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INTRODUCTION











This book is a collection of stories about people who helped carry a time and a motion—people largely identified with the 1960s. The motion that I refer to here had, of course, begun years earlier in isolated discoveries, and would carry over to shattering cultural and political disputes. Some of it was born from the liberties asserted by Elvis Presley, some of it by the Beat movement and its impeachment of postwar America’s aesthetics and ideology. Some of it came from an audacious wave of drug experiments, conducted by everybody from respected scientists, doctors, writers, artists, actors, musicians and professors to less sanguine types within the CIA and the U.S. military. Some of it was from a spirit born in the hard and heroic campaign for civil rights, and some of it by a growing reaction against Western liberal democracy’s battle with international communism (which would culminate in the argument over the American debacle in Vietnam). It was carried along by folk singers, blues revisionists, British rock & roll usurpers, American soul singers and groundbreaking jazz musicians, and it was picked up by rebel authors, student activists, community settlers, teenage dancers, drug users, sexual explorers, spiritual surveyors, street rebels, black militants and reformist politicians. In the end, the movement was a confluence of music, film, poetry, theater, literature, art, science, society, politics, war and revolt, almost all of it driven by vision and mania, by hope and anguish. An epoch happened between the mid-1950s and the early 1970s: it was intense and it was fast, and it seemed in its moment that it could lead to a transfigured world.




Then, that momentum came undone. By the early 1970s, most of the significant components of the 1960s dream had come apart or had been subsumed, from both internal and external pressures. Illumination, defeat, genius, madness, joy, death and misspent permission all exacted their toll. From there, I guess, you measure how much we’ve learned, or how much we’ve lost.




This volume clearly isn’t a formal history of the 1960s; for one thing, it doesn’t attempt to chronicle the era’s momentous political unrest (though the effect of that disruption is indivisible from perhaps every subject and theme covered here). Rather, Stories Done is an attempt to look at some of what was at risk in those times, through the lives of a handful of notable people and events that were elemental to the period’s arts and arguments. There are, I admit, some obvious shortcomings here: There is nothing in this survey about female figures of importance, nor about R&B and jazz musicians, all of whom were critical to the period under survey. (I also have other regrets: There is nothing here about John Coltrane, Miles Davis, the Velvet Underground or Tim Buckley, whose musical realizations mattered especially to me.) Still, the persons and occasions that I was able to address in these pages certainly changed the stakes of our lives and ideals and even the possibilities of our future; they were part of a major historical shift that not only challenged the cultural and social values of that age, but also, for an astonishing term, almost preempted the real power and polemics of the era. As I note more than once in these stories, almost all the arguments that have mattered in our culture and politics these last forty years have been a reaction to the brink that those times approached.




 




Going back through these stories, I didn’t expect anything about them to surprise me, though something did: the amount of writing about drugs (including alcohol) and their toll. Drugs and alcohol of themselves likely wouldn’t persuade me enough to make them a recurring thematic interest, despite my own experiences; what drew my interest to any of the subjects was their lives and the consequence of their work or moment. But after selecting and reviewing the various pieces for this collection, I came to see that drug or alcohol use figured significantly in almost every one of these histories. Clearly, this wasn’t just coincidental, and it bears some consideration.




For more than half of the subjects here, including Ken Kesey, Timothy Leary and the Haight-Ashbury, psychedelics were a major factor in their lives and in any story about them. These were people and a place on a frontier, and all were exploring how these largely unknown quantities might affect the mind or spirituality or community. They chose those particular drugs as an important part of their purpose, and they were willing to accept whatever the ramifications might be. Those choices made them famous and influential, but also feared or despised. Leary and Kesey incurred criminal reputations, which hindered them somewhat but not altogether; certainly, drugs didn’t kill them. But drugs did kill Haight-Ashbury. While psychedelics made the district an attraction for dealers and starry-eyed pilgrims and runaways, the drugs also transformed the area’s freewheeling idealism from dream into farce.




This doesn’t mean that psychedelic experimentation in the Sixties wasn’t useful; the hallucinatory state had an extraordinary effect on the era’s creativity. I’d certainly argue that there was momentous writing from Ken Kesey, and wonderful music made by the Grateful Dead, the Beatles, the Doors and Pink Floyd, that would not have happened if not for the LSD experience. But then, in Pink Floyd’s case, it is fair to say that LSD certainly hastened the brilliant Syd Barrett’s decline. This raises a question worth asking: If Pink Floyd’s remarkable early music owed anything to Barrett’s drug use, then…was that splendor worth its cost? Clearly, psychedelic daring could produce real ruin. I worked for several years in the 1970s as a counselor in drug and alcohol treatment programs in Portland, Oregon, and although I saw far worse and more plentiful injury resulting from the use of heroin, amphetamines and alcohol—including more deaths of young people than I ever want to remember—I remember feeling a special sympathy for those who seemed misplaced or lessened by psychedelics. I’d taken LSD and mescaline myself, yet had no personal experience of heroin or speed. I’d also had a fearful incident with LSD (as I mention in this book’s Leary story), so I knew something of how it felt when your consciousness ran into a place where it seemed to fall apart into holes and particles and God knows what. I never regretted using psychedelics, but I respect the prospect that they might invert you in considerable ways, and I understand that some psychologies could never bear that inversion.




Many of the figures in these pages were transformed by other intoxicants (including alcohol, opiates and amphetamines) that, in the cases of Johnny Cash, Phil Ochs, Hunter S. Thompson, Jim Morrison, Gregg Allman and Jimmy Page, were addictive and ran high risks of fatality. The effects on these men were frequently awful. Some—Cash, Allman, Page—survived and reformed, while others—Ochs, Thompson, Morrison and Led Zeppelin’s John Bonham—had their possibilities cut short.




Why did all this happen? Was it attributable to the times? One of the Sixties’ most defining shifts in attitude was a growing sense, among great numbers of young people and others (including politicos), that the existing value system was not necessarily trustworthy, and that we no longer had to defer to dominant social conventions and ideologies. To put it more pointedly, we no longer had to ask permission for our choices and convictions. This shift changed everything and led to much that was remarkable. But because it happened so swiftly—within two or three years, really—and opened up so many chances in so much uncertain territory, this hands-off creed conjured risks. As Carolyn Adams (who was close to Ken Kesey and was once married to Jerry Garcia) notes in the Haight-Ashbury chapter, this new ideal of freedom also became a permission to fuck up, sometimes badly enough so as to induce harm. Getting stoned could feel great, but the simple science of these drugs was that taking too many too often, or among an unregulated public, could lead to awful effects. There were real differences between psychedelics or marijuana and drugs like amphetamines, cocaine and heroin; many of us in that time regarded the former grouping as something that enabled lofty possibilities and the latter as the means of a death trip. However, many of the subjects in this book did not draw that same line, and their pursuit of freedom often led to a terrible downfall. The freedom to fuck up could prove wonderful, but it could also mean fucking up for good.




It’s clear that much of the drug use born of the 1960s was terribly foolhardy, though the punitive and hysterical reactions to drugs that have swelled since then have had too little real effect other than helping to spread unjust harm. The 1960s will always have to bear repute for its leniency regarding drugs. That’s not entirely unfair, but it’s also a loaded charge. Intoxicants have been with us forever, causing pleasure, enlightenment, addiction and fatality. But just as drugs delimit some lives, they may also help extend life for others who long for something to make their days and nights more bearable.




The commonality of the role of drugs and alcohol in these stories could hardly be coincidental, and though that trait also wasn’t what attracted me to those stories, I now understand that what drew me was something else. Almost every person featured in this book, including George Harrison and John Lennon, suffered from depression at various times and in varying degrees. Depression and intoxication, of course, have forged bonds for hundreds of years. Drugs and alcohol can seem to make depression more tolerable or even truant, though in truth they also invariably deepen it, sometimes within the high itself and almost always after that state fades. Drugs or alcohol promise to stave off that despondency—that is, until the high or inebriation wears off again. Add to this rotation the snare of physical addiction, and it can prove overwhelming to find a way out.




This was all going on well before the 1960s. Though many narratives of that time—and of the present—brand the predicament wholly in terms of illegal drugs, in truth legal intoxicants and narcotics (including drink, tobacco and prescription drugs) accounted for vastly more addiction and mortal loss over recent decades. Drugs will always be with us because they address tendencies and needs—some psychological, some cultural—that can’t be wholly eradicated. You do the best to save whom you can, including yourself, but you can’t cure the prospect of human fucked-upness and you can’t force deliverance.




Most of the people I’ve chronicled here produced something remarkable despite themselves, despite whatever broke or finished them or perhaps even made them ignoble. The merits that came from their fucked-upness are, I believe, what made them great; it’s what made their names and their works lasting, no matter how much they were failing themselves or others. We still save whatever blessings they left us.




 




With most of these stories, I’ve been mindful of writing about unruly lives and aspirations in the period during which the George W. Bush administration has controlled the helm of American power. These have been maddening and disheartening years, in which the dominating ideology proved in some ways more unwavering, more impregnable, than was the case even in the 1950s, when rock & roll was among those forces that began to assault established modes of institution. For the last couple of generations, elements of popular culture often had an insurgent and remedial effect: the wonderful, undermining strength of scorn. But in the new century’s first decade, the presiding power worked in ways that were more cunning and perhaps more uncompromising. The Bush ideology—horrible and ruinous, though lamentably brilliant—managed to ride roughshod over the prospects of derision and dissent, and to a terrible degree, it managed to sabotage the dignity of the disreputable.




Though I’ve written about the impetus of the 1960s in these pages, my purpose isn’t to say that the Sixties or its music and artists were somehow superior to what we have today. That isn’t the case; there’s always far more extraordinary and brave new music—of all sorts—than most of us are able to keep up with. What I am saying, though, is that there is now a social and political mind-set that never again wants to see youth culture and its arts empowered as they were in recent generations. This isn’t to say that popular culture can no longer subvert hegemony. But the sort of youth power that the Beatles and Bob Dylan, among others, helped awaken, and that I’ve written about at various points in this book, is simply no longer even considered in its former sweeping terms. The cultural perspective that defines youth has changed, drastically. Today’s youth are often seen as children whose judgments are immature, who have to be protected from influences that may steer them in directions that threaten decency and social authority. It’s true that the same things were said about teenagers in the 1950s and 1960s, but our ambition then was to dispute mores and intimidate ideology: We meant to be a threat, though we weren’t always judicious about our purposes or impact. Today, the pressures against such instincts for adolescents come from within both their peer group and the culture at large. As a result, the more conservative outlook of recent years has largely stigmatized the sort of insurrectionary spirit that the Beatles and others manifested in much of their 1960s music.




Over two millennia ago, the Greek philosopher Plato wrote: “Forms and rhythms in music are never changed without producing changes in the most important political forms and ways…. The new style quietly insinuates…a greater force…goes on to attack laws and constitutions, displaying the utmost impudence, until it ends by over-throwing everything, both in public and in private.” Is this still possible? Does it still happen? Of course it does—just witness the disturbances caused by hip-hop in the last many years. Yet cultural, commercial and media mechanisms have become more adept at assimilating or discrediting pop culture’s threats or at confining those threats to mere affronts of modesty and good manners. Spring breaks, clubbing, and American Idol’s instant democracy don’t really constitute a riot going on. I worry that even after the Bush years have ended, the remnant of this time’s ideology will have become habitual and systemic enough to still curb the underlying tremors that could be facilitated by popular cultural disturbances.




I don’t live in the past, nor do I long to see it reenacted; I want to know what is possible tomorrow, what can be justly broken, and what might be made anew. But I will always be grateful for the period and events that I’ve had the chance to write about here. Coming together in that time, around rock & roll or for political action, felt like we were forming a kinship, brimming with expectation and desire. It’s amazing to realize how much power actually coalesced in those American days and nights, whether we understood it or not.




 




A final note: Most of what appears here has been published in some form, but was not previously collected, though I’ve imported four pieces—about Timothy Leary, Allen Ginsberg, the Allman Brothers, and Jerry Garcia and the Grateful Dead—and sundry other passages from an earlier book of mine, Night Beat; given the purpose of this current volume, it felt right to me to give them this new context, and I want to thank Doubleday and Anchor Books for allowing their inclusion. Although a couple of profiles are included here, by and large these stories are historical overviews or syntheses. There’s a fair amount of overlap between various articles that cover related or synchronous subjects (for example, several pieces cover LSD usage in the 1960s), though I’ve done my best to eliminate unnecessary repetition.




