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  To the memory of my grandparents

  John and Catherine Ewing (Pa Pa and Me Ma)

  To my loving wife, Sheila Lloyd,

  my mother, Virginia Lloyd,

  and my son, Dylan Lloyd

  The generations roll along…
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  Foreword

  I have known the guitarist and songwriter Richard Lloyd for more than thirty years, but no matter how well you think you know Richard, there is always another surprise. Once I was crossing Times Square when I ran into the photographer Bob Gruen doing a shoot with a group of dreadlocked musicians. Bob introduced me to the Wailers, Bob Marley’s band. We talked for a few minutes before I said I had to run, I was meeting Richard Lloyd. Al Anderson, the Wailers’ guitarist said,

  “Richard Lloyd! The guitar player?”

  “That’s right.”

  “From Television?”

  “Yes.”

  “From Montclair High School?”

  “Huh?”

  It turned out that the future guitarists of Television, the center of CBGB’s, and the Wailers, center of reggae, started out as teenagers playing together in a New Jersey basement. I was witness to their coffee shop reunion. Richard’s influence appears where you least expect it.

  Richard Lloyd is one of the most original thinkers I have ever known and he has faced down some of the worst demons. Since childhood he has lived on the line between inspiration and madness. He was institutionalized as a teenager, became a rock sensation in his mid-twenties, beat drug addiction through guts and discipline, and stayed sober for twenty years—only to backslide when it seemed like the coast was clear, a downward spiral that cost him his marriage, many of his friendships, his band and almost his life. That he pulled himself up from the bottom and began again was more than inspiring—it seemed impossible. Then again, a lot of Richard’s life seems impossible.

  I have seen Richard at his best and worst, but this book surprised me again and again. It is a harrowing journey in which the supporting characters include not only criminals, quack psychiatrists, junkies and holy men, but Keith Moon, Jimi Hendrix, Keith Richards, and the cast and crew of CBGB’s—a group with Richard at its bull’s eye.

  Richard has been a profound but often unrecognized influence on rock ‘n’ roll. As co-founder of the great band Television he was a direct influence on dozens of acts, including U2 and R.E.M. Richard literally built the stage at CBGB’s, where Television established a scene that soon included Patti Smith, the Ramones, Blondie, and Talking Heads and set off a musical revolution that spread around the world.

  Richard Lloyd’s place in rock history was established before he was thirty years old, but his adventures continued. He made a series of fine solo albums and worked as a sideman and session musician. He married and raised a son. He explored spiritual and philosophical disciplines with a scholar’s attention. He worked in an office. He was a guitar teacher. He made background music for TV shows. He is the rare rock legend who has also lived for years as a civilian. He has always had a writer’s sensibility— the gift for standing slightly outside himself and observing. Combine that with a photographic memory and an almost penitential honesty and you have the makings of a great memoir.

  Richard Lloyd is a man who, when told by Keith Richards’ mother that his band would never be as great as her son’s group, agreed with her and told her why: “At the end of the day, Keith and I are organ grinders, and Keith has the best monkey.”

  That is the observation of a thinker, a wit and—it turns out—a vivid and compelling writer. That’s Richard Lloyd.

  —Bill Flanagan

  New York, New York

  April 2017
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  Prologue: Waiting for the Rollercoaster

  I have read my fair share of biographies and autobiographies and memoirs, many of them connected with rock ‘n’ roll. Some biographies and autobiographies try my patience with fantastic genealogies; how so-and-so’s greatgrandfather crossed the Atlantic in a rowboat with 39 cents and how he begat the grandfather who begat the father of the person whose biography I am reading. They also usually include how their ancestors met their respective spouses, what they did for a living and all manner of uninteresting (at least to me) set ups, to help me understand the roots of the person. I drag myself through these books waiting for the magical moment I’m interested in—when the person becomes aware of his destiny, how it approaches him, how it takes him for a ride and how he reacts to it. I usually know something about the person to begin with—why else buy their biography? And I know the measure of their success or tragedy, or both.

  I slog through the first third of the book like someone waiting in line to ride a rollercoaster. I’m waiting for that moment when they’ve been strapped in and there is no turning back. That’s the magic moment when the chain underneath grabs the car and starts to pull it up. The car reaches the top and slowly arches its way over into the freefall. Then come the ups and downs, changes in gravity, torque—sometimes dangerous, sometimes exhilarating. The rollercoaster ride began for me when I was born on this lunatic asylum planet.

  This book is a memoir—not an autobiography. I’m not sure I know the difference but I can imagine that an autobiography traces a person’s own history somewhat chronologically, factually, perhaps even objectively, whereas a memoir is based on first-person memory. Memory has its own rules, first of all that it is subjective—no one else sees the objective events from the same perspective. Events on their own have no meaning. Human beings append meaning to events, and these meanings do not exist except invisibly, within each person. Autobiographies are meant to delineate a person’s life; memoirs allow you to understand them a bit and to share their lives from the inside.

