsuspected. As he 
remembered and acknowledged this ancestral connection he was able to resolve 
long-persisting tensions with his parents.

In chapter 7, “Releasing the Daughter from Her Father’s Youthful Tragic 
Obsession,” I relate the story of a woman who found that her long-deceased 
father’s secret unrequited love (which occurred before her birth) had blocked 
her from developing her own love life. This was an example of how the 
recognition and acknowledgment of parental and ancestral entanglements can 
enable the resolution of long-held blockages.

Chapter 8, “A Message of Peace Sent by a Dying Man to His Daughter,” recounts 
the story of a woman whose father died in a plane crash when she was in her 
mother’s womb. The mother never recovered from the shock of seeming abandonment 
and never acknowledged to her daughter the relationship with the father. In the 
course of healing divinations the woman was able to connect with the soul of her 
long-deceased father, who had reached out to her child-self in her dreams.
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To consider reports from prenatal or preconception parental experiences as 
possible sources of personal difficulties and hence potential new avenues of 
knowledge and understanding requires us to suspend the prejudices of the 
generally accepted worldview of our culture and community. Even more remote from 
the accepted paradigms, at least in Western culture, are experiences of 
remembering and tracking past incarnations, with potential insights into the 
karmic projects and entanglements of the soul. In most Asian societies, a much 
deeper acceptance and understanding of the soul and of reincarnation are 
reflected in numerous myths and spiritual writings.

My own experience has confirmed what the literature on past-lives 
psychotherapy suggests: karmic fixations on unresolved difficulties occur most 
often when the death in the past life was unexpected, unprepared for, or 
attended with violent emotions. This is consistent with the teachings of Books 
of the Dead in various cultures that emphasize mindfulness and meditative 
preparation for the final passage.

It is impossible to exaggerate the profoundly healing significance of 
experiencing conscious communication with a deceased beloved relative—something 
the mainstream Western worldview regards as impossible or occult speculation. 
Because of my own experience of learning to communicate meaningfully and 
repeatedly with my son who died in an accident as a child, I am able to convey 
my experience-based conviction, rather than mere belief, that such communication 
is indeed possible. This is not to say that communication with a deceased loved 
one always or automatically happens for survivors, but openness to the 
possibility increases the survivors’ receptivity to such communication.

I have been repeatedly impressed, in doing this work on the vicissitudes of 
the soul around matters of life and death, by the flexibility and creativity of 
the choices that souls seem able to make in relation to incarnation in a human 
family. I have observed, although I do not know if it is always true, that when 
a child or young person dies, which is contrary to the natural cycle of family 
life, the departed soul may be moved to incarnate again into the same family, as 
if wanting to complete an agreement among several souls to make a family 
together. In the normal course of events, it appears that souls discarnate when 
the person has completed their natural life cycle. They may then go on to 
incarnate again, after a time, into another society and a different family with 
different conditions, perhaps even as the opposite gender, always seeking to 
maximize learning and growth with the healing power of unconditional love.

The following four stories illustrate how the recognition and tracking of the 
soul’s past lives can help resolve underlying difficulties in the present.

In chapter 9, “The Lost Beloved Brother Returned as the Son,” I relate the 
story of a man who, through the divination process we were doing to connect with 
the council of ancestral souls, discovered that he was the reincarnation of his 
father’s beloved older brother, who had died when the father was a young boy. 
This story illustrates the perhaps rare occurrence of reincarnation into the 
same family. This man’s past-life regression to a warrior’s life of battle and 
tragic loss provided a deeper spiritual perspective to the difficulties in his 
present life.

Chapter 10, “Releasing Guilt in the Healing Temple of Justice,” tells the 
story of a man who was plagued by flashbacks to a past life in which he was the 
mayor of a small town in Czechoslovakia that was invaded by the German army in 
1939. In that life he was induced to reveal to the Germans the names of 
resistance fighters, including his own sons, on the promise that their lives 
would be spared. The promise was broken and everyone, including the mayor, was 
massacred. He died consumed by guilt and rage at the betrayal. In the healing 
divination we went to the ancestral council of immortal souls, where the inner 
karmic significance of each life and the choices made could be recognized, 
accepted, and healed.

In chapter 11, “A Mother’s Past-Life Deathbed Vow Carried Over,” I relate the 
story of a woman who had a strange compulsion, even as a child, to take care of 
her father’s material needs. She traced this to a past life in which she was the 
impoverished unmarried mother of a disabled son (her present-life father) and 
had made a deathbed vow that she would always take care of him. Many mythic 
stories confirm the karmic holding power of vows, whether of love or revenge, 
that are made at the moment of death.

In chapter 12, “The Liberating Death of a Persecuted Witch Healer,” a woman 
who was plagued by a repetitive past-life nightmare of persecution by a 
murderous mob was freed when she recognized and accepted that the terrifying 
death had actually occurred—and she saw that she was immediately afterward 
reunited with her beloved family of souls.
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Of all the experiences reported by participants in my alchemical divination 
ceremonial groups, possession states provide the most radical challenges to the 
generally accepted worldview of the modern Western world. This modern worldview 
does not accept “possession” as a real phenomenon, although serious clinical 
research and writing have been done on the topic in other countries, especially 
Brazil.