These writings are largely the product of opportunities afforded me by Rolling Stone, where I began writing in 1976. The magazine remains a force committed to championing popular culture’s power to partake in political change, and I’m honored to have been able to contribute to its pages. I’m also more grateful than I know how to say for the times and events covered in this collection that I have managed to share or learn from.






















PIONEERS AND A BORDER TOWN






















ALLEN GINSBERG: HOLY MAN











Allen Ginsberg had been contemplating the meanings that come from death’s inevitability for nearly the entirety of his writing career. In 1959, in “Kaddish,” his narrative-poem about his mother’s decline and death, Ginsberg said to his mother’s memory: “Death let you out, Death had the Mercy, you’re done with your century….” And in 1992, he wrote of himself: “Sleepless I stay up & / think about my Death…/ If I don’t get some rest I’ll die faster.” As it turned out it was only seven days before his death, on April 5, 1997, at age seventy, that Ginsberg learned that the illness of his last few years had turned worse—that it was now inoperable liver cancer. Hearing the news, Ginsberg returned to his apartment in New York’s East Village and proceeded to do what he had always done: He sat down and wrote a body of poems about the experiences of his life—in this case, about the imminence of his end. One of these poems—a long, hilarious and heart-affecting piece called “Death & Fame”—ran in The New Yorker the week following his demise. In the poem, Ginsberg envisioned hundreds of friends, admirers and lovers gathered at his “big funeral,” and he hoped that among the eulogies, someone would testify: “He gave great head.”




In those last few days, Ginsberg also talked to friends—his lifetime compeer, author William Burroughs; his lover of several decades, Peter Orlovsky; poet Gregory Corso, among others—and he wrote a letter to President Bill Clinton (to be sent via George Stephanopoulos, another Ginsberg friend), demanding, in jest, some sort of medal of recognition. At one point during his last week, he listened to a recording of “C.C. Rider” by 1920s blues vocalist Ma Rainey—the first voice Ginsberg said he remembered hearing as a child. He sang along with it, according to one report, then vomited and said: “Gee, I’ve never done that before.” By Friday, he had slipped into a coma. Surrounded by a few close friends, Ginsberg died early Saturday morning, April 5, 1997.




A quiet closing to a mighty life. Not since the 1977 death of Elvis Presley and the 1980 murder of John Lennon had a certain segment of popular culture have to come to terms with the realization of such an epochal ending. Allen Ginsberg not only made history—by writing poems that jarred America’s consciousness and by insuring that the 1950s Beat movement would be remembered as a considerable literary force—but he also lived through and embodied some of the most remarkable cultural mutations of the last half century. As much as Presley, as much as the Beatles, Bob Dylan or the Sex Pistols, Allen Ginsberg helped set loose something wonderful, risky and unyielding in the psyche and dreams of our times. Perhaps only Martin Luther King Jr.’s brave and costly quest had a more genuinely liberating impact upon the realities of modern history, upon the freeing up of people and voices that much of established society wanted kept on the margins. Just as Dylan would later change what popular songs could say and do, Ginsberg changed what poetry might accomplish: how it could speak, what it would articulate, and whom it would speak to and for. Ginsberg’s words—his performances of his words and how he carried their meanings into his life and actions—gave poetry a political and cultural relevance it had not known since the 1840s’ Transcendentalists (Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry Thoreau among them) or since the shocking publication of Walt Whitman’s 1855 classic, Leaves of Grass. Indeed, in Ginsberg’s hands, poetry proved to be something a great deal more than a vocation or the province of refined wordsmiths and critics. Ginsberg transformed his gift for language into a mission—“trying to save and heal the spirit of America,” as he wrote in the introduction to fellow poet Anne Waldman’s The Beat Book. In the process, he not only influenced subsequent writers like Bob Dylan, John Lennon, Lou Reed, Patti Smith and Jim Carroll, but Ginsberg’s effect could also be found in Norman Mailer’s Advertisements for Myself, in the writings and deeds of Czechoslovakian president Vaclav Havel, in the lives and exploits of 1960s insurrectionists like Timothy Leary, Tom Hayden and Abbie Hoffman. One can also hear Ginsberg’s effect on later-generation artists such as Sonic Youth, Beck, U2 and several of our finer hip-hop poets.




Ginsberg was also, of course, simply a man—at turns generous and competitive, self-aware yet self-aggrandizing, old in his wisdom, juvenile in his tastes and affections, and relentlessly promiscuous though deeply faithful. More than anything, though, Ginsberg was someone who once summoned the bravery to speak hidden truths about unspeakable things, and some people took consolation and courage from his example. That example—that insistence that he would not simply shut up, and that one should not accept delimited values or experiences—is perhaps Ginsberg’s greatest gift to us. Today, there are many other artists who have carried on in that tradition—from Dylan, Smith and Reed, to Eminem or, for that matter, the Dixie Chicks, as well as numerous others—and so in that way, Ginsberg’s death does not rob us of unfulfilled possibilities, as happened in the horrid deaths of Kurt Cobain, Tupac Shakur and the Notorious B.I.G. That’s because Ginsberg’s entire life was a process of opening himself (and us) up to possibilities. Still, Ginsberg’s loss counts as enormous. There is no question: A giant passed from our times. It is only fitting to look back on what he did for us and for our land.




 




Allen Ginsberg was born in 1926, the son of politically radical Russian-born Jewish parents who were also aesthetic progressives (Allen’s older brother, Eugene, was named after labor organizer Eugene V. Debs; Ginsberg also recalled that the music of Ma Rainey, Beethoven and Bessie Smith filled the family’s home in Paterson, New Jersey). Allen’s father, Louis, was a published and respected poet. Louis and Allen would have many arguments over the years regarding poetry’s language and structure, though in his father’s last few years, the two men often shared stages together, exchanging poems and genuine respect and affection.




But it was Ginsberg’s mother, Naomi, who proved in many ways to have a more profound and haunting effect on her son’s life, mentality and writing. By 1919, she had already experienced an episode of schizophrenia. She recovered for a while and returned to her life as an activist and mother, but when Allen was three, Naomi experienced an intense relapse. She committed herself to a sanitarium, and for much of the rest of her life, she moved from one psychiatric institution to another. During the times she returned home, she would often declaim frightened fantasies about a pact between her husband, Hitler, Mussolini and President Roosevelt, all involved in an attempt to seize control of her mind. Also, she took to walking around the house nude. Allen—who was kept home from school to take care of his mother on her bad days—would sit reading, trying to ignore Naomi’s nakedness and ravings.




Growing up witnessing painful madness and missing the attendance of a loving mother had an enormous impact on Ginsberg. For one thing, it taught him a certain way of preparing for and dealing with hard realities. In Jerry Aronson’s film The Life and Times of Allen Ginsberg, Ginsberg stated: “I’ve had almost like this screen built so I could hear people dying and get on with it…. I could survive without tears, in a sense, so that the tears would come out in a poem later, rather than in an immediate breakup of my world. My world already was broken up long ago.”




Naomi’s problems—and her absence from the home—also brought out a neediness and uncertainty that stayed with Ginsberg in many ways his entire life, and that affected how, as a child, he made connections between erotic incentives and emotional fulfillment. Ginsberg often related how, during the lonely nights when his mother was away, he would cuddle up against his father, Louis, Allen rubbing his erect penis against the back of his father’s leg while Louis tried to sleep and ignore the activity. Finally, Naomi’s mental problems also made Ginsberg both more afraid of his own possible madness and also more sympathetic about the troubles of others—and it left him with a fear of shadows and ghosts and as a person prone to seeing visions. By the time he was eleven, Allen was already writing about these matters in his early journals, and he discovered something that gave him a certain comfort and strength: Words, unlike so much that surrounded him as a child, were something he could have dominion over, something that could express his thoughts, something he could take pride in.




But for all the loneliness and fearfulness that characterized his childhood family life, Ginsberg also inherited his parents’ clear intelligence and much of their political compassion. By the time he was sixteen, he was also coming to the realization that he was attracted to men sexually; in particular, he worshipped a high school classmate who left Paterson for Columbia University, in New York City. In 1943 Ginsberg received a scholarship from the Young Men’s Hebrew Association of Paterson, and he promptly headed for Columbia.




Ginsberg arrived at the university planning to study to become a labor lawyer, but two differing intellectual milieus changed that course. The first was Columbia’s formidable English studies department, which then included Pulitzer Prize–winning poet Mark Van Doren and literary critic Lionel Trilling; Ginsberg became enamored of these men as mentors and soon changed his major to literature. Over the course of the next year or so, Ginsberg also met another group of men—some of them fellow Columbia students, closer to his own age—and it was this fraternity that turned his life around and that would function as a sort of secondary family for much of the rest of his life. Among these men were William S. Burroughs, Lucien Carr, and a football star with literary aspirations named Jack Kerouac. The bond that developed among them transformed not only their own destinies, but also those of future generations. In particular, Ginsberg and Kerouac seemed to share a special connection. Both were haunted by their childhoods—Kerouac had an older brother, Gerard, who had died young, and Kerouac’s mother used to hold Jack as a child and tell him, “You should have died, not Gerard.” But the most important thing these men shared was a sense that, in the mid-1940s, there were great secrets lurking at America’s heart, that there were still rich and daring ways of exploring the nation’s arts and soul—and that there was a great adventure and transcendence to be found by doing so. Indeed, America was about to change dramatically, but the significance of that change wouldn’t be fully understood or reckoned with for another twenty years. In 1945, the nation emerged victorious from the horrors of World War II and would enter a long era of new prosperity and opportunity; the new American life, many politicians and critics declared, was now the world standard of the good life. But all this came at unexpected psychic costs: The knowledge of the prospect of nuclear devastation changed all the possibilities of the future. Plus, for all the nation’s victories abroad, there were still many battles unwaged at home—including the delicate question of minority rights. Ginsberg, Kerouac, Burroughs and the rest of their crowd were beginning to be drawn to some decidedly different ideals and hopes. They heard the music of bebop alto saxophonist Charlie Parker and pianist Thelonious Monk, they tasted the visions of marijuana and benzedrine, they prowled the late-night reality of Times Square. A new world—a world still largely underground—was being born, and they had keen eyes and a keen need for it.




The friendship that developed among them was complex, sometimes tense, sometimes loving, but what held it together for so long was a shared desire to inquire—in matters of the mind, of aesthetics and of the senses. In time, this group became the nexus for a literary and artistic community known as the Beat Generation—the first countercultural movement that would have a major impact on America’s popular culture. But all this was still years away, for before Beat became a movement or style, it was simply the way these men chose to live their lives, to examine their own experiences and their view of things both internal—like the spirit—and external, like the night and music and sex. Sometimes these men related to each other sexually (Ginsberg later told stories of him and Kerouac jacking each other off after a night of drinking; years later, Ginsberg also had an affair with Burroughs). Mainly, the group would spend nights consuming alcohol and mild drugs (though Burroughs soon turned to heroin), staying up until dawn, talking about the poetry, visions and madness of Blake, Whitman, Rimbaud, Dostoyevsky, Céline, Genet and Baudelaire; about how language might learn from jazz; about what was truly holy and what was truly allowed in one’s life. Along the way, the group derived a certain ethos and aesthetic that they called the New Vision: It relied on stretching one’s experiences, finding truths in distorted realities, in sexual pursuits, finding spirituality in the lower depths of life, and, most important, in making a commitment to an extemporized manner of living, writing, talking and risking. Somewhere during this time another friend of the group, a bisexual junkie prostitute, Herbert Huncke, referred to them as “beat,” meaning beat down, wasted. Kerouac saw in the word another possibility: beatific. In time, the term went both ways: Beat came to stand for the idea that to discover one’s true self and the self’s liberation, you first had to descend into some of the most secret, used-up and bereft parts of your heart, soul, body and consciousness. Consequently, Beat became hardboiled and loving at the same time, erotic and spiritual. Later, Ginsberg would write Kerouac: “I can’t believe that between us…we have the nucleus of a totally new historically important generation.”