  So this book is a memoir. I often ask people to recount to me their first memories, whether it is sight or sound or an entire panorama. I am often surprised by how difficult this exercise can be, and how uncertain the phenomenon of memory can be. In my case it is not like that. My first memory is as firm as the earth upon which I stand.

  There is a game that young people play. They sit across from one another and they make a declaration: “I am dreaming and you are part of my dream.” They both say this back and forth until neither is certain. How can we know what is real, and if our memories are truthful? I suppose that one is left to one’s own inner devices. I have always had very strong memories. I spent much effort and self-destructive behavior seeing if I could efface that photographic memory, but nothing I have ever done has attenuated it in the slightest.

  This book began as stories spoken aloud in the tradition of oral storytelling. The method is ancient in origin, going back to a time when the storyteller and the audience had an intimate connection. Stories were told in a conversational manner and tended to be detail laden and lyrical. While this may not align with the current bon ton literary trend toward writing that is rigidly concise and pithy, it suits my approach because I have an eidetic memory, and I am a musician and songwriter by profession.


  1 Hello Pittsburgh

  I was born at 8:15 PM, October 25, 1951, in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. I only know that it was Pittsburgh because I was told that it was Pittsburgh. Pittsburgh is just a word, and my memories are full of hearsay.

  All of our memories are full of hearsay which sometimes gets mixed up with our factual and sensory impressions, so that things get all jumbled up and we hardly know what we remember. But we have no choice except to follow this twisted memory, because it is all we have to stand on.

  1951 was only six years after the end of World War II, and it was the beginning of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. People at that time were in a strange halfway state—between the exhilaration of recovery from war and the threat of nuclear annihilation. Pittsburgh was one of the central eastern industrial cities that forged steel and sent it to Detroit and other places for the manufacture of cars and skyscrapers. I was thrown into this cast of time in a steel town, on the wrong side of the river, on the wrong side of the tracks.

  I was born downtown at Northside General Hospital, and my young parents lived nearby in my paternal grandparents’ house. My father’s name was Joseph Alt, and he was a tall, lanky youngster of German heritage—alt means old in German. I was christened Richard John Alt, which is what my birth certificate read until I had my name changed legally at the age of nine to Richard Lloyd. Lloyd is the name of my stepfather, David Lloyd.

  My mother’s name was Virginia Ewing until she married at the age of 18. I am one-half German and one-quarter each of Scottish and Irish—the Northern European mix. My parents broke up when I was three months old and I went to live with my mother and my maternal grandparents, John and Catherine Ewing. They lived in Homestead, Pennsylvania, a suburb of Pittsburgh and the home of US Steel and Bethlehem Steel.

  Homestead had a lively history and what I clearly remember is that it was built on a huge hill at the bottom of which were the railroad tracks, the shipping yards, the steel mills and the river. I think it was the Ohio River but it could have been the Monongahela or the Susquehanna. That’s why the football stadium was called Three Rivers Stadium—the three rivers meet in Pittsburgh. Homestead was rather rundown, what I call upper-lower class rather than lower-middle class. The roofs on all the houses were orange from the dust and smudge spewed by the steel mills and the whole town was completely saturated with two things: churches and taverns.

  Most people worked in the steel mills and the others got jobs out at the coal mines nearby. These were the two main jobs that came up like a Chinese menu: pick either A or B: steel mill or coal mine. Across the river was a much better and more affluent neighborhood, just out of reach by bridge. I can truly say I was born on the wrong side of the tracks and on the wrong side of the river.

  I can only imagine my mother being destroyed by her divorce from my father when I was an infant. I hardly saw him after that. He joined the Navy when I was three and I have never seen him since nor do I care to. There is no doubt that my mother wanted to get the hell out of her parents’ house, somehow, anyhow—she wanted to become an actress, which brought her eventually to New York. She sent for me when I was six.

  My mother had her first job as a soda jerk downtown. A tall, blonde, handsome boy would come in at lunchtime to order soda. My mother was 17 and my father was probably 18, and he began to come in more often and linger, and they fell in love. Soon after that they got married and my mother became pregnant with me. What my father did for a living at 18 was a riot. Down the block was a burlesque house. The cigarette girls would circulate through the audience in between the acts of strippers and comedians while young men would walk around with wristwatches up and down their arms, offering them for sale. That’s what my father did—sold wristwatches in a strip club. That might be one step above being a hawker in a carnival because you get to see the girls. But my parents fell in love and from what I was told they got married and, boing, my mother got pregnant with me. That’s the easy part.

  The hard part for young people on this people-farm called Earth is to find stability in relationships, especially when they have not yet found themselves on the exit from their families and neighborhoods, and these relationships are usually volatile and doomed. My own biological parents were no different. They were not off to a terrific beginning.

  After I was born we moved into my father’s parents’ house and immediately there was fighting. My mother’s mother-in-law didn’t like her and thought her son had married too early. There was a breaking point at which my mother said she knew she was leaving—she called the diaper service and told them to change the address where they delivered the diapers to her parents’ house. Then she called her parents and asked if she could come home and bring the baby.