In chapter 13, “A Ceremony of Depossession from a Malignant Intrusion,” I 
describe a therapeutic group ceremony with a short-acting psychoactive medicine 
during which a strange state of possession occurred in one of the participants. 
Although she was in a state of distress that was obvious to all, the woman was 
able to describe what was happening to her as the possession took hold. The 
possession state was neutralized with the conscious intervention of and support 
by myself and the rest of the group.

In chapter 14, “Converting a Possessing Entity into a Protective Ally,” I 
relate the experience of a psychiatrist who had been treating a patient with an 
apparent case of demonic possession. In the course of some group sessions with 
psychedelics he found himself possessed by the same entity that was afflicting 
his patient. Working collaboratively he and I improvised an exorcism using 
alchemical, shamanic, and spiritual self-defense techniques and were successful 
in permanently disconnecting the possessing entity from the psychiatrist, as 
well as from his unfortunate patient in absentia.

In relating these experiences from the paradigm borderlands of current 
psychological and psychiatric practice, my aim is to demonstrate that an 
expanded understanding and recognition of prenatal and karmic factors, as well 
as reincarnational and possession influences, will contribute to deeper and more 
complete healing processes. In our time of worldwide social and environmental 
catastrophes, we can ill afford to ignore the wisdom and healing knowledge from 
other times and other cultures that can help us alleviate both physical and 
psychological suffering.

In chapter 15, “The Healing Wisdom of the Serpent,” I describe healing 
ceremonies that involved the use of serpentine imagery to guide the 
psycho-spiritual-somatic process. Experiences with three different serpentine 
imagery processes are described: the 
ouroboros serpent used in Chinese Taoist practices; the single-serpent 
staff associated with 
Asclepius, the Greek god of healing; and the double-serpent staff 
associated with 
Hermes, the deity of wisdom and communication. The results obtained with these methods demonstrate that the symbolic images of 
the healer’s art, at a deeper, esoteric level, depict experiential healing 
techniques. Practicing them in that way, with mild entheogenic amplification, 
can bring about new insights and understandings, thereby reconnecting us with 
these millennia-old traditions of healing and wisdom.



1

Finding Inner Stillness in a Place of Madness

In the mid-1960s, I moved to San Francisco from the East Coast where I was 
living in an intentional community in Millbrook, New York. I was part of a vast 
movement of psychedelic pioneers and hippie pilgrims seeking a new paradise in 
the West. “California Dreaming” and “All You Need Is Love” were among the 
anthems of this movement, playing constantly on the radio. Tens of thousands of 
young people and some older ones as well moved westward with blithe assurance 
and yet incredulity that a new age of peace and love was at hand. “California is 
love,” said one seventeen-year-old hitchhiking girl with ecstatic confidence.

The Millbrook community, formally known as the Castalia Foundation, consisted 
of Timothy Leary and his two children, Richard Alpert, my wife Susan and me, 
among a dozen or so others in a constantly changing cast of characters. Ram Dass 
and I, along with coauthor Gary Bravo, have recently written about our life in 
this community in 
Birth of a Psychedelic Culture (2010). Those of us living there, along 
with the numerous other weekend visitors, were constantly meeting and talking and doing sessions with not-yet-illegal 
psychedelic substances, trying to figure out where this “movement” was taking 
us. The weekend public seminars we conducted (without drugs) and the occasional 
donations we received were ridiculously insufficient to pay the escalating 
expenses of the community, and the credit card debts mounted relentlessly. 
Nobody in the community had a paying “job.”

Eventually I obtained a publisher’s advance of $2,000, a considerable sum in 
those days, to write and edit 
The Ecstatic Adventure (1968), my first collection of psychedelic 
experience reports. The money enabled me and three other friends to drive a 
Volkswagen van from New York to San Francisco. We had several cardboard boxes 
filled with copies of the first two issues of our quarterly journal, 
The Psychedelic Review, which we dropped off at various New Age 
bookstores along the way, hoping they would sell.

Generous friends and supporters on the way offered us beds to sleep in, food 
to eat, and enthusiastic confidence that a new age was indeed at hand. When we 
arrived in San Francisco, I was able to stay in Berkeley at Timothy Leary’s old 
house, where he had lived during the 1950s. Our little community, like so many 
others at that time, was consciously sharing income and expenses, so I didn’t 
pay Tim any rent—but I still needed income for all other expenses.

Through my friendship and connection with Robert Mogar, a psychology 
professor at San Francisco State University and a supporter of our 
Millbrook-based writing and publishing projects, I obtained a contract to give a 
series of lectures on the psychopharmacology of psychedelic drugs to the staff 
at Mendocino State Hospital. The popular casual-tripping use of these drugs was 
on the rise, and psychiatric clinics and hospitals were beginning to see “bad 
trip” casualties requiring pharmacological intervention and at times temporary 
hospitalization.