But the budding movement also could lead to costly excesses. In August 1944, Lucien Carr stabbed to death a friend of his, David Kammerer, after a night of drinking and arguing. Carr was a beautiful young man, and Kammerer had been obsessed with him, and relentlessly pursued and pushed Carr. After the stabbing, Carr went directly to Burroughs’s apartment and admitted what he had done. Burroughs advised Carr to turn himself in to the police. Carr then went and awakened Kerouac and repeated his confession. Kerouac helped Carr get rid of the knife. In a few days, Carr did turn himself in to the authorities, and Burroughs and Kerouac were arrested as accessories after the fact. Ginsberg as well was castigated for being part of such a dangerous crowd. In truth, Ginsberg felt that in some way the group’s “libertine” attitudes had helped make the tragedy possible—and that understanding made Allen much more careful, in years to come, about any excesses that might lead to violence. Eventually, Carr was sent to prison (he served two years), and for a short time, the old crowd dispersed. A few months later, Ginsberg was found in his Columbia dormitory in bed with Kerouac; for that infraction, and for having written offensive graffiti in the dust of a windowsill, Allen was suspended from the university for a year. Things went up and down for the group for a few years. People drifted in and out of New York, and then in 1949, Ginsberg got involved in the life of Herbert Huncke, drug addict and thief. That association resulted later in Ginsberg’s arrest for possessing stolen property and his being committed to the Columbia Presbyterian Psychiatric Institute—a turn of events that would in time have great effect on his poetry writing.




Prior to that, though, in late 1946, a new figure showed up in the Beat circle—and his involvement with the crowd had a seismic impact on both Ginsberg and Kerouac. Neal Cassady was a sharp-featured, handsome, fast-talking, brilliant natural prodigy. He didn’t so much write (in fact, he wrote very little), but it seemed to others that he lived his life as if it were a novel. He drove across America relentlessly, loved to masturbate frequently each day and also fucked a good number of the beautiful women (and some of the men) he met along the way. He became involved with Carolyn Robinson, and the couple eventually settled down in Denver for a time. Kerouac was taken by Cassady’s intense, fast-clip language—like a spoken version of bebop—and with Cassady’s willingness to go as far as he could with the sensual experience and sensory rush of life. Ginsberg was impressed by the same traits, but he was also entranced by Cassady’s beauty. One night, following a party, Ginsberg and Cassady found themselves sharing the same bed. Ginsberg was scared of his own desires, he later admitted, but Cassady put his arm around Allen and pulled him close, in a gentle motion. It was the first time in his life that Ginsberg felt truly loved, and it was also his first passionate sexual experience.




Ginsberg fell in love with Cassady, and his pursuit of that love—and the intensity of how wrong it all went—proved a key episode in leading to his development as an artist. Cassady, in the meantime, started to discourage the attraction. Ginsberg was undaunted and followed Neal to Colorado. Though he and Neal still had occasional sex, he knew it meant little to Cassady. He returned to New York, devastated, and later went on to fall into trouble with Huncke.




 




By the early 1950s, Ginsberg had gone through severe pain over his loss of Cassady, and had also gone through psychiatric treatment. He didn’t know what he wanted to do with his life and was working in an advertising agency in Manhattan. One day, discussing this matter, Ginsberg’s therapist asked him what he really wanted to do with his life. Ginsberg replied: quit his job and write poetry. The therapist said: “Well, why don’t you?” Then, in 1954, the old crowd started to reassemble in the San Francisco Bay Area. Cassady and Robinson had moved to San Jose, and Kerouac settled in for a visit. In San Francisco itself, a poetry movement was beginning to burgeon, inspired in part by the success of local poets Kenneth Rexroth and Lawrence Ferlinghetti—the latter of whom had just opened the nation’s first all-paperback bookstore, City Lights, and who had started to publish local poets. Allen headed for San Jose. He was thinking about poetry, but he was also still thinking about Neal. One afternoon, Carolyn walked into her home to see Neal and Allen in bed, Ginsberg sucking Cassady’s penis. She ordered Ginsberg from their home, drove him to San Francisco, gave him twenty dollars and left him there.




It was the best thing that ever happened to Ginsberg. He soon fell in with the poet crowd in San Francisco’s North Beach area, and he met a man that he would stay involved with for decades, Peter Orlovsky. All the hopes and visions that had formed years before in New York were starting to come to fruition for some of the old crowd—especially for Kerouac, who had finished two novels, and for Ginsberg, who was ready for something to break loose in his poetry. One afternoon in August 1955, Ginsberg sat down at a typewriter in his tiny apartment and attempted to write a poem for his own ear, but also a poem that would catch the free-flowing style that he had seen Kerouac hit upon in his own recent writing. Ginsberg wrote the whole day, thinking about many things: his lost loves, his found loves, the discarded people of America, the discarded promises of America, the fear that was just behind him, the fear that lay ahead for all.




Two months later, in October, Ginsberg—with help from Kenneth Rexroth—organized a poetry reading, to be given at a cooperative art gallery, the Six Gallery, to showcase a handful of the scene’s poets. Six poets read that evening—including Gary Snyder, Michael McClure and Philip Lamantia—to a crowd of maybe one hundred to two hundred people, with Kerouac sitting on the gallery’s floor, drinking and tapping out rhythms on a wine jug, urging “Go! Go!” to the cadences of the poets’ words. Ginsberg was the last to read, and as he began Howl—the poem he had written in one sitting two months earlier—the crowd was transfixed from its first lines, about visionary outcasts ravaged by their own revelations: the same people who were now hearing the poem. Ginsberg went on to describe the fearsome evil that he saw America becoming—“Moloch whose blood is running money! Moloch whose fingers are ten armies!”—and when he finished, the crowd exploded in applause. “All of a sudden,” Rexroth later said, “Ginsberg read this thing that he had been keeping to himself all this while, and it just blew things up completely. Things would never be quite the same again.”






Howl was one of the most incandescent events in post–World War II literary history or popular culture, and its arrival would later insure the Beats their place on the map of modern times. Also, because Howl was a poem that had such force when read aloud by Ginsberg, it marked a return of poetry to the art of vocalization. But most important, Howl was the first major American work of the era that spoke for the outcasts, for the mad and the lost, and about what would soon happen in the nation’s soul. In the context of those times, in the midst of a frightened new patriotism that was being defined by fears of socialism and communism and a desperate need to believe in the assurance of the family structure and traditional mores, Howl battered at the heart of the American ideal of civilization. It was a heroic work, on many levels. America was hardly prepared to admit that homosexuality might be anything other than a form of madness; for a poet—for anybody—to declare pride or pleasure to be queer was to run a monumental risk. To talk about—to cherish those who “let themselves be fucked in the ass by saintly motorcyclists, and screamed with joy”—was no small matter. In effect, it meant aligning oneself with madness, with inexpressible values. To find grace and worthy companionship and celebration in the company of junkies, prostitutes and black jazz revolutionaries only pushed the ante more. Something opened up in America’s culture and in its future the day that Ginsberg gave utterance to these thoughts with Howl. The following year, working from quite different quarters, Elvis Presley in his own way helped push the gates open as well. “We liked Elvis,” poet Gregory Corso later said of the night he and Kerouac watched Presley on The Ed Sullivan Show. “We identified with the sexual wiggling of his body.”




Howl and Presley. Nothing would ever be the same after that. America’s libido, America’s likelihood, had been ripped wide open.




 




This isn’t to say that Howl was immediately or widely read or praised. Quite the contrary: The reaction of some people was that Howl should never be widely read. In 1957, Lawrence Ferlinghetti (who published the first editions of Howl) and a City Lights bookstore employee were arrested for knowingly selling obscenity and put on trial. The prosecutor was a Bay Area district attorney, Ralph McIntosh, bent on closing down porn shops and prohibiting the sale of magazines with nudity. The ACLU, Grove Press, Evergreen Review and poet Kenneth Patchen, among others, offered their support to Ferlinghetti, Ginsberg and Howl. Among those testifying on behalf of the poem’s serious merits were Rexroth and author Walter Van Tilburg Clark. In his final argument, McIntosh asked Judge Clayton W. Horn: “Your Honor, how far are we going to license the use of filthy, vulgar, obscene, and disgusting language? How far can we go?”




Horn ruled that Howl was not lacking in social relevance, and therefore could not be ruled obscene. In delivering his decision, Horn also offered what may be the single best succinct review that Howl received: “The first part of Howl presents a picture of a nightmare world, the second part is an indictment of those elements in modern society destructive of the best qualities of human nature; such elements are predominantly identified as materialism, conformity, and mechanization leading toward war. The third part presents a picture of an individual who is a specific representation of what the author conceives as a general condition…. ‘Footnote to Howl’ seems to be a declamation that everything in the world is holy, including parts of the body by name. It ends in a plea for holy living.”




Though Ginsberg was vindicated and suddenly famous, he was determined not to arrive as the Beats’ sole writer-hero. Over the years, he helped Jack Kerouac in his long quest to publish On the Road—a book about Kerouac’s adventures with Neal Cassady (who was called Dean Moriarty in the published text)—which had been turned down by numerous major publishers since 1951. The book was finally published by Viking, in 1957, as a result of Ginsberg’s efforts, and went on to both good commercial and critical reception, and is now recognized as a milestone novel in modern literature. Ginsberg also championed the cause of William S. Burroughs—a much tougher sell, because Burroughs was a drug user who wrote radical prose (such as Junky), and because he had killed his wife in a shooting accident in Mexico in 1951. Ginsberg understood that his old friend felt a tremendous guilt, and Ginsberg also believed Burroughs might never redeem himself unless he could concentrate his soul and mind on his writing. Ginsberg later helped Burroughs assemble the final draft of Naked Lunch, and worked tirelessly until the book was published in the United States. (Which resulted in Naked Lunch’s own obscenity trial and another ruling that the book could not be held to be called obscene.)




The Beats were—at least for a brief time—a force in American arts and letters, but there remained many who were incensed by their words and beliefs. In 1960 FBI director J. Edgar Hoover stood before the Republican National Convention and declared that “Beatniks” were among America’s major menaces. In addition, Norman Podhoretz—an old classmate of Ginsberg’s at Columbia and by 1958 the editor of Commentary magazine—asserted that the Beats were an affront to the nation’s central ideals. By the end of the decade, the Beats had been sidelined, declared a silly aberration by moralist critics on both the right and left. But despite all the resistance and disdain, Ginsberg continued to grow and thrive as a poet—and to remain undaunted. At the conclusion of one of his most defiant works, “America,” he wrote: “America I’m putting my queer shoulder to the wheel.”




Then, in 1959, after a night of taking benzedrine, listening to the rhythm & blues of Ray Charles, and walking New York’s streets, Ginsberg sat down to write “Kaddish.” It was his tribute to his mother Naomi, whose mental pain had grown so horrifying that, in the late 1950s, Ginsberg signed papers allowing doctors to perform a lobotomy on her. Ginsberg never truly got over the guilt of that decision, and he would never enjoy the union and relationship with his mother that he’d longed for his entire life. In 1956 Allen sent Naomi a published copy of Howl. Naomi died shortly thereafter. A few days after learning of her death, he received her last letter: “I received your poetry,” she wrote, “I’d like to send it to Louis for criticism…. As for myself, I still have the wire on my head. The doctors know about it. They are cutting the flesh and bone…. I do wish you were back east so I could see you…. I wish I were out of here and home at the same time you were young; then I would be young.”




In “Kaddish,” Ginsberg remembered everything about his mother—tender things, scary things, the amazing perceptions that sometimes blazed through her madness—and with enormous love and compassion, he finally found her place in his heart (and recognized his in hers) and let her go to her death. It was most likely Ginsberg’s finest moment as a poet, and it is impossible to hear any of his readings of that work and not be moved by how profoundly “Kaddish” measures just how much that people, families and nations can lose as their hopes and fates unwind.




 




For the next three decades, Allen Ginsberg would remain an important artist and active force. Indeed, more than any other figure from the Beat era, he made the transition from the styles and concerns of the 1950s to those of the decades that followed. Jack Kerouac died in 1969, after living an embittered and alcoholic final few years at his mother’s home in Massachusetts. (His mother hated Ginsberg and came between the two men’s friendship whenever possible.) Neal Cassady went on to become a popular figure in San Francisco’s mid-and late-1960s Haight-Ashbury scene; he became the driver for Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters’ legendary cross-country bus trek, and he also became a driver and companion to the Grateful Dead. But Cassady pushed his spirited self a bit hard. One day in 1968, after leaving a wedding in a small Mexican town, Cassady collapsed while walking alongside some railroad tracks. He died the next day, just short of his forty-second birthday.