  It must have been a devastating time for my mother. She was left with a broken marriage and a young baby. I’m sure she felt that she was a failure, and that feeling probably lasted a long time. I vaguely remember my paternal grandparents, but those memories are so vague that they don’t allow any clear pictures to emerge. I was three years old when my father joined the Navy and became a welder. Right before he shipped out, he came over and brought me a sailor suit just like the one he was wearing. I put it on and he bounced me around on his knee laughing and told some joke that made me pee my pants. With a big splotch of piss somewhat over my crotch he then picked me up and handed me to my mother and said, “Here—you take it.” And then he said goodbye. Goodbye Joe, hello Pittsburgh.
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  2 Something of my Birth

  My mother reports that on the day I was born she felt she was going to give birth and went to the hospital. They told her to go home because they expected the birth would occur the next day. She started to leave but changed her mind and went back. After they admitted her, she claims she went into labor and finally gave birth to me.

  My mother reports that, when I was first brought to her, I seemed to look at her in a very serious way and that I seemed to be an old man. She says that I was “checking her out” and that it scared her, but after a minute or so my eyes softened and I turned into a baby, closed my eyes and went to sleep. She thinks that I was making sure that she really was my mother. I believe this story because I was not born a “child.” I was always very old. Later I became a child, but only a little bit. I was looking at her to assess what I had gotten myself into.

  My first crystal clear memory is of being in the crib in the living room of my grandparents’ house in Pittsburgh. I was trying to stand up. Since my mother says I was walking around at nine months, this was quite a bit before then. I was practicing standing by holding onto the bars of the crib. My legs were shaking and my head was too big to hold up and kept wobbling. At a certain point my hands began to give way and I knew that I was going to fall, so I let go and attempted to sit down. I fell upon my cushy diaper and then upon my back. I remember hoping that my head would not get banged, causing me to lose consciousness. I wondered how much muscle control I would be able to exercise during the fall. I didn’t bang my head on the padded bottom of the crib and I didn’t lose consciousness, so I rolled my head back and forth looking at my splayed-out arms.

  When I looked to the left side I saw my left hand and it was sort of chubby. I flexed it into a fist using my will and a series of thoughts came to me in a kind of musical chord. How did I get here in the human body? Had I done something wrong? I will have to learn to coordinate this body and I will have to learn to walk and talk, and I will have to interact with all the others who are in similar bodies. None of them seem to be aware of any problem with this, and they seem to be satisfied being here. But I am stuck here in their midst where I will probably fall asleep the same as they have. I’m going to have to be here for quite a number of years and I have a great deal of work ahead of me.

  I had a distinct knowledge that I had been elsewhere before this body and that this “elsewhere” was not constrained by the laws that inform this physical place. This memory of a place of greater freedom haunted me. I continued to have this memory of a place from which I had been somehow forced to leave to come here to be born. This place seemed to be, and still seems, just out of reach.

  Between the ages of one and two I began consciously trying to find my way back to this memory because I did not want to lose it. It was faint and ethereal as I tried to follow it back. I would sit on my heels and be still for as long as possible and try to remember. I gathered my attention and spent long periods of time trying to follow its delicate pathway back. As I became more and more quiet I noticed certain things that were in the way.

  First, I noticed that my body’s breathing stood in the way of my attention. I began to practice ceasing breathing so that I could pay better attention to this faint and ethereal thread. I did not “hold” my breath. I would just find a relaxed place, and not breathe. Then I also noticed the drum in my chest that would not stop beating. I saw that my way was blocked. I tried to stop my heartbeat by my own volition in order to pay better attention, but I found that I could not stop it. This noise was preventing me from being able to fully gather my attention. I felt that if I could find absolute stillness I would be able to connect with what I was seeking. This went on daily whenever I was alone. Then something new started happening when I was about two years old. It became possible for me to simply not breathe for long periods of time.

  I remember thinking that the length of time that I was not breathing was supposed to be impossible. I thought to myself that this consensus of belief about man and his possible authority over himself and his body and the phenomenal world was wrong and seriously limited and that the weight of this consensus was what kept things the way they were. I also felt that I could not allow my new understanding to be seen. I imagine that other children find out similar things about the consensus restraints that humans are subject to, and then abandon their own inner authority at an early age. Maybe it is just fantasy and magical thinking as the nervous system grows and forms.

  One day, while in a kneeling position in the living room, something dramatic happened. While not breathing it became more and more effortless to just sit, and I came “loose.” “I” floated out of the body and moved upward sort of like a kite in a gentle wind. I looked back and there was my little body sitting quietly, not breathing. I seemed to be attached by some sort of stretchy thread or line. I was now freer but still tethered and I thought about exploring.

  I wondered how long I could stretch the line before it would detach from the body. I wondered if I could go through the walls and leave the room—but then I realized several things. One was that I was inexperienced. What if the line detached and I was out of sight of the body and could not find my way back? It seemed that I was alone, but what if there were other powers further out that I might run into? What would I do then? I also began to wonder how long the body could continue not breathing with me away from it. Everyone else was on the other side of the house. I began to get frightened. What if they came into the room before I could get back into the body? What would they think? And what if I did let go and let the body die? I remember thinking that this would be completely unfair and cruel to my guardians. They would not understand anything about what happened. Even if I was able to go to a better place, I couldn’t leave them with the misery of that.