Mendocino State Hospital was a sprawling campus built in 1889 as a hospital 
for the “criminally insane.” By the late 1950s it had a resident patient 
population of three thousand chronic psychotics and alcoholics and several 
progressive treatment programs and innovative staff-training programs. This was 
in the era before the newer medications, and the treatment drug of choice for 
psychosis was Thorazine, which had the disconcerting side effect of turning 
patients’ skin a blotchy purple color. A couple of days a week, I conducted 
training programs for the staff in meditation techniques as well as 
psychopharmacology courses. I would stay in one of the guest cottages on the 
hospital grounds and I remember sometimes being woken at night by the 
bloodcurdling screams of poor souls tormented by their inner dream demons. When 
I was offered a full-time position as a clinical psychologist at the hospital, I 
was glad to be able to move off campus to a more tranquil location.

My position at the state hospital lasted only about two years, and the 
hospital itself was closed in 1972. Five years later the facilities were 
purchased by a Chinese/Vietnamese Buddhist community and reopened as the City of 
Ten Thousand Buddhas, one of the largest Buddhist monastic communities in the 
West. It includes a main temple hall with ten thousand gold-painted Buddha 
statues, strict Vinaya monasteries for men and separate ones for women, as well 
as extensive educational programs for children, teens, and adults. It somehow 
seems to me to be a karmic turn of good fortune that Buddhist monks and nuns 
have come into this environment to cleanse and purify it of the negative 
vibrations left by the unfortunate insane from previous generations.
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In my research and reading on the psychological effects of psychedelics, I 
had become impressed by the observations and theorizing of people like the 
English psychiatrist Humphrey Osmond, the man who first gave mescaline to Aldous 
Huxley in the mid-1950s. Huxley had formulated the metaphor of the human mind 
functioning normally as a kind of “reducing valve” that constrained the inherent 
profusion of sensory influx to a manageable size for daily functioning. In 
psychotic states such as schizophrenia, this reducing filter was turned off, as 
was the ability to distinguish inner images from outer perceptions. The 
individual was therefore overwhelmed by a profusion of thoughts and images and 
unable to test the reality of the perceptions and conceptions streaming through 
his mind—especially in the initial or “psychotic break” phase, before the 
strange new perceptions congealed into a more fixed delusional system.

According to this line of thought, LSD and other psychedelics also suspended 
the action of this inhibitory mechanism temporarily, resulting in an enormous 
influx of amplified sense impressions in all modalities and intensified 
perception of interior images and thought forms. My experience with psychedelic 
hallucinations helped me to understand the psychotic dilemma. On a trip with a 
psychedelic drug you could hear voices or see strange visual distortions, but 
they were fleeting and you could usually move your attention beyond them to 
other aspects of your experience, provided you were in a calm, protected 
setting. You always had the memory of having taken a drug that started this 
unusual state. The unfortunate madman had no such memory or knowledge and was 
left to speculate on how these strange perceptions had come about.

The individual on a psychotic “trip” might be tuned in to a voice he could 
not turn off or see visual distortions he could not control. It was like having 
a radio receiver stuck on a certain channel that one could not change. 
Furthermore, most of the voices were repeating messages of a derisive and 
degrading character—e.g., “you stupid idiot . . . it’s all your fault . . . she 
hates you . . . you’re crazy,” and so on. Most significantly, the individual did 
not have the reassuring knowledge that this was a drug-induced trip that would, 
probably and hopefully, end.

Humphrey Osmond theorized that in naturally occurring psychotic states, the 
normal perceptual inhibitors had also been suspended, due to some biochemical 
quirk in the brain. Experimental measurement had confirmed a lowering of 
perceptual thresholds in psychotic states, similar to that in psychedelic 
states. If a person suddenly found themselves tasting all the subtle flavors in 
their food because of this unrecognized heightened sensitivity, they might 
attribute it to something unusual having been added. From there it would not be 
a big step, for those with a suspicious predisposition, to think that the food 
had been poisoned. Others, perceiving unusual sensations in their heads, might 
understandably be led to speculate that they had somehow been “wired” by 
something or someone in their environment. It had been observed that 
schizophrenics often seemed to incorporate the latest technology in their 
delusions—they had X-ray hallucinations, nuclear radiation fantasies, laser beam 
paranoias, computer “bugs,” and so forth.

One corollary to the lowering of sensitivity thresholds in psychotic, as in 
psychedelic, states is that the individual could become telepathic to the 
thoughts of others without recognizing it. This was demonstrated to me one time 
at the Mendocino State Hospital when I was sitting in the admissions center next 
to a schizophrenic girl who babbled a constant, incoherent stream of 
verbiage—what psychiatry technically refers to as “word salad.” As I was 
listening to this outpouring of seemingly nonsensical verbiage, I began to notice that my own unexpressed associations to what she was saying were also 
appearing, with a slight delay, in her verbal mix. I realized that, unbeknownst 
to her, her brain had turned into an intermittent telepathic receiver and was 
picking up the thoughts of others in her environment and mixing them with her 
own thoughts. This was terrifying to her because of her inability to control or 
stop it or to distinguish her own thoughts from those of others. She was 
reacting with rage and confusion to the negative, insane, and random ideas 
flying through her head from those around her. No wonder that schizophrenic 
patients often complain that “the people here are driving me crazy.”
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