Ginsberg not only survived, but kept pace with the spirit and needs of the times, with the permutations of youth culture; also, he kept faith with the humane and impassioned ideals that had made Howl so powerful in the first place. In 1965 he became friendly with the Beatles and Bob Dylan. Ginsberg’s and the Beats’ work already had meaning and effect for these artists. Dylan recalled that after reading Kerouac and Ginsberg, he realized that there were people like himself somewhere in the land—and indeed, when he made his startling transition to the electric, free-association style of music found in Highway 61 Revisited and Blonde on Blonde (and again later with Blood on the Tracks), Dylan was taking the language, cadences and imagery of the Beats and applying it to a new form. The impact of this melding on 1960s music—like the effect of Ginsberg’s Howl on the 1950s—was colossal. (In fact, one of the early proposed cover photos for Blonde on Blonde showed Dylan standing with Ginsberg and poet-playwright Michael McClure.) In addition, John Lennon had read the Beats in his years as an art student in Liverpool and changed his spelling of the group’s name, Beetles, to Beatles, in part as tribute to the spirit of that inspired artistry. Dylan and the Beatles changed not just a specific art form—that is, rock & roll—but also transformed the perceptions and aspirations of youth and popular culture at large. Without the earlier work of Ginsberg and Kerouac, it is possible that these 1960s artists might not have hit upon quite the same path of creativity—or at least might not have been able to work in the same atmosphere of permission and invention.




Ginsberg also became increasingly involved and influential in the political concerns of the 1960s and thereafter—though he did so in a way that made plain his own conviction in a politics of nonviolence and joy, rather than of destruction and hatred. In some ways, in fact, the 1960s culture of the hippies and radicals amounted to the realization of what the Beats began to envision and prophesy in the late 1940s (interestingly, “hippie” was a term first coined by the Beats, meaning “half-hip,” and the phrase “flower power” was first verbalized by Allen Ginsberg). In the summer of 1968, Ginsberg helped organize Chicago’s Festival of Life (along with the Yippies, Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin, Tom Hayden and members of the Black Panthers), in protest against the Democratic Party’s sponsorship of the Vietnam War, and as a rebuke to Hubert Humphrey’s capitulation to the party’s hawkish elements. But when the events of those few days turned suddenly brutal and bloody—with policemen clubbing young people, old people, anything in their path, and demonstrators began tossing bricks at, and taunting, the already enraged cops—Ginsberg turned sickened and horrified. On one occasion, as police raged though a crowd bashing protesters, a policeman came upon Ginsberg, seated in the lotus position, softy chanting. The policeman raised his club to crash it down on Ginsberg’s head. The poet looked up at the officer, smiled and said: “Go in peace, brother.” The cop lowered his club. “Fucking hippie,” he declared, then moved on. In 1970, when several of the key Chicago activists—known as the Chicago Seven, including Tom Hayden, Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin and Bobby Seale—were brought up on federal charges of conspiring to riot, defense attorney William Kunstler called Ginsberg to the witness stand. At Kunstler’s request, Ginsberg recited parts of Howl. When he reached the poem’s climax—“Moloch the vast stone of war! Moloch the stunned governments!”—he turned in his chair and pointed at the judge who had been so hostile to the defendants, Julius Hoffman (ironically, the same judge who years earlier declared William Burroughs’s Naked Lunch not obscene).




In addition, Ginsberg became a key player in the 1960s’ argument over psychedelic drugs, such as LSD. He had, of course, taken several drugs in his days with the Beats, and already had some psychedelic experience. But in the early 1960s, Ginsberg heard about a Harvard professor, Dr. Timothy Leary, who was conducting authorized research at the university and sharing the drug psilocybin with his project’s volunteers. Ginsberg contacted Leary and arranged for a visit to experiment with the drug. Leary and Ginsberg struck up an immediate friendship and had considerable influence on each other’s thinking. Ginsberg believed strongly (in contrast to most of Leary’s cohorts) that it was a good idea to move psychedelics from the domain of a small elitist group and share them with artists, writers, poets and musicians—and as a result, hallucinogenic drugs and their visions made inroads into the arts, and later helped transmute the aesthetics and ideals of late-twentieth-century music, literature and painting, film and video. Ginsberg also convinced Leary that psychedelics could be a way of enabling people to examine and transform their own minds, and that it would be the young who would prove most receptive to such possibilities.




Ginsberg later forswore psychedelics, but his friendship with Leary continued off and on for more than thirty-five years. During the last few weeks of Leary’s life, in the spring of 1996, the two men spoke often. Leary knew that Ginsberg had planned a trip to Los Angeles, in July, to attend an art show featuring Burroughs’s work. Though Leary’s health was daily diminishing as his body succumbed to prostate cancer, he hoped to live until Ginsberg’s visit and made the date the last mark on his calendar. Leary would die without seeing his friend one last time. But in the hours preceding his death, Ginsberg’s Buddhist teacher, Gelek Rinpoche, managed to reach Leary, uttering a final prayer for his passage into death.




 




Ginsberg stayed active in politics, arts and popular and renegade culture for the remainder of his life. In the mid-1970s, he toured with Bob Dylan and his Rolling Thunder Revue, singing and reading poetry. A few years later, he released his own sets of songs and collaborations with such artists as Dylan and the Clash—and it proved as exhilarating as his best poetry had a generation earlier. Throughout the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, Ginsberg befriended and encouraged many other poets, punks and rap artists.




Of course, as time went along, the role of the renegade has grown more assimilated to some degree in mainstream culture. What was shocking in the 1950s was less shocking in the 1970s; what was disruptive in the 1970s was commonplace and profitable by the 1990s. Ginsberg understood this inevitable progression of how radical works and impulses are first resisted, then gradually diffused, and in his own way he had fun with that fact and mocked it a bit. He took to wearing suits and ties as he grew older—in part, it gave his pronouncements more authority, more respectability for some critics, but the other thing was: Ginsberg looked great in suits and ties. But for all his venerability and respectability, there was a part of Ginsberg that would never be domesticated, much less silenced. In 1979 the National Arts Club awarded him a gold medal for literary merit. At the awards dinner, according to Burroughs’s biographer Ted Morgan, Ginsberg bemusedly read a poem called “Cocksucker Blues,” to the genuine consternation of his audience. He also remained a relentless supporter of author Burroughs. In the late 1970s, after his own 1973 induction into the rarefied ranks of the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters, Ginsberg began a campaign to have Burroughs inducted as well. Ginsberg met with a great deal of refusal—Burroughs was not a writer that several of the other fine authors wanted in their company—but the poet persisted. It took six years, but Ginsberg won Burroughs’s entry into the Institute, in 1983. Also, Ginsberg remained a fierce advocate of free speech. In his later years he even took up a defense of NAMBLA, an organization dedicated to lowering the age of consensual sex between men and boys. Ginsberg’s involvement with the outfit outraged many of his longstanding admirers, but Ginsberg would not be cowed. “It’s a free speech issue,” he said repeatedly, pointing out that to stifle the ability to discuss such a matter in a free society was perhaps its own kind of outrage. Also, apparently, he stayed as sexually active as he could. In “Death & Fame” in The New Yorker, Ginsberg boasted about the many men he had seduced throughout his lifetime, and he detailed what it was he liked about his sexual intimacy with these partners. But for all that Ginsberg did or attempted to do, to this day Howl still cannot be played over America’s airwaves during the day, due to the efforts of the Federal Communications Commission.




 




And so he is gone. In the days following Ginsberg’s death I saw and heard countless tributes to his grace, power, skills and generosity—but I also saw and heard just as many disparaging remarks: what a shoddy writer he was; what a failure the legacy of his Beat Generation and the 1960s generation turned out to be; what an old lecher the guy was. Perhaps all this vitriol isn’t such a bad thing. Maybe it’s another tribute of sorts: Allen Ginsberg never lost his ability to rub certain nerves the wrong way when it came to matters about propriety, aesthetics, morality and politics.




But I also know this: Allen Ginsberg won—against the formidable odds of his own madness-scarred childhood, against all his soul-crippling doubts of self, against all those stern, bristling, authoritarian forces that looked at this man and saw only a bearded radical faggot that they could not abide. Ginsberg won in a very simple yet irrefutable way: He raised his voice. He looked at the horror that was crawling out from the American subconscious of the 1950s—the same horror that would later allow the nation to sacrifice so many of its children in the 1960s to a vile and pointless military action—and he called that demon by its name: “Moloch!” He looked at the crazed and the despairing, those people hurting for a fix, for a fuck of love, for the obliteration of intoxicated visions, and he saw in them something to adore and kiss, something to be treasured and learned from. And Ginsberg looked at himself, and for all his hard-earned pride, lust, vanity and audacity, he would not shut up even in the face of his own vulnerability.




In an evening, long ago—an evening caught between two Americas, the America of the past and the America that was to follow, an afternoon where America was truly found, realized and celebrated—a nervous, scared young homosexual Jewish man stood before a crowd, and he raised his voice. He said things that nobody had ever said before in quite the same terms to a crowd in this nation—filthy things, beautiful things—and when he was finished, he had become a braver man. He had, in fact, in that hour, transformed himself into the most eventful American poet of the century. When Lawrence Ferlinghetti—who was in the room that night and who brought Howl to the world—heard that his old friend was dying, he wrote the following: “A great poet is dying / But his voice won’t die / His voice is on the land.”




Ginsberg’s voice will never leave us. Its truths and purposes will echo across our future as a clarion call of courage for the misfits, the fucked up, the fucking and the dying. And we—all of us, whether we understand it or not—are better for it.




Good-bye, Allen Ginsberg. Thank you for illuminating our history—thank you for the gentle yet fierce, slow-burning flame you ignited on that evening so long ago. Thank you for what you brought to our times, our nerve and our lives.




Go in peace, brother. Your graceful, heavy, loving heart has earned it.




















TIMOTHY LEARY: THE DEATH OF THE MOST DANGEROUS MAN











It is a late afternoon toward the end of spring 1996. I am seated with several other people on the floor of a bedroom in a ranch house, high up in the hills of Benedict Canyon. Through the plate glass doors on one side of the room, you can see the day’s light starting to fade, and a breeze soughs through the trees and bushes in the house’s backyard. On the bed before us lies a gaunt, aged man, covered in a red blanket, sleeping a restive sleep.




We have all gathered into this room for the same purpose: We are here to watch this man as he takes sleep’s journey to death. It is not the sort of thing that many of us have done before.




The man who is dying is Dr. Timothy Leary—one of the most controversial and influential psychologists of the last forty years, and a guiding iconic figure of the countercultural tumult of the 1960s and 1970s. It was Leary who, as a young promising clinical researcher, helped develop the theory of transactional analysis—effectively changing the doctor-patient relationship in modern psychology—and it was Leary, who only a few years later, conducted a provocative series of psychedelic experiments at Harvard University that helped pave the way for an era of cultural and psychosocial upheaval.




But nothing Leary had done in the years since stirred as much reaction as how he had been preparing for his death. A year and a half earlier, Leary learned that he had fatal prostate cancer—and he promptly did the one thing almost nobody does in such a situation: He celebrated the news. Leary announced to family, friends and media that he intended to explore the consciousness of dying the same way he once explored the alternative realities afforded by drugs: with daring and with humor. As time went along, though, Leary’s proclamations became more audacious. At one point he suggested that when the efforts of maintaining his life no longer seemed worth it, he might take one last psychedelic, drink a suicide cocktail, and have the whole affair broadcast on his website. Then, following his death, a crew of cryonics technicians would come in and freeze his body, later removing and preserving his brain. Needless to say, these sorts of hints have attracted a fair amount of media interest and have also stirred disdain and criticism from various quarters—even from a few right-to-death advocates who felt Leary wasn’t taking dying somberly enough. “They’d have me suffer in silence,” he once told me, “so I can save them the pain.”




But when all was said and done, Leary was not dying outrageously. Rather, he was dying quietly and bravely, surrounded by people he loves and who love him.




Even as he is dying, though, he is still Timothy Leary, and he still has something to say.




Around 6:30 in the evening he wakes, blinks, wincing momentarily in pain. He looks around him, seeing familiar people, including his stepson, Zachary Leary, and his former wife, Rosemary, who once helped him escape a California State prison and flee the United States. He winks at Rosemary, then—looking at the rest of us—says: “Why?”




He smiles, tilts his head, then says: “Why not?”




A couple of people in the room laugh and repeat the phrase back to him.




It goes on like that for a few minutes, Leary saying “Why not?” over and over, in different inflections, sometimes funny, sometimes sad. At one point he says, “Esperando”—Spanish for “waiting.” A few moments later, after another litany of “Why nots,” he will say, “Where’s the proof?” And still later “Go now.”




He looks back to Rosemary and mouths: “I love you,” and she mouths the same back to him. Finally, barely above a whisper, he says “Why?” twice more, then drifts back into his heavy sleep.




 




I first met Timothy Leary only a few weeks before his death. I approached him nervously.