  I began to return to the body but I found that I could not reconnect. I kept passing through the body as if I were a ghost. I began to panic. After quite a bit of this panic I managed to align myself with the body but found that I didn’t know how to fully reconnect. I managed to find some “snaps” in various places of the body which allowed me to reattach—sort of like the snaps which hold your blue jeans together or which hold a diving helmet on.

  I decided to start breathing before someone caught me, but I found that I had forgotten how to engage the muscles. Breathing was not such an established habit at my tender age. This really threw me into a panic and I thought that I might have to watch the body die. It seemed the body could have remained that way for quite some time without any danger, but after I reattached, some sort of timer came into play and I needed to act before a deadline. Just like a guy trying to start a motorcycle or lawnmower, I kept trying, and finally, somehow, I got the body to gas and it began to breathe.

  Sometime later I went to my mother and grandmother and asked them if they knew anything about breathing and meditation. In a delicate way I described a little of what I had been doing and that I’d been having some “experiences.” Both of them told me that they had no experience in any such matters. Realizing that I had no mentor, I decided to stop these experiments.

  I distinctly remember several other things from that year. It surprised me that I could understand most of what people were saying. I knew that I did not know how to talk very well, but I remember being curious as to how I knew the meaning of words that people spoke. I remember that I hadn’t worked on this—so it seemed strange that I could understand the language that people used around me.

  There was something else: there were other kinds of knowledge available to me. I knew that I could understand most of what people were saying although there were some words I didn’t understand and had to guess from context, but when I was thinking to myself it was not in language. I wondered what form my own thinking was in. It was a kind of direct perception coupled with the concept. It is very hard to explain in language, but this form is more like pictures, or metaphoric pictures. It occurred to me that I would learn language and how to speak and slowly I would come to use this language as the main form of thinking like everyone else.

  There was something else very curious. I could see other people, including the adults around me, in such a way that I could see their emotional condition in a kind of picture thinking. The amazing thing was that they did not need to speak words out loud. When they did speak, I noticed that their words and this “picture thinking” that went on inside of them did not conform. This led me to conclude that people were disjointed—that they had lost an elemental connection to their own inner selves, and most importantly, they were unconsciously lying because their words and their motives did not conform to each other. This was very strange to my “I” within myself, which experienced the kind of unity where my thinking and my feeling moved in the same direction. My thinking and feeling were overlain and overlapped, whereas in the adult it seemed there were two or three people in one package: one was the words and their concern about what the other organisms were thinking about them, and their other was their true, or inner, movement. I noticed that being with adults at that time was like experiencing a double exposure as if my eyes were slightly crossed. It was not altogether comfortable, but when I was a little older it started to recede. The focus and depth of my vision was changing. Eventually I lost much of this force of vision and could only hear the words.

  I no longer practiced stopping my breathing, but I did begin “playing” with my breathing and performing various exercises. This was when I was three or four years old. I did all sorts of breathing exercises: huffing and puffing, segmented breathing, breathing through one nostril or the other or alternating the nostril in various patterns, counting the breaths, and changing the ratios of the inhalations and exhalations. I imagined the breath to be a substance I could direct to different parts of the body: pretending that the breath was a pneumatic drill or saw, imagining that the breath could move out on objects and buckle the walls, that it could reach different distances, that it would change my shape, either enlarging or shrinking me.

  I also had another interesting experience, which later on, when I read the yogic literature, I was surprised to find listed. At times I sweated, tingled, vibrated, swooned and began to shake. I occasionally began to jerk and hop around the room like an insect. I began to fade out for various short lengths of time, beginning to pass out and waking up in other parts of the room. The final straw occurred one afternoon while performing my breathing exercises. I buzzed out, and when I woke up and opened my eyes, I was lying on my back looking at a piece of wood. I thought I might have died and was looking at the inside of the coffin. After my senses came back fully, I realized that I was under a large table. How I had gotten there is anybody’s guess, but I began to worry that I would crack my head or damage my body in some irreparable way if I kept it up, so I retired from the breathing exercises.


  3 First Birthday Party

  The first birthday party I remember was when I turned three. I was given a red car with pedals. When the cake was brought out and my mother asked me to blow out the candles and make a wish—I said no. My mother asked me again—and I still said no. She asked again and said that the candles were burning down and the children wanted their cake and I should make a wish and blow out the candles. I looked up at her said, “Mother, I am housed, fed, clothed, cleaned, and loved. I don’t have anything to wish for.”

  My mother became frantic at that point and said that I didn’t have to tell anybody what my wish was but to please blow out the candles. While I could handle this, I still didn’t want anything, so I wished that everyone else present would get their wishes, and if I gained, it would be collaterally.

  I really didn’t have a desire for anything special, but when I saw that red car I went nuts. Everybody wanted to drive it and I wanted to drive it by myself. We all got in a big line and everybody got a turn driving my little red car. I was very proud of it. I guess I did want something but we were so poor that I had denied myself the idea of wanting something.