Like many of the people I knew who came of age in the 1960s, I had been influenced by Leary’s spirit and by his teachings. As a result, I had taken psychedelics—mainly mescaline and LSD—with the idea that I might see visions that would change my life, and once or twice, I guess that’s what happened. I remember one night I went looking for God (a required acid activity at some point or another) and came back realizing that God was indeed dead—or that at least if God was a divine power that might judge and condemn us for our frailties and desires and madnesses, then he was dead in my own heart and conscience. Exit God. Hasn’t been seen since.




Another time, I took acid not long after a brother of mine had died following surgery (I know: not such a good idea), and I plunged into what was called (appropriately, I decided) a bad trip. That night I saw the death of my lineage—the deaths of my ancestors, the deaths of my parents and brothers, the deaths of the children I had not yet had (and still have not had), and, of course, the death of myself. I sat in a dark-red oversize chair that night and watched death move before me and in and out of my being, and I gripped tight to the arms of that chair until the morning came. It was the only sunrise I have ever been happy to see. I was not the same for days after. Maybe I was not ever the same again.




That was 1971, and it was the last time I took acid. It wasn’t that I didn’t like the psychedelic experience—I’d loved it, and had much wonderful fun with it over the years. It’s just that I didn’t fancy the idea of running into death any more than necessary.




And so when I went to see Leary the first time, I wasn’t sure what I was getting into. I was fascinated by his history and had things I wanted to ask him, but there was this problem: The man was dying, and that meant getting close to death.




You could say I was unprepared for what I found. Death had already been welcomed into Timothy Leary’s house, and it was being teased relentlessly, even joyfully. The place, in fact, was full of life. About a dozen staff members and friends—most in their twenties—were in and out of the house constantly. Some of them—a crew called Retina Logic—were in the garage, busy working on Leary’s website. It was a cause that was close to Leary’s heart: He planned to have all his writings and various memoirs stored on it in perpetuity, and he was thinking of maybe even dying there, on an internet telecast. Other house regulars, such as Trudy Truelove and Vicki Marshall, were busy making Leary’s schedule for him, slating him for a steady stream of interviews, visits with friends, dinner parties and rock & roll concerts. Clearly, death did not hold the upper hand in this house—at least not yet.




As I waited for Leary in his front room—full of brightly colored art pieces—I noticed a contraption in the corner alongside his large glass patio doors. It was the cryonics coffin he was supposed to be placed in at the hour of his death. His blood would later be drained and replaced with antifreeze compounds, so that his brain might be preserved. It might have been a creepy thing to stumble across, except it was actually sort of comical. Somebody had draped it with Christmas lights and plastic toys, and a Yoda mask had been placed on the coffin’s head pillow.




Leary entered the room seated in his motorized wheelchair. He was pretty adept with the thing, able to make sharp, quick turns and wiggle his way in and out of tight spots, though sometimes he would collide head-on with his big, beautiful golden retriever, Bo, who was blind as a bat. Bo wandered Leary’s house and yard constantly, bumping into tables, doors, people, trees—a sweet, majestic Zen-style guard dog.




I learned quickly that it was almost impossible to conduct anything resembling a linear interview with Leary. It had nothing to do with his temperament. I found him always cheerful, funny and eager to talk. But he was easily distracted. He’d break off suddenly to focus on whatever was happening around him or to gaze appreciatively at the short skirts that one or two of the women around him wore. “I’m senile,” he told me on that first visit, “and I make it work for me.” Some of the distraction, I suspect, was the byproduct of the steady stream of painkillers and euphorics that he availed himself of—including morphine patches, marijuana biscuits, Dilaudid tablets, glasses of wine and balloons of nitrous oxide, his seeming favorite. I was glad he had the stuff. In those moments when I saw him doubled over, cringing in pain, I could only imagine how much worse it might have been without his calmatives.




Other days, I found him completely lucid and focused. One afternoon we were talking about, well, death. I had been telling him about my last acid trip. He winked at me and laughed. “But of course,” he said. “Everybody says it’s a dying, death experience. If you don’t die, you didn’t get your money’s worth from your dealer. Dying was built right into it. Why do you think we were using The Tibetan Book of the Dead as our guiding text?”




I understood then that I was talking with a man who had already died many times over his years. It’s like he said: that was one of acid’s core truths. It could take you into all kinds of deaths—deaths of ego, deaths of misconceptions—and you could then walk back alive. More or less.




I asked him what he thought real death would be like.




He reached over to his nitrous tank, filled a large black balloon and sat quietly for a few moments. “I don’t think of it,” he said, looking a little surprised at his own answer. “I mean, yes, every now and then, I go: ‘Shit!’ You know, every now and then. The other night I was looking around and I thought, ‘Good God, my friends here—their lives have been changed by this. The enormity of it.’ But I just take it as the natural thing to do.”




He took a sip from his balloon, and seemed to be looking off into his own thoughts. “It’s true that I’ve been looking forward to it for a long time,” he said. “The two minutes between body death and brain death, the two to thirteen minutes there while your brain is still alive—that’s the territory. That’s the unexplored area that fascinates me. So I’m kind of looking forward to that.”




Leary stopped talking for a moment, clenching at his stomach, his face crumpled in pain. After several seconds, he gained his breath and returned to his balloon.




“The worst that can happen,” he said, his voice husky from the nitrous, “is that nothing happens, and at least that’s, um, interesting. I’ll just go, ‘Oh, shit! Back to the Tibetan scorecard!’ But yes, it’s an experiment that I’ve been looking forward to for a long, long time. After all, it’s the ultimate mystery.”




 




Timothy Leary was fond of pointing out that the probable date of his conception was January 17, 1920: the day after the start of Prohibition, the official beginning of America’s troubled attempts to regulate intoxicants and mind-altering substances in the twentieth century. Born in Springfield, Massachusetts, on October 22, 1920, Leary was the only child of his Irish American parents. His father, Timothy—also known as Tote—had been an officer at West Point and later became a fairly successful dentist who spent most of his earnings on alcohol. In 1934, when Timothy was thirteen, Tote got severely drunk one night and abandoned his family. Timothy would not see him again for twenty-three years. In the most recent (and best) of his autobiographies, Flashbacks (1983), Leary wrote: “I have always felt warmth and respect for this distant male-man who special-delivered me. During the thirteen years we lived together he never stunted me with expectations.” But his father also served as a “model of the loner,” and for all his charming and gregarious ways, Leary would have trouble in his life maintaining intimate relations with family members—a problem that would not disappear until his last several years.




By contrast, Leary’s mother, Abigail, was a beautiful but dour woman who was often disappointed by what she saw as her son’s laxity and recklessness. In her own way, though, she also served as a model. In Flashbacks, Leary wrote: “I determined to seek women who were exactly the opposite to Abigail in temperament. Since then, I have always sought the wildest, funniest, most high-fashion, big-city girl in town.”




For years, Leary seemed prone to the wayward life that his mother feared so much. He studied at Holy Cross College, at West Point and at the University of Alabama, and had serious problems at each establishment (in fact, he was more or less driven out of West Point for his role in a drunken spree), though he finally received a bachelor’s degree during his army service in World War II. Then his life took a turn. In 1944, while working as a clinical psychologist in Butler, Pennsylvania., Leary fell in love with and married a woman named Marianne. After the war, the couple moved to California’s Bay Area, and had two children, Susan and Jack. It was at this point that Timothy’s career began to show some promise. In 1950 he earned a doctorate in psychology from the University of California at Berkeley, and during the next several years, along with a fellow psychologist, Frank Barron, Leary conducted some research that yielded a remarkable discovery. By testing a wide range of subjects over an extensive period, they learned that one-third of the patients who received psychotherapy got better, one-third got worse and one-third stayed the same. In essence, Leary and Barron proved that psychotherapy—at least in its conventional applications—couldn’t really be proven to work. Leary wanted to discover what would work, what methods might provide people with a genuine healing moment or growth experience. He began exploring the idea of group therapy as a possible viable solution, and he also started developing a theory of existential-transactional analysis that was later popularized in psychiatrist Eric Berne’s Games People Play.




By the mid-1950s Leary was teaching at Berkeley and had been appointed director of Psychological Research at the Kaiser Foundation in Oakland, California. He had also produced a book, The Interpersonal Diagnosis of Personality, which would enjoy wide-ranging praise and influence. But behind all the outward success, Leary’s life was headed for a cataclysm. After the birth of Susan, in 1947, Timothy’s wife, Marianne, went through a bad bout of postpartum depression and became increasingly withdrawn from the world and, according to Timothy, from her husband and family. As time went along, both Marianne and Timothy began drinking heavily and fighting regularly. The source of their arguments was often the same: For two years, Leary had been conducting an affair with a friend’s wife at a rented apartment on Berkeley’s Telegraph Avenue. The affair, combined with the drinking, the quarreling and Marianne’s depression, became increasingly painful for her.




On a Saturday morning in October 1955—on Timothy Leary’s thirty-fifth birthday—he awoke to find himself alone in bed. He stumbled around the house, groggy from a hangover, calling Marianne’s name. A few minutes later he found her inside the family’s car, in a closed garage, with the motor running and exhaust clouding around her. She was already cold to the touch. Leary called to his startled children, who were standing in the driveway, to run to the nearby firehouse for help, but it was too late. Marianne had withdrawn for the last time.




Leary’s hair turned gray within a short time.




“He took a lot of the blame on himself,” said Frank Barron. “After that, Tim was looking for things that would be more transformative, that would go deeper than therapy. He was looking, more or less, for answers.”




By the end of the 1950s, Leary had quit his posts at Berkeley and the Kaiser Foundation, and moved with his two children to the southern coast of Spain. He was, by his own description, in a “black depression” and felt at a loss about both his past and his future. In January 1959, in Torremolinos, he later wrote, he went through his first thorough breakdown and breakthrough. One afternoon, he suddenly fell into a strange feverish illness. His face grew so swollen with water blisters that his eyelids were forced shut and encrusted with dried pus. Over the next few days, the disease got worse: His hands became paralyzed and he couldn’t walk. One night, he sat awake for hours in the darkness of his hotel room, and after a while, he began to smell his own decay. In his book High Priest, he described it as his first death: “I slowly let every tie to my old life slip away. My career, my ambitions, my home. My identity. The guilts. The wants.




“With a sudden snap, all the ropes of my social life were gone. I was a thirty-eight-year-old male animal with two cubs. High, completely free.”




The next morning, the illness had abated. Timothy Leary was about to be reborn.




 




In the spring of 1959, Leary was living with his children in Florence, Italy, when Barron paid a visit. Barron brought with him two bits of information. First, during a recent research trip to Mexico, he had located some of the rare “sacred mushrooms” that had been alleged to provide hallucinations and visions to ancient Aztec priests and the holy men of various Indian tribes in Latin American. Back at his home in Berkeley, Barron had eaten the mushrooms—and had a full-blown, William Blake–quality mystical experience. He thought that perhaps these mushrooms might be the elusive means to psychological metamorphosis that he and Leary had been seeking for years. Leary was put off by his friend’s story, and, as he later wrote, “warned him against the possibility of losing his scientific credibility if he babbled this way among our colleagues.”




Barron’s other news was more mundane but of greater appeal to Leary: The director of the Harvard Center for Personality Research, Professor David McClelland, was on sabbatical in Florence and would probably be willing to interview Leary for a teaching post. Leary visited McClelland the next day and explained his emerging theories of existential psychology. McClelland listened and read Leary’s manuscript on the subject, then said: “What you’re suggesting…is a drastic change in the role of the scientist, teacher, and therapist. Instead of processing patients by uniform and recognized standards, we should take an egalitarian or information-exchange approach. Is that it?” Leary said, yes, that’s what he had in mind. McClelland hired him on the spot. “There’s no question,” he said, “that what you’re advocating is going to be the future of American psychology. You’re spelling out front-line tactics. You’re just what we need to shake things up at Harvard.”




Leary began his career at the Harvard Center for Personality Research in early 1960. That summer, he took his son on vacation to Cuernavaca, Mexico. For the first time in several years, life felt rewarding. Things were good at Harvard. Leary was enjoying his research and teachings, and was also enjoying the esteem of his colleagues. One day an anthropologist friend stopped by the villa where Leary was staying. The friend, like Barron, had been seeking the region’s legendary sacred mushrooms and asked if he would be willing to try some. Leary was reminded of Barron’s statement—that perhaps mushrooms could be the key to the sort of psychological transformation they had been searching for—and his curiosity got the better of him. A week later, he found himself staring into a bowl of ugly, foul-smelling black mushrooms. Reluctantly, he chewed on one, washed back its terrible taste with some beer and waited for the much-touted visions to come. They came, hard and beautiful—and in the next few hours, Leary’s life changed powerfully and irrevocably. “I gave way to delight, as mystics have for centuries…,” he wrote in Flashbacks. “Mystics come back raving about higher levels of perception where one sees realities a hundred times more beautiful and meaningful than the reassuringly familiar scripts of normal life…. We discover abruptly that…everything we accept as reality is just social fabrication.”




Leary decided that mushrooms could be the tool to reprogram the brain. If used under the right kind of supervision, he thought, they could free an individual from painful self-conceptions and stultifying social archetypes, and might prove the means to the transformation of human personality and behavior, for as far as individuals were willing to go. It took some work, but Leary persuaded Harvard to allow him to order a supply of psilocybin—the synthesized equivalent of the active ingredient in the magic mushrooms—from the Swiss firm Sandoz Pharmaceuticals. Leary also joined forces with Barron (who had been invited by McClelland to spend a year teaching at Harvard). Leary and Barron created what would become known as the Harvard Drug Research Program. In that strange and unlikely moment in educational and psychological history, the seeds of a movement were born that would transfigure not just Leary’s life but the social dynamics of modern America for years and years to come.




 




Leary, of course, was not the first psychologist or modern philosopher to explore the potential effect of psychedelics, which is the term that had been given to thought-altering hallucinogenic drugs. The respected British author Aldous Huxley had already written two volumes on the subject, The Doors of Perception and Heaven and Hell, and other philosophers and psychiatrists, including Gerald Heard, Sidney Cohen and Oscar Janiger (the latter’s Los Angeles practice included such renowned patients as Cary Grant and Anaïs Nin), had been working toward various modes of psychedelic therapy and had achieved some notable results in treating conditions such as neurosis and alcoholism. More notoriously, the CIA and the U.S. Army Chemical Corps had conducted covert research using powerful hallucinogens with the aim of incapacitating foreign and domestic enemies or driving them insane.




But three factors set Leary’s work apart. One was the incorporation of his transactional analysis theories into the overall experimental model: Therapists would not administer drugs to patients and then sit by and note their reactions but would, in fact, engage in the drug state along with the subjects. Another element was Leary’s implementation of an environmental condition that became known as “set and setting”: If you prepared the drug taker with the proper mind-set and provided reassuring surroundings, then you increased the likelihood that the person might achieve a significant opportunity for a healthy psychological reorganization. But the final component that set Leary apart from all other psychedelic researchers was simply Leary himself—his intense charisma, confidence, passion, anger and indomitability. He was a man set ablaze by his calling, and though that fieriness would sometimes lead him into a kind of living purgatory, it also emblazoned him as a real force in modern history.




For the first two years, things went well with the Harvard experiments. Along with Barron and other researchers, Leary administered varying doses of psilocybin to several dozen subjects, including graduate students. He also gave the drug to prisoners and divinity students, with noteworthy results: The prisoners’ recidivism rate was cut dramatically, and the divinity students, for the first time in their lives, had what they described as true spiritual experiences. In addition, Leary made two important contacts outside the university: Aldous Huxley and poet Allen Ginsberg. With Huxley, Leary probed into the metaphysical fine points of the psilocybin mind state and debated whether psychedelics should remain the property of a small, select group of poets, artists, philosophers and doctors, who would take the insights they learned from the drug and use them for the benefit of humanity and psychology. With Ginsberg, though, Leary settled the debate. Like Huxley, Ginsberg was convinced that it was indeed a keen idea to share the drug with writers and artists—and in fact arranged for Leary to do so with Robert Lowell, William Burroughs, Thelonious Monk and Jack Kerouac, among others. But Ginsberg also believed in what became known as “the egalitarian ideal”: If psychedelics had any real hope of enriching humankind, then they should be shared with more than just an aristocracy of intellectuals and aesthetes. Leary came to agree—fervently. Psychedelics, he believed, could be a way of empowering people to inquire into and transmute their own minds, and he suspected that probably the people who were most open to such an experience, who could benefit from it the most, were the young.




In the fall of 1961, Frank Barron returned to his job at Berkeley, and Leary found a new chief ally: a good-humored and ambitious assistant professor named Richard Alpert who had a penchant for fine clothes and high living. From the beginning, Alpert and Leary shared a special bond. “I had never met a mind like Tim’s,” says Alpert. “He was like a breath of fresh air because he was raising questions from philosophical points of view. I was absolutely charmed by that. And there was a way in which our kind of symbiosis worked—our chemistry of the Jewish and the Irish, or the responsible, grounded, solid person and the wild, creative spirit. I thought that I was at Harvard by shrewd politicking rather than by intellect, therefore I didn’t expect anything creative to come out of me. And then I found that Timothy was freeing me from a whole set of values.”




But for some others at Harvard, it seemed as though Timothy might be freeing up just a few too many values. Some professors found the whole thing too unsavory—the very idea of giving students drugs that apparently took them out of their rational minds, under the auspices of the university. Also, McClelland was growing uncomfortable with what were seen as the increasingly “religious” overtones of the enterprise. Leary, Alpert and others began touting once obscure Eastern sacred texts, such as the Tibetan Book of the Dead, the Bhagavad Gita and Zen Buddhist scripture. What was Leary doing, McClelland wanted to know, advancing the values of societies that had been backward for hundreds of years?




Leary’s supervisor McClelland scheduled an open staff meeting in the spring of 1962 to debate the merits of continuing the drug project. The day before the event, McClelland called Alpert into his office. “‘Dick, we can’t save Timothy,’” Alpert recalls McClelland saying. “‘He’s too outrageous. But we can save you. So just shut up at tomorrow’s meeting.’” Alpert gave McClelland’s advice some thought. “Being a Harvard professor,” he says, “gives you a lot of keys to the kingdom, to play the way you want to play. Society is honoring you with that role.”




The meeting turned out to be more like a prosecution session than a discussion. Some of the professors tore into Leary with a vitriol rarely seen at Harvard meetings. They insisted that if he was to continue his project, he would have to surrender the drugs to the university’s control and only administer them in the environment of a mental hospital. To Leary, it would mean retreating to the medical standard of the doctor as authority and the subject as lab rat—the same model that Leary had sworn to bring down. “Timothy was blown away by all the vehemence and vindictiveness,” Alpert says. “He was, for once, speechless. At the end there was a silence in the room. And at that moment, I stood up and said, ‘I would like to answer on behalf of our project.’ I looked at Dave McClelland, and Dave just shrugged, and that was the beginning of the process that would result in our end at Harvard.”




In 1963, in a move that made front-page news across the nation, Timothy Leary was “relieved” of his teaching duties and Richard Alpert was dismissed for having shared psilocybin with an undergraduate, though psychedelics were still legal to possess and use at the time. (At the time, Alpert and Leary were reported to be the only professors to be fired from the university in the century.) “I remember being at that press conference,” says Alpert, “surrounded by people who saw me as a loser, but in my heart, I knew we’d won.”




Leary also wasn’t distressed at the idea that his Harvard career was finished. He had, in fact, found a new passion. In the spring of 1962, a British philosophy student named Michael Hollingshead paid a visit to Leary and had brought with him an ominous gift. Hollingshead is perhaps the most mysterious figure in Leary’s entire story. Alpert describes him as “a scoundrel—manipulative and immoral.” But it was Hollingshead who first brought a jar of powdered sugar laced with LSD—an intensely psychedelic solution whose psychoactive properties had been accidentally discovered in the 1940s by a Swiss scientist, Dr. Albert Hoffman—into Leary’s home and taunted Tim by ridiculing psilocybin as “just pretty colors,” compared to the extraordinary power of LSD. Leary resisted the bait at first, as he had with the magic mushrooms, but one weekend he finally caved in. “It took about a half hour to hit,” he later wrote. “And it came suddenly and irresistibly. Tumbling and spinning, down soft fibrous avenues of light that were emitted from some central point. Merged with its pulsing ray I could look out and see the entire cosmic drama. Past and future…. My previous psychedelic sessions had opened up sensory awareness, pushed consciousness out to the membranes…. But LSD was something different. It was the most shattering experience of my life.”




Hollingshead would come and go in Leary’s life, sometimes valued, often reviled. But Hollingshead’s gift, the LSD—that was a gift that stayed.




 




Despite their fall from Harvard, Leary and Alpert intended to continue their research into psychedelics, now focused primarily on the far more potent drug, LSD. In the fall of 1963, a friend and benefactor, Peggy Hitchcock, helped provide them with a sixty-four-room mansion that sat on a sprawling estate two hours up the Hudson River from Manhattan, a place called Millbrook. From 1963 to early 1967, Millbrook would serve as a philosophic-hedonistic retreat for the curious, the hip and the defiant. Jazz musicians lived there; poets, authors and painters visited; journalists scouted the halls; and actors and actresses flocked to the weekend parties. Some came for visions, some for the hope of an orgy, some to illuminate the voids in their souls. All of them left with an experience they never forgot.




This was a time of immense change in America’s cultural and political terrain. It was, on one hand, an epoch of great dread and violence: The bloody civil rights battles, the assassination of President John F. Kennedy and the rising anger over the war in Vietnam made it plain that America had quickly become a place of high risks. At the same time, youth culture was beginning to create for itself a sense of identity and empowerment that was unprecedented. The new music coming from Bob Dylan, the Beatles, the Motown and Southern soul artists, and San Francisco bands like the Grateful Dead and Jefferson Airplane only deepened the idea that an emerging generation was trying to live by its own rules and integrity, and was feeling increasingly cut off from the conventions and privileges of the dominant mainstream culture. More and more, drugs were becoming a part of that sense of empowerment—a means of staking out a consciousness apart from that of the “straight world,” a way of participating in private, forbidden experiences.




It was during this time of strange possibilities (and the fear of strange possibilities) that LSD began to become the subject of a frenzied social concern. Despite the best efforts of such qualified experts as Frank Barron and Oscar Janiger, LSD was seen as a major threat to the nation’s young, and therefore to America’s future. Newspaper and television reports were full of sensationalistic accounts of kids trying to fly off buildings or ending up in emergency rooms, howling at the horrors of their own newly found psychoses. The level of hysteria drove Leary nuts. “Booze casualties were epidemic,” he wrote in Flashbacks, “so the jaded press paid no attention to the misadventures of one drunk. Their attitude was different with psychedelic drugs. Only one out of every thousand LSD users reported a negative experience, yet the press dug up a thousand lurid stories of bark-eating Princeton grads.”




Nevertheless, for some in the psychiatric community, Leary had become part of the problem. By the nature of his flamboyance and his disdain for the medical model, they felt he had single-handedly given psychedelics a bad name and that he was endangering the chance for further valid research. “It was easy,” says Frank Barron, “for Tim to say, ‘There are people who are going to have psychoses under these circumstances; if they have that within them they should let it out.’ These are brave words, but Tim and I had plush training in psychology. We had personal analysis. We were well prepared. But if you have an adolescent in the middle of an identity crisis and you give him LSD, he can be really shaken. And I think that’s where some of the more serious casualties occurred.”




Indeed, Leary became indelibly identified with what Time magazine termed “the LSD Epidemic,” and he was under fire from several quarters. When he appeared before the 1966 Senate hearings on LSD, Senator Ted Kennedy held him up to sustained ridicule. It was then, Leary realized, that before much longer LSD would be declared illegal and its users would be criminalized. At the same time, things in his personal life were going through momentous change. In late 1964 he married Nena von Schlebrügge. By the time the couple returned from their honeymoon a few months later, both the marriage and Millbrook were in trouble. Leary felt that Alpert had let the place get out of hand. The two friends argued over various grievances—including Leary’s apparent discomfort with Alpert’s homosexuality—and Alpert ended up cast out from Millbrook and, for a time, from Leary’s life. Alpert went on to change his name to Baba Ram Dass and became one of America’s most respected teachers of Eastern disciplines. In time, the rift between him and Leary healed, but they were never again the fast partners they’d once been.




Then in the summer of 1965, Leary became close to a woman named Rosemary Woodruff, whom he eventually married in late 1967. The romance with Rosemary would prove to be perhaps the most meaningful of Leary’s life, but it would also prove to be the one most beset by difficulties. During the week following Christmas 1965, Tim and Rosemary shut down Millbrook for the season and set out, along with Leary’s children, in a station wagon, bound for a Mexico vacation. The couple had thoughts of changing their lives: Rosemary had hopes that perhaps they would have a child of their own, and Timothy entertained notions of returning to his studies and writings. At the Mexican border, however, they were denied entrance, and as they attempted to reenter America near Laredo, they were ordered out of the car. They were searched and a matron found a silver box with marijuana in Susan Leary’s possession; she was then eighteen. Leary didn’t hesitate. “I’ll take responsibility for the marijuana,” he said. The consequences of that moment reverberated through Leary’s life for years. He was arrested for violating the marijuana laws in one of the most conservative jurisdictions in the nation. When his lawyer advised him to repent before the judge, Leary said he didn’t know what the word meant. Eventually, he was given a thirty-year sentence and a $30,000 fine—the longest sentence ever imposed for possession of marijuana. Susan got five years. In 1969 the U.S. Supreme Court overturned the conviction because Leary had been tried under antiquated tax-violation laws. The Laredo prosecutor simply retried Leary for illegal possession and sentenced him to ten years.