  We had a tiny piano with 28 keys that were in tune and I used to play it often. I would play one note and just listen to it fade away. I wondered how it could fade into nothing and I concluded that it couldn’t—that the note would go on and on, out into the universe. I would play two notes at a time and I wrote a number of pieces which sounded very Baroque, but when it came to playing three notes at a time I was stymied—sometimes it sounded good and sometimes it didn’t. I asked my grandmother if she could teach me how to play the piano and she said “I’m sorry honey, I don’t know how to play the piano—perhaps you could ask your mother.” I asked my mother and she said, in a kind of exasperated tone, that she didn’t know how to play the piano either. Her tone made me realize that she was thinking of herself and her lack because we were so poor. And when I asked for piano lessons I was told we were too poor to afford it.

  I went back to my 28-key piano and I played whenever I could. I invented some musical pieces and improvised, always from an emotional motivation, and I was consciously conjoining the music to emotions. Sometimes I got frustrated and would play with my fists and perform glissandos with my thumbnail. Some of the keys eventually broke because of my fist performances. That was the end of my piano playing. Now that I understand music better, I can’t stand keyboard instruments because they are never really in tune and you can’t bend notes on them. That’s one of the reasons I love the guitar, the sitar and the har-monica—because you can bend notes on each of them. You can bend notes on the saxophone, too, but I didn’t have the breath control.

  This all happened in Homestead where my grandparents were renting the upper floors of their house to different tenants. We set up a little rubber swimming pool in the backyard to splash in during the summer. By that time I was spending the school year in New York and only went to Homestead for summer vacation with my grandparents.

  One summer when I was eight I went out into the woods with some boys and one said, “Oh look, blackberries.” It was suggested that I eat some of these berries because they were delicious. When I asked the other kids if they wanted any they said no—they had had their fill. What I didn’t know was that the blackberries were growing in a poison ivy patch and I was getting internal poison ivy poisoning. I don’t know if you know what it’s like when your insides itch all the way from your mouth to your ass, but it was just another experience. My face swelled up and I looked like Linda Blair in The Exorcist with my skin cracking open and oozing pus.

  I was taken to the hospital where I was told there was nothing they could do. During grand rounds the doctors came just to see me because most of them would never get to see internal poison ivy poisoning. Then I was sent home to New York, somewhat delirious. We went by bus and my grandmother came with me. The bus had to make extra stops so she could get cold water to put on my forehead. I was passing in and out of consciousness, but by the time we got to New York I was able to get off the bus on my own two feet. My mother didn’t immediately recognize me and said, “Where’s Richard?” My grandmother explained about the poison ivy poisoning and pointed at me and my mother blanched. I saw a photo booth that offered four photos for a quarter. I wanted some evidence of myself in that condition but my mother said, “I am not having my son look like that in any photograph—you look like a monster.” I’m still angry at her for that because I like evidence of my own conditions.
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  4 Richard Discovers Electricity and Other Experiments

  When I was about four we got one of the first televisions on the block. I think it was a Zenith. It took several minutes to warm up while there was only a little dot of light in the middle of the screen. There were only three channels and each channel only broadcast for a couple of hours each day. I remember my grandfather getting anxious about it needing to be turned on at least five minutes before watching a show. We would sit in a kind of panic hoping that the TV set would warm up in time. I was warned about the electricity and told never to touch the plug.

  This piqued my curiosity and I began wondering what this stuff was that they called “electricity.” I also wondered why there was a warning attached to it. I decided to find out for myself when everyone else was in another part of the house. I turned the television on and pulled the plug halfway out of its socket. I licked the thumb and forefinger of my right hand and grabbed it between the plug and the socket. Electricity roared through my hand and up my arm to my shoulder. Immediately I learned several things about it; it was as powerful as anything else I had ever experienced. Second, it had no concern for me—I’m not sure evil is the right word, but the electricity really didn’t care. It was clearly looking for something. I remember thinking that if it got into my chest it would take me over. It would oust me. I knew that I needed to fight it and let go. Luckily, although my fingers seemed to be stuck to the plug, I managed to get them open and was released. My right arm buzzed for several hours. I felt it for several days, and I still have a memory of the sensation. I was a little concerned that my arm would buzz permanently, so I was relieved when it faded.

  Between the ages of four and five I began experimenting with my senses. I would walk around the house with a blindfold on or with my eyes closed, trying to sense the walls and furniture by touch alone. My mother didn’t like this and made me stop. I also used earplugs or my fingers to shut off my hearing so I could try to listen to inner sounds. I would plug up one ear for a day to see what it was like and on the next day switch to the other ear. I put plugs in my nostrils so that I could pay attention to the right or left nostril independently. I realized that far more information comes in through the visual sense than is necessary for the organism to act upon.

  People usually blink about 15 times a minute with brief visual interruptions. I wondered what it would be like if the blinks were backwards. I began walking around with my eyes closed and I blinked them open only every once in a while. I wanted to find out how little visual information I could carry on with. I used to cross the street and walk on the sidewalk in this way, with my eyes closed except for the fastest possible blinking to find out what had changed. It made the world appear like a flipbook.