Timothy Leary quickly became a national symbol for both sides of the drug law dispute, and he did his best to rise to the occasion with wit and grace, but also with a certain recklessness. While free during his appeal of the Laredo conviction, he gave lectures and interviews around the country about drugs. He was invited as an honored guest to the Gathering of the Tribes festival, in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park, and he and Rosemary sang and clapped along at John Lennon and Yoko Ono’s recording session for “Give Peace a Chance.” He also recorded his own album of chants with Jimi Hendrix, Buddy Miles, Stephen Stills and John Sebastian as sidemen. It all made for heady days and high nights, but it also made Leary the most obvious target for the country’s rising mood of anger about drugs. President Richard Nixon told the American people that Timothy Leary was “the most dangerous man alive,” and the directive couldn’t be more plain: Both Leary and his philosophies should be brought down.




And, more or less, that’s what happened. Back in New York, a local assistant district attorney, G. Gordon Liddy, organized a raid on Millbrook. The charges were soon dismissed, but another raid followed—and those charges stuck. The raids had the desired effect of finishing Millbrook for good. Leary moved Rosemary and his family to Laguna Beach, California, but the day after Christmas 1968, he was arrested again for marijuana possession, this time along with Rosemary and his son, Jack. (Leary always claimed that the arresting officer had planted the joints.) At the trial in January 1970, Rosemary and Jack were given probation, but Timothy was sentenced to ten years. In an extraordinary move, the judge, declaring Leary a menace to society and angrily waving a recent Playboy article written by the ex-Harvard professor, ordered him to jail immediately, without an appeal bond.




Leary was forty-nine years old, and his future appeared certain. He was going to spend the rest of his life in jail for the possession of a small amount of marijuana that—even in the furor of the 1960s—rarely netted most offenders more than a six-month sentence.




 




Upon entering the California State Prison at Chino, Leary was administered an intelligence test to determine where he should be placed within the state’s prison strata. The test happened to be based on psychological standards that Leary himself had largely authored during his groundbreaking work in the 1950s. He knew how to use it to his advantage. He marked all the answers that, in his own words, would make him seem “normal, non-impulsive, docile, conforming.” As a result he was transferred to California Men’s Colony-West at San Luis Obispo, a minimum-security prison.




On the evening of September 12, 1970, following a carefully mapped plan that depended on exact timing, Leary methodically made his way from his cellblock along a complex maze of twists and turns into a prison yard that was regularly swept by a spotlight. Dodging the light, he crossed the yard to a tree, climbed it and then dropped down to a rooftop covering one of the prison’s corridors. He crept along until he came to a cable that stretched to a telephone pole outside the walls of the jail. Wrapping his arms and legs around the cable, he began to shimmy its length until, only a third of the way across, he stopped, exhausted, gasping for breath, barely able to keep his grasp. A patrol car passed underneath him. “I wanted Errol Flynn and out came Harold Lloyd,” he wrote in Flashbacks. “I felt very alone…. There was no fear—only a nagging embarrassment. Such an undignified way to die, nailed like a sloth on a branch!” Then, some hidden reserves of strength and desire kicked in, and Leary grappled his way to the outside pole and descended to freedom.




A few weeks later, Timothy and Rosemary surfaced in Algiers, Algeria, where they had been offered asylum and protection by Eldridge Cleaver and other members of the Black Panther Party. Cleaver and Black Panthers who were with him had fled the United States after a 1968 shoot-out with policemen in Oakland and had been recognized by the socialist-Islamic Algerians as the American government-in-exile. At first Leary was excited at the idea of setting up a radical coalition abroad with Cleaver, but he soon lost favor with the Panthers. Writing in Rolling Stone in the spring of 1971, Cleaver declared that it had been necessary for the Panthers to place Timothy and Rosemary Leary under house arrest in Algiers, claiming that Timothy had become a danger to himself and to his hosts with his uncurbed appetite for LSD. Such drug use, Cleaver stated, was counterproductive to bringing about true revolutionary change—and what’s more, he thought it had damaged Leary’s once brilliant mind. “To all those who look to Dr. Leary for inspiration or even leadership,” Cleaver wrote, “we want to say that your god is dead because his mind has been blown by acid.” Leary, for his part, claimed that Cleaver simply wanted to flex some muscle and to demonstrate to his guests what it was like to live under oppression and bondage.




Looking back at the episode, Rosemary would feel a great sadness that the experiment between Leary and the Panthers failed. “That’s always haunted me,” she said, “the idea that we had the possibility for some kinship. I think Eldridge and the others wanted us to recognize the experiences that had brought them there, and how different it was from the experiences that they thought had brought us there. They recognized that we weren’t going to be killed in any confrontation with the law. The Black Panthers, though, had been killed. We were so naïve, so stupid. At the same time, we were frightened. Eldridge was very dictatorial. He kept me away from the women and the children, and then the Panthers threatened us and kept us in a dirty room in an ugly place for three days. So what were we to do?”




The only thing they could do: flee. Next stop: Geneva, Switzerland, where they enjoyed a short respite until the Swiss arrested Leary after the U.S. government filed extradition papers. Leary was in the Lausanne prison for six weeks—“the best prison in the world,” he once told me, “like a class hotel”—until the Swiss, following the petitions of Allen Ginsberg and others, refused the Nixon administration’s requests for deportation. By this time, though, all the years of harassment, fear, flight and incarceration—plus the lost opportunities for any stable and real family life of their own—had taken a toll on Rosemary, and she decided to part temporarily from Leary. “I had always felt it was my job to protect Tim—that seemed to be the role that I played. But Tim…he was Sisyphus: he was the mythic hero chained to the rock, and he was always going to be pushing that rock. He seemed to thrive on notoriety. He’d become a celebrity during those years, and that carries its own weight with it. It’s not the lifestyle I would have chosen. I’d always wanted the quiet life, and with Tim, there simply wasn’t the possibility for it.




“Did I regret having chosen Tim to love? I don’t think so. He was always the most interesting person. Everyone else seemed boring, by comparison. Of course, by the time I wanted boredom, it was too late.”




By late 1972, Leary had become a man without a country and without recourse. The United States was exerting sizable pressure on foreign governments not to harbor the former professor—indeed, an Orange Country DA announced he had indicted Leary on nineteen counts of drug trafficking, branding him as the head of the largest drug-smuggling enterprise in the world—and the Swiss would not extend him further asylum. Accompanied by his new girlfriend, Joanna Harcourt-Smith, Leary fled to Afghanistan, but he was arrested at the Kabul airport by an American embassy attaché and turned over to US Drug Enforcement agents. He was brought back to Orange County, tried for escape and sentenced to five years, in addition to his two previous ten-year sentences. He was also facing eleven counts from the second Millbrook bust and nineteen conspiracy counts related to his indictment as the head of a drug-smuggling outfit.




The US government had succeeded in its campaign. LSD had been declared illegal and its most influential researcher and proponent had been pursued across the world, arrested, brought home, and put behind bars once again—bigger bars this time, in fact. The psychedelic movement had been shut down, and for decades after, Timothy Leary would be vilified for the inquiring and defiant spirit that he had helped set loose upon the 1960s. Looking back on the collapse of that experiment, writer Robert Anton Wilson, a longtime friend of Leary’s and author of The Illuminatus Trilogy, says: “A lot of psychologists I’ve known over the years agreed with Leary—they acknowledged in private that LSD was an incredibly valuable tool for analyzing and effecting positive personality change in people. But these same psychologists backed off gradually as the heat from the government increased, until they all became as silent as moonlight on a tombstone. And Tim was still out there with his angry Irish temper, denouncing the government and fighting on alone.




“I don’t want to discount that there are people whose lives have been destroyed by drugs,” Wilson continues, “but are they the results of Timothy Leary’s research, or the result of government policies? Leary’s research was shut down and the media stopped quoting him a long time ago. Most people don’t even understand what Leary’s opinions were, or what it was he was trying to communicate. By contrast, the government’s policies have been carried out for thirty years, and now we have a major drug disaster in this country. Nobody, of course, thinks it’s the government’s fault—they think it’s Leary’s for trying to prevent it, for trying to have scientific controls over the thing.




“He deserves a better legacy than that.”




 




In 1975 some nasty and frightening reports began to circulate about Timothy Leary. According to stories that appeared in Rolling Stone and other publications, Leary was talking to the FBI and was willing to give them information about radical activists and drug principals he had known, in exchange for his freedom.




The rumors were hard to confirm—the FBI was moving Leary from prison to prison on a regular basis, and few friends saw or communicated with him for roughly a year—but even the idea had a chill-effect on many of Leary’s former compatriots. Allen Ginsberg, Ram Dass, Jerry Rubin and Leary’s own son, Jack, held a press conference denouncing Leary for collaborating and asserting that his testimony shouldn’t be trusted by the courts. In Flashbacks, Leary wrote that essentially he led the FBI on a wild goose chase and that nobody was imprisoned because of his statements—though he admitted that he had made declarations about certain people to a grand jury.




In any event, Leary was released from the California prison system in 1976, his reputation pretty much in tatters. Many of his old friends would no longer speak to him. “There was no question he was no longer the Tim I’d known before,” says Frank Barron. “Prison doesn’t improve anybody very much, and he’d suffered for it. His sense of invulnerability was gone. But he was determined to come back into the public and to reassert his mission.”




Gradually, Leary rehabilitated his image. Shortly after his release, he separated from Joanna Harcourt-Smith, whom some thought had been an unfortunate influence in the whole FBI matter. He settled into Los Angeles and became a regular at Hollywood parties. In 1978 he married his fourth wife, Barbara Chase, and took her young son, Zachary, as his own. Though Timothy and Barbara would divorce fifteen years later, he would stay close to Zachary. It seemed that with Zachary, Leary found the sort of relationship that he had not been able to achieve with his son, Jack—who stopped talking to Leary in 1975 and who only briefly saw him again two months before his death.




“It was a time for him to do it again,” says Zachary, “and see if the whole domesticity of having a family was something really applicable to his life, and he found that it was. He was happy about that, because the sadness of his earlier family had been so great. So I think it was great for him, in his late fifties and sixties, to be a father again with a little kid, taking me to the ballparks and playing sports in the backyard. Young people—that’s really what kept him going, that’s what kept his theories alive. And I think that the biggest moral ground that he covered for me was communication: ‘Never try and shut anything down,’ he told me. I’m only starting to realize now the magnitude of the environment that I was lucky enough to grow up in. I really do consider Tim my father.”




Leary went on to other interests. Primarily he became a champion of computer and communications technology, and was among the first to declare that these new developments—particularly the rapidly growing internet—had the same sort of potential to empower creativity on a mass level and to threaten authority structures as psychedelics had once had in the 1960s.




In time, the old friends came back. Ginsberg, Ram Dass and others made peace with the man with whom they had once shared such phenomenal adventures. “When people ask me why it is I treasure and respect Timothy,” says Ram Dass, “I say it’s because he taught me how to play with life rather than be played upon by life. That’s the closest I’ve gotten to stating what it feels like. Timothy plays with life. People are offended by that because they think it doesn’t give life its due respect. But I think it’s quite a liberating thing.”




 




In 1990 the newfound equanimity of Timothy Leary’s life was shattered. His daughter, Susan Leary Martino, forty-two, had been arrested in Los Angeles for firing a bullet into her boyfriend’s head as he slept. Twice she was ruled mentally unfit to stand trial. Then one morning she was found dead in her jail cell. She had tied a shoelace around her neck and hanged herself.




Some people close to Leary believe that Susan had never been the same since the Laredo arrest and trial—that she held herself to blame for her father’s subsequent troubles, and that, like her mother, she had grown depressed and withdrawn over the years. Others claim that Susan had always loved her father powerfully, and that all the years and events that kept him from her—the arrests, the flights, all the many girlfriends and wives—ate away at her. Regardless of the causes, Susan’s suicide hit Leary hard, a blow that many of those close to him feel he never really recovered from. “I don’t think he could push that one away so easily,” says Ram Dass. “I remember speaking with him on the phone and feeling a surprising vulnerability in Tim that I wasn’t used to hearing.”