  I had ongoing experiences connected with time—one of which continued until I became a teenager. I would suddenly experience the world slowing down. Everything would begin moving in slow motion so that I had an indefinite time to think about my own movement and participation in events. Mostly this was extremely pleasant, but sometimes it was frightening. It might have been some sort of epileptic event.

  When I entered school at the age of six a lot of these activities got put aside because no one else shared these interests. When I would bring up any of my own questions or interests, I got stares or worse.


  5 “What Do You Want to Be When You Grow Up?”

  Children are always asked what they want to be when they grow up. Aside from the fact that I didn’t want to be on this planet in the first place, in this condition of stricture, with these people who were obviously insane, I had no idea how to answer this question. You know, children give all sorts of answers when they are younger that are meaningless later on, except for those rare cases where the child sees something that shapes their entire life. There may have been such a moment in my life. If so, it would’ve been that first memory and all that took place before I reached the age of five.

  “What do you want to be when you grow up?” Doctor, lawyer, astronaut, scientist, writer, artist, fireman, policeman, construction worker, etc. Hardly any child answers with the job that they will end up doing. In other words, when you ask a child what he wants to be when he grows up he will almost never reveal what he is going to end up doing. I have never heard a child say that he wanted to be a waiter in a restaurant, or a financial analyst for some bank, or sell pretzels as a street vendor. He dreams something of grandeur, whatever that might be in his little mind, or if he is more of an old soul, he will refuse to answer the question or say, “I don’t know.” That ought to conclude the matter, but it hardly ever does because adults enjoy prodding their poor little neighbors for an answer to this insulting question. It comes from the same part of adults that makes them want to tickle children, I suppose.

  I was asked that question a lot. I didn’t have an answer. I didn’t want to have an answer. I had a lot of questions. Most of my questions were directed back into the substance of myself. What was I? Why was I? How did I come to be in this thing, in this place, in these circumstances? Did I have a purpose? Was there a task I was meant to achieve? Was I stranded on a farm planet as a punishment? Was it some kind of penance to be human, or was it something grand? Having adults ask me what I wanted to be when I grew up never ceased to be annoying in the same way that a mosquito is annoying to a person who is trying to concentrate. “What do you want to be when you grow up?” is a kind of rash—like poison ivy. For the adult, not getting the child’s answer is the scratching which keeps making them ask it over and over again, until by virtue of fatigue, the child blurts out some stupid response that the child knows is bullshit. It is one of the ways in which we learn how to survive socially. It is more training in how to lie.

  I don’t remember what I said, but I know it was something out of exasperation. Being asked that question often, by enough people, began to inculcate into me the notion that answering the question to myself, internally, was something important. So, I tried to ask the question of myself. I didn’t get a straight answer.


  6 Cough Syrup, Death, Hypnosis and an Early Psychedelic Experience

  When I was five I developed a terrible cough that sounded like a dying moose. The doctor advised that I should be in bed under a steam tent. I spent lots of time in bed with Vicks VapoRub all over my chest and a machine sending steam into the tent. The cough was probably caused by rheumatic fever and whooping cough. The doctor prescribed a cough syrup that tasted like Coke and probably had a narcotic or a small amount of cocaine in it. Remember, this was about 1955. I was given a teaspoon of it every once in a while. I remember looking at it and that was the first time I had the desire to take some extra, but I didn’t because I was a good boy.

  I loved this Coke syrup while I was in the steam tent for weeks. One night I thought that I was going to die. I stayed awake all night long coughing my guts out until the light came in the morning. Then I heard the church bells, because it was Sunday, and a poem suddenly came to me. It was something like, “Death, get thee now from thy soft bed. Up thy cherished marble steps shall I ascend, when the bell doth toll for me.” This was really strange because I had never heard or used archaic English before.

  I used thee, thou, thy, doth, and some of the piano pieces I wrote then were Baroque and extremely classical. I remember writing the poem and a deep male voice came to me from the corner of the room saying “There is no death.” It wasn’t said in an emphatic way, but in a matter-of-fact way, and it came right after I had written the poem—a true auditory hallucination in four words. It was so compelling that I have believed it ever since. I’ve had these events from time to time, and they have always been correct. I’ve never heard frightening, paranoid voices, but only good voices, and only rarely.

  I went to doctors and dentists when I was young, like most kids. One dentist had a poster of the moon on a window shade. He always pulled it down and told me to watch it and imagine that I was in a spaceship going to the moon. Then he would give me an injection and start working on my teeth. I now recognize this was a hypnotic procedure. Doctors and dentists were being taught medical hypnosis in those years, promulgated mostly by a guy named Dave Elman. He had been a stage hypnotist and when his father was dying of cancer and in great pain, he wondered if hypnosis could help him, and it did. Elman quit the stage and began teaching dentists and doctors his quick trance techniques.