The news of Susan’s death also came as a terrible blow to Rosemary, who had been living on the East Coast under an assumed name, still a fugitive. “I’d been angry with him for a long time,” she says, “but I’d been having dreams about them prior to her death, about Susan and Tim and myself in some bucolic setting with streams running and the three of us very happy. Which wasn’t the case when the three of us were together. So I knew I was being taught something, or told something, about Tim and Susan, and about my heart. And then, when she died, it was so hard. And I knew how hard it would be for him.”




Rosemary, who hadn’t spoken with Timothy or anybody close to him since 1972, called Ram Dass, who put her in touch with Tim. “We met in Golden Gate Park,” she says. “It was a great romantic meeting. When I left him in Switzerland, we were quarreling, so to meet him and find that our love was still there—the love that we had for one another—was just incredible. It validated so much for me to know that about him and about myself, and to have given up the anger and the hurt that I had felt. The emotion involved in all that just opened the way for me to love Tim again.”




Timothy put Rosemary in touch with a lawyer and helped her resolve her fugitive status. “I had lived such a remarkable life for so long, never sure who to trust or what to say.” Rosemary says, “It was liberating to be free of all that. I just got my California driver’s license with my name on it.”




Rosemary began to see Tim often. She was impressed, she said, by how open his heart now seemed. But she also saw other changes. “I could tell he wasn’t feeling wonderful. He’d always had an amazing constitution; I’d never known him to be ill, even with a cold.” And then, around Christmas 1994, after a strenuous lecture tour, Leary was felled by a bout of pneumonia. “It was his first taste of mortality in terms of his body,” says Rosemary, “and I think it was devastating for him to find himself so ill, and then not to bounce back from it.”






It turned out to be more than pneumonia. The doctors had determined that Leary had developed prostate cancer, and it was inoperable. With the right treatment, they might be able to keep him alive for a year or two. Leary later told reporters he was “exhilarated” by the news. This would be the start of his greatest adventure: a conscious and loving journey into death. He called his friends—Rosemary, Ram Dass, author Ken Kesey, Allen Ginsberg and many others—and shared with them his excitement. “That’s just the epitome of his personality,” says his stepson Zach. “I guess it made perfect sense that he would feel that way about it. But when he was first disclosing it, I felt, ‘God, how could you feel like that?’ But to him it was just another card in the hand—the death card. And now I have to say I’ve learned so much from him in these last few months.”




Indeed, it seems the knowledge of his death brought out a gentle and transcendent quality in Timothy Leary. “He’s more emotionally available now,” says Ram Dass, “which is remarkable, because he’s never handled his emotions at all. I mean, he’s always been a very friendly person—fun and vibrant and stimulating, and all that—but deep emotions have been delicate to play with historically with Timothy. He’s lived more on the surface of events and things rather than the slower, deeper rhythms of emotions. The last few times I saw him, he was very much there, and that thrilled me. When we would look into each other’s eyes, he was looking at me about death. It gave me the conviction that he isn’t afraid of death. He knows he’s going after one of the darkest secrets of the society, and it’s humbled him in an interesting way.”




There’s also something about Leary’s awareness of death’s imminence that heightened his sense of play. In the last few months, there was nonstop activity around his home, and much of it was geared to fun stuff: dinners, outings to midnight rock & roll shows, around-the-clock visits by well-wishers and friends. “Silly silliness is being performed as a high art here,” he told me one afternoon, with utter joy.




A good example of Leary’s latter-day high-art silliness is an event that became known as “Wheelchair Day.” One day Leary decided to round up as many wheelchairs as possible, load his staff and friends into them and hold wheelchair races on Sunset Strip, then wheel into the House of Blues for a luncheon designed on the model of Da Vinci’s The Last Supper. After the event, Leary was riding back to his house in the rented convertible of his friend, internet rights activist and former Grateful Dead lyricist John Perry Barlow, with two of the young women from his staff, Trudy Truelove and Camella Grace, in the backseat. The radio was blasting as they headed west on Sunset, and Trudy and Camella were sitting on the car’s trunk, goofing and making dancing gestures. Leary looked at Barlow, smiled and shouted, “Life is good!” That was when Barlow glanced into his rearview mirror and saw the flashing red and yellow lights of a Beverly Hills police car—and realized that the car he was driving was perhaps not entirely free of illegal substances. “Shit,” he thought to himself, “Tim Leary’s last bust.”




Barlow rolled down his window and said to the officer: “I know what we were doing was wrong. But you see, my friend here is dying, and we’re trying to show him a good time.” Barlow later told me he’d never forget the look that Tim gave the policeman: “Caught in the act of dying like he had his hand in the cookie jar.”




The officer smiled back at Leary, then turned to Trudy and Camella. “I’d be lying if I didn’t say that looks like fun,” he said, “but just because he’s dying doesn’t mean you should. Now get down in the seat and buckle up and I’ll let you go.”




When they pulled back into traffic, Leary turned to Barlow, laughed and said: “What a fucking gift that was!”




 




Not everybody, though, was enamored of the gallows humor of Leary and his troop.




On the night of the wheelchair-race caper, I arrived at Leary’s to find an ambulance outside his house, being loaded with his cryonics coffin. It turned out that a short time before, a team from CryoCare—the outfit that was to undertake the freezing and preservation of Leary’s brain upon his death—had come in to remove all their equipment.




For some time, a tension had been building up between the CryoCare representatives and Leary’s crew. CryoCare felt that Leary’s folks had shown disrespect for their equipment by decorating it with lights and toys, and also believed that some people at the house had been trying to keep CryoCare’s technicians away from Leary. More important, CryoCare’s Mike Darwin had grown alarmed about Leary’s pronouncements about his plan to commit suicide live (so to speak) on the World Wide Web. Darwin did not feel that his organization (whose brochure bears the motto, “Many are cold, but few are frozen”) could afford to be involved in what he termed a potential crime scene, or that they should leave their equipment in a house where illegal drugs may be present or used.




For their part, the Leary folks had become increasingly put off by what they regarded as CryoCare’s ghoulish interest in obtaining the head of Timothy Leary. The problem was only exacerbated when they learned that a CryoCare official who would be involved with the decapitation and freezing process, Charles Platt, had an assignment to write about the operation for Wired magazine. (Platt had also been sending serial email to various parties, expressing his disdain for the Leary staff and his impatience with Leary for not dying as soon as had been expected. “What insane will to live,” he wrote in one letter.)




In any event, CryoCare’s actions left Leary with a decision to make: He could either sign on quickly with another cryonics outfit, or he could accept that his death would be final—that his brain would not be preserved for some indeterminate future attempt at reanimation. In the end, he decided against cryonics. “I have no real great desire to do it,” he told me. “I just felt it was my duty to futurism and the process of smart dying.”




Leary’s decision was not a small thing for him. He once told me that he did not believe that anything human survived beyond death, and that if we possess a soul, then the soul is our mind, and the brain is the soul’s home. By forgoing cryonics, Timothy Leary decided that even if he could, he would not return. His immortality, instead, would be his work and his legend, and it was his hope that those things would find an ongoing life on the website that had become his most prized dream in his final season.




 




It was not long after this that the end came. One afternoon I had to drop something by Tim’s place and we had a brief conversation. He was in the best spirits and most cogent form I’d seen him in. He told me touching stories about his relationship with John Lennon and Yoko Ono—about how Lennon had written “Come Together” for Leary, who was contemplating a California gubernatorial candidacy, but then thought twice about it and kept it for the Beatles. Leary also talked about how he had tried to warn Ono that New York’s Dakota was too risky a place—too exposed, too accessible—for a man like Lennon to live. “I wish I’d been wrong about that one,” he said, looking at the large photo above his bed of himself and Rosemary with Lennon and Ono during the recording of “Give Peace a Chance.” I left that day looking forward to visiting and talking with him some more.




A few days later I received a call from Zachary. “It looks like Tim is going today. You should come up soon if you want to say good-bye.”




Zach later told me: “Tim just decided he couldn’t live in that body anymore and he wanted to get out. The key moment for him was when he went to take a shower last week and he stopped and looked at himself in the mirror, naked. That was all he needed to know. He was very clear and lucid and he looked at his body and saw it was pathetic and it was below his quality of life.” That night Leary called Zach and the house staff around him at the table and said: “Can you go on without me?”




“It was like he was asking for our permission,” said Zach.




The morning that Zach called me, Tim had got out of bed and climbed into his motorized wheelchair and rode all over his ranch house. He stopped in the backyard where he sat drinking a cup of coffee, looking at the flowers that were coming to bloom in his garden. Then he said, “I’m tired. I’m going to take a nap,” and wheeled back into his bedroom. A short while later his nurse summoned Zach and told him he should notify anybody who might want to see him one last time.




I sat for about an hour with several other people that afternoon and watched Leary as he slept. Occasionally he woke, smiled, took sips on the ice that the nurse gave him, and once or twice tried to say something. At one point, he opened his eyes wide and said: “Flash!”




Later, around 9:00 p.m., I made another visit to his bedroom. The only illumination in the room was a string of Christmas lights, on the wall above Leary’s bed. Zach sat close, holding his stepfather’s hand. Tim opened his eyes briefly at one point, looked at Zach, smiled and said softly, “Beautiful.”




It was the last thing Timothy Leary said.




 




A few hours later, around 2:30 a.m., I received another call, telling me that Tim had died at 12:45. I headed back to his house.




The lights were still dim in his bedroom. On a nearby chair sat Trudy Truelove, staring at Tim. “I’ve decided to stay with him until they remove him. I’ve decided to be his guardian.”




Tim was laid on his back, dressed in white, the red blanket turned down. His mouth was wide open, frozen in his last exhaled breath. It looked as if he was calling out silently. Somebody had placed a large orange flower in his hand, its petals reaching up to his face.




Soon, the room filled with several people. We stood there for a long time in silence, until we were told that it was time to say our good-byes. The mortuary people had come to claim Tim’s corpse.




One by one, the people in the room approached Tim, some touching and kissing him, others whispering last words. When it was my turn I went up to the bed and looked down at him. I hadn’t been able to tell before, from the darkness in the room, but his eyes were wide open, and when you looked into them, it was if they were looking back into you. I bent over, gave him my kiss and then turned and left the room.




 






One night not long before Leary’s death, I took LSD for the first time in twenty-five years. I guess I’d just grown curious after spending so much time around Tim, but I felt I also owed it to myself. I’d left psychedelics on bad terms, and that had never felt right. It was time, once again, to see what they held for me, what might be revealed after so much time.




I lay on my bed in the dark, listening to Bach’s Goldberg Variations, and once more, death came to visit. I saw what seemed thousands of faces. They were all in agony, and then they died, and were swimming in straits of grace. Their suffering, I saw, was inevitable. And so was their dying. And so was their release. Once more I saw death move around and through me, and this time I did not try to hide from it. I lay there and cried, and somehow I felt a great comfort in what I’d seen.




I thought about this experience as I sat in Leary’s bedroom at three in the morning and studied him in his death. As I implied earlier, I’d always been terrified of death—even to be near it. When I visited the funeral homes to see my father, my mother, my brother, lying in their coffins, I took short glances and got away quickly. I never touched my loved ones as they lay dead. I don’t think I could have.




Sitting with Leary, I realized something had changed—and maybe it had been a gift on his part. His greatest achievement, I believe, was to ask the people he knew to face the darkest part of themselves, and to be willing to be there with them—to interact with them, to guide them—when they reached that place. I can’t say whether he ever faced the darkest parts within himself in that same way; maybe it never really happened until that last day and night. And if that was the time, I’m glad there were good people there for him.




Being around Leary had taught me what nothing else had: that encountering death did not always have to be an experience of freezing horror. In those last hours, Timothy Leary could still be a good therapist.




I looked at Tim lying there in his death, his eyes hollow, the skin on his face already sinking, and I was reminded of something Rosemary once told me. It was a story about one of the last times she saw Leary before he fell ill. “I’d gone to New Mexico with him,” she said. “He was lecturing there. He’d gone to the bar to pick up some drinks, and I was standing out of the light. And just the way the light hit him in the bar, and illuminated the planes of his face—he was so beautiful. And it was the old face. I mean, the one from years ago. I don’t know why. It was just the way the lighting hit him. Beautiful bones.”




I sat there in the dark, looking at Tim, thinking of Rosemary’s words.




Beautiful bones, I thought. Even in death, beautiful bones.
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