  When I was seven or eight I had some sort of dental problem and the dentist put some liquid on a cloth— probably ether (it smelled like roses) and he told me to breathe it in and relax. I fought like the devil and they had to hold me down and press the cloth against my face until I passed out. I went on to have an intense psychedelic trip with colored squares turning into circles and geometric shapes flying around. It seemed as though I could see through my eyelids and I could hear the doctor talking to his nurse. I was in this state for a couple of hours. My parents carried me out, put me in the car and took me home. That was a profound early experience for me, brought on by a chemical.


  7 Turning Upside Down Inside and the Power of Silence

  When my two cousins and I were about seven or eight years old, we began learning something about yoga because there was an early morning television show about it. I remember thinking that if I could have run off and become a yogi or a fakir I would. I could never get my legs into the full lotus position and I despaired at my lack of postures which showed me how little “will” we all have. I wanted to get in that position more than anything—but couldn’t get it. I always tried experiments to see how much of myself was amenable to my volitional will. I was consistently amazed at how resistant the body and thinking and senses were to any kind of control whatsoever. I felt daunted by the stubborn refusal of the body to accede to my wishes.

  My cousins and I were doing imitation yoga postures. My cousin Billy declared that he had learned something from his uncle that was real yoga because his uncle had been to India. His younger brother Ronnie was especially upset that Billy had been taught something that he hadn’t. We asked Billy to show us. He said he could move his “I.” He got into a headstand and said he was going to move his “I” from his head to his abdomen. He counted 1 to 3 and then proceeded to do it. It was very weird. You could tell that his center was now in his abdomen, and when he spoke, it seemed as though his mouth moved but his voice was coming from his belly in a kind of telepathy. He then flipped it back and came down from the headstand.

  He said that he could show us how to do it, so we all got into headstands. He said that first you get into a physical headstand which turns everything upside down. Then you do “an inner headstand,” turning yourself within yourself. Since I had had the experience of becoming detached from my body earlier, I was a little bit wary. Ronnie kept trying but couldn’t get it so Billy said he would help him. We were all upside down. I could sense Billy “walking” over to Ronnie’s right side (not in the physical sense) and he put his hands on Ronnie and turned him upside down inside himself. I was still upside down physically and psychically, so I decided to try it. It was a little like folding over at the waist and diving off a diving board. There was a little leap of faith. It took two or three times before I turned over like an egg timer. Then I was upside down inside my upside down physical body. It was very strange. I began to feel nauseous and disoriented. I “flipped” myself back and felt better. Billy and Ronnie stayed as they were for a little while longer and then came down. Then they began fighting because Ronnie was jealous. I was bedazzled. I knew then that there was a real yoga that was very different from the regular concept that normal people play at. The experience also showed me that the identification with the head (or even the body) was extremely temporary, fragile and malleable. I kept practicing yogic postures, but never tried Billy’s “trick” again.

  I also tried every spiritual discipline that I heard about. One of the most humorous of these was somewhat along the line of Mauna, which is the practice of intentional silence. It’s done in both Western and Eastern mysticism. I heard about it and thought that it sounded delicious. I decided to practice silence. I said to myself that I would not talk either outwardly or inwardly. I felt like I was doing very well at it until I ran into other people.

  People don’t like it when you don’t talk. They get very uncomfortable. I remember my grandmother looking at me strangely and asking me, “Are you all right?” Of course, I wasn’t supposed to answer. This only concerned her more. It was practically the same thing with the children who were playing. Nobody played silently—the children played with a good deal of chatter. When they noticed that I wasn’t participating in talk, they made me the center of attention. The children were especially good at breaking my ability to remain silent, either by persistently nagging me for periods of time, or by getting nasty, sarcastic and angry or by tickling, wrestling and even punching. After a bit of this treatment I would finally reach the end of my rope and blurt something out. Doing that released the pressure but ruined my practice.

  I thought about writing on a card: “I am practicing silence today.” But then I thought that would be cheating and would sully my practice by having a bridge to fall back on. I saw I was really getting nowhere if I tried to practice this around other people, especially children, so I finally did make a card and carried it in my pocket. That turned out to be an absolute disaster. A little girl grabbed it out of my hand and made it the object of the entire neighborhood’s goofs and glee, while I became the central object of derision. I learned a lot from this and anything else I might have tried with other people. The first thing I learned was that I couldn’t find others who had any interest whatsoever in what I was interested in. Second, I learned that other people have an instinctual negative response to interests like mine. I really don’t know if it was instinctual in all the others or if it was socially-supported enhanced negativity which ran up against my hopes and interests, but I do know that others would repeatedly throw these interests against the rocks.

  


  This is the beginning of my story—a story of one with the lodestone, a mad, crazy, careening out of control, fighting with my guardian angels rock ‘n’ roll story. The story of an old soul acting like a juvenile delinquent on a reform school planet. Remember the story of Jacob and the angels with whom he wrestled all night? He wrestled with those angels and he got something out of it, something profound and devoutly to be wished for, but he also got a broken hip. There is a price to be paid. I have never been afraid to pay it.
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  8 Catholic School, God and the Devil

  I remember kindergarten as something absolutely wonderful. There were toys and play time and nap time (which I couldn’t stand because I was awake) and just a general sort of bliss at learning anything and being able to play with new things.

  Then I entered first grade. What a horror. I was handed a pencil and a notebook, and told to sit down at a desk. In my innocence, I pleaded, “Where are the toys?” I was told, “Well, you’re a big boy now and you get to sit at a desk— isn’t that nice?” NO! It wasn’t nice, and although I made do, it is not something I would do to our children. Children need to amble out their youth in the middle of the forest before being told to sit in a chair six hours a day for 12 years or more.

  I had been placed in a Catholic school. My family was traditionally Catholic, although nobody seemed to go to church except on special occasions. But my grandmother had statues in her bedroom of the little Lord Jesus with the world in his hand and of mother Mary, and she cherished them.

  I asked my grandmother about it and she said that because her husband (my grandfather John Ewing) was an avowed atheist, she stopped going to church and practiced Christianity inwardly—going about cooking and cleaning without complaint or any outward sign of bitterness or negativity. She was a loving, caring person.

  There I was in Catholic school. I took Latin and was an altar boy, which I thoroughly enjoyed for half a year—I don’t know why I stopped but it was not from being molested, because I was not. And I was never hit by any of the nuns although I was screamed at a lot, so I never developed the kind of hatred that many lapsed Catholics have against the church. I now realize that the church is the aggregate of the people in it, and they are a completely mixed bunch.

  From the time I was born I could not understand how the world could be such a mess with people so unpleasant to one another. Then I was told there had come a savior to save us from our sins—that is, our flaws and faults, lies and insults. Well if that was the case I couldn’t understand how this savior could’ve ever been a success. People were still nasty or alternately kindhearted in a haphazard way.

  Nonetheless, many people seemed to worship this Jesus as the savior, and in my own private thoughts I began to ponder this. I began to wish that I could be of help to Jesus. At the same time I couldn’t fathom how he had failed. I wanted to be a saint to help Jesus, or be his assistant or someone like his brother. Sometimes I was jealous of Jesus, and I suppose I wanted to be God.

  This is a difficult subject because I knew that I was not him, and I recognized that I was weak and had flaws. Yet I also knew that I could be a force aligned with the same purpose for which he had come into the world—to awaken the interned from their unconsciousness, except for the fact that I had no real will to work with. Neither my body or my emotions would obey me, and my thoughts yielded very little power. I was shaken by my urge to replace Jesus, and felt competitive with him, as siblings would. I was an only child, but Jesus was my brother—a real man.

  This made me wonder if perhaps I was the devil who will break something in a big tantrum because he can’t have it. So, I wanted to be a saint. Later on I learned that most saints are not paid well or well-known so I gave up on that wish. I couldn’t fathom spending my life force only to end up anonymous, like a gear inside a clock. My ego was way bigger than that. I remember being disappointed that these saints were so poorly treated and so poorly paid, like unappreciated servants.

  We were often taken to church in Catholic school. The church made me feel claustrophobic and nauseous. It was just about one of the worst feelings imaginable, like being dragged to one’s death, or like a walk to the gallows. I wondered if there was something wrong with me. Again, I thought perhaps the devil had gotten into me. In any case, something was seriously wrong if I was having such a negative reaction to being in a place I had been told was holy and good. In hindsight, I may have been aware unconsciously that the devil in fact was in the church and this was my reaction to being in such a place—a place corrupted and thoroughly infiltrated by the enemy. I realized that I was not a saint and my status, position, responsibilities and duties in this incarnation fell under a different title.

  It was later that I heard the idea of the bodhisattva. These are beings who have perfected themselves and earn the right to Nirvana or heaven, but when they get there they discover that everyone else has been left behind. As a result their peace is not complete. It is disturbed by compassion for others. So, they decide to return to the earth to be born again and to forgo their own salvation and remain on earth until all are saved. This sounded right up my alley—I started praying for the chance to perform the act of the bodhisattva.

  I vowed that I would take on all the suffering of others—that I would go to hell in their place and they could have my merit, if I had any. This one was a difficult pill to swallow, but like a man who cuts a deal with God when he is in big trouble, I cut the deal and prayed for this. It was my prayer for several years. And whenever I was asked to make a wish on my birthday candles, or if I got a wishbone, my wish was always that the other person would get their wish, or that everyone in the universe would get their wishes. At the beginning this was really my only wish, and I couldn’t find any other “wish” in me asking for my own fulfillment.

  It seemed to me that the world was so bad off that this was the only wish worth bothering about. After a while, the cautionary thought crept up on me that most people have very shallow wishes and that, if they came true, it would be really bad for them and everybody else, so I began tempering my wish with the idea that they should get their wish only if it was good for them. This was the beginning of my lifelong interest in the idea of wish. I wondered how much actual power there might be in wishing. Something in me knew that there was a very powerful aspect in a wish—more powerful even than prayer. But I could not understand the choices that other people made when they were given the opportunity to make a wish. None of the things that other people talked about wishing for seemed important.
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