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To Ram Dass and Timothy Leary for bravely sharing their minds and hearts with us so we could be here now and think for ourselves with unconditional love
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FOREWORD BY GAY DILLINGHAM


AS I WRITE THE FOREWORD for this book, I am looking back at an extraordinary, life-changing journey—the making and sharing of the film Dying to Know. Like many others on this path, I have always been curious, dying to know more about the Great Mystery, the final frontier we call death. And so, for a few years after the film was released, we held conversations with audiences after screenings in approximately a hundred communities across the country. Our grassroots team of Zach Leary, Michael Donnelly, and myself were joined by leaders from the hospice movement, drug policy, and consciousness communities. We were able to spotlight many of the scientists from Johns Hopkins, UCLA, and NYU, who were coming out with groundbreaking studies on the therapeutic use of psychedelics in the treatment of addictions, PTSD, major depression, end-of-life issues, palliative care, and more.

Rather than going immediately into digital distribution, I wanted people to come to the film, so we could gather together around a modern campfire, tell our stories, and contemplate our futures. In the dark of theaters, without interruption from our daily routines, we shared our hearts and minds in a contemplative, sacred space. People of all ages traveled hours to get to theaters, or came back for second or third viewings so they could bring family and friends. As Leary might say, we were helping to ease some of the fears associated with the unknown “just by talking about it” in the right “set and setting.”

In the face of Leary’s approaching death, Ram Dass and Timothy Leary held a conversation that lives on in the film, and now in this book. Join the conversation! Talk with your friends and family and community. Explore the philosophical, psychological, and spiritual dimensions that weave through the hopes and fears we have surrounding death and dying. Stand with Ram Dass and Timothy Leary, the pioneers of mind expansion, by going into the heart cave that Ram Dass talks about, and taking Tim’s advice to think for yourself.

And may the time you spend with these giants of consciousness bear fruit in your own life.
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INTRODUCTION BY PARVATI MARKUS
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Harvard Reunion, 1983.



WHETHER YOU’VE heard of them or not, the epic friendship of these two complex, controversial characters—Timothy Leary and Ram Dass—changed your life and those of a generation, and beyond. Together and separately, they ushered in an awakening of consciousness through the psychedelic revolution and Eastern spirituality. Here we will explore their lives and their relationship, from their fateful meeting at Harvard to the divergence of their lives in different directions—Ram Dass as a spiritual teacher, Tim Leary as the “Pied Piper of LSD” and proponent of cyberspace.

This book is based on Gay Dillingham’s film Dying to Know: Ram Dass & Timothy Leary, which premiered at the Mill Valley Film Festival in California in October 2014. It was a labor of love, which started on a whim in 1995 while Gay and her husband at the time, Andrew Ungerleider, were at dinner with friends Sandra Hay and Alan Kozlowski, where the news of the day was being discussed: Timothy Leary had announced he was dying. They realized it was a historic moment, so Andrew said, “Let’s get Ram Dass to come down from San Francisco for a final goodbye with Tim.” The baby boomers around the table knew the importance of their relationship and their place in history.

Gay was thirty years old when Tim announced he was dying. She had been born after Timothy Leary and Richard Alpert, the Harvard psychologist who morphed into Ram Dass, had been fired from Harvard. She had seen Leary once when he was doing the college lecture circuit in the ’80s during his cybertech and software design period and had not been impressed by his showmanship. And, like many others, she had read Be Here Now while in college, the “hippie bible” written by Ram Dass. Now she found herself drawn to these two men because of her own exploration of death.

Gay, the youngest of four children, was very close to her brother Matt, three years her senior. At the age of twenty, when Gay was in high school, Matt died when he accidentally lost control of his car on a mountain road. His death shook her world. Psychedelic mushrooms helped her slowly reignite her spirit, the flame that had almost gone out when Matt died. In an interview for this book Gay said, “At Matt’s burial, I realized how constipated our culture was around death. I sat there and watched my brother, who loved nature, get put in a cast-metal casket down into a metal casing. Oh my God, he’s never gonna get back! That was my first visceral awareness of death. We are so upside down about death and have such an inability to keep it on our shoulder so that life is more precious.”

After the dinner party, Andrew got Leary’s attention by sending him a gift certificate for Jack Kevorkian. Known as “Dr. Death,” Kevorkian championed a terminal patient’s right to die by physician-assisted suicide. Leary thought the gesture was hysterical, so he said, “I’m in.”

Then Andrew called Ram Dass (unbeknownst to both of them at the time, they were cousins) to get him to come down from the Bay Area to join Tim in conversation. Ram Dass complained he didn’t have time to do it because he was on a deadline for his book on aging (ironically titled Still Here). Andrew responded with what he knew would get Ram Dass, “You sound attached.”

Ram Dass laughed, “You got me. I’m in.”


MAKING THE MOVIE

When Gay arrived at Leary’s house to start setting up the cameras, she saw a sign on the front door: Mother of All Parties. The scene was wild. The house was filled with young people who honored Tim as a pioneer in cyberspace, a coffin with Yoda in it, and paraphernalia around cryonics. At the time, Leary was still thinking about doing cryonics, until Nena (one of his former wives) and Bob Thurman dissuaded him from freezing his brain.
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Gay and Ram Dass.



In her role as director, Gay’s goal was to create the “set and setting,” so after giving Ram Dass the questions and topics she wanted him to cover, she got the cameras rolling, and tried to disappear so as not to interrupt the men’s conversation. It was risky, but it created gold. After the filming was finished, Gay was pulling her hair out in the editing room trying to find cut points in their freewheeling, overlapping conversation. There was so much context she didn’t understand that she spent the next years doing research, in between launching an environmental technology business and doing government work on environmental management for the state of New Mexico on problems ranging from climate change regulations to nuclear weapons and mass extinction—an immersion in death and planetary dying.

Gay was fortunate to get a final solo interview with Tim shortly before he died, and a solo interview with Ram Dass in the narrow window right after Tim died in May 1996 and before Ram Dass’s debilitating stroke in February 1997. In 2012, when she was deep in working on the film, Gay interviewed others whose lives intersected at different points with Leary and Ram Dass: Dr. Andrew Weil, an international best-selling author and founder and director of the Andrew Weil Center for Integrative Medicine; Huston Smith, influential professor of religion and author of The World’s Religions; Roshi Joan Halifax, author and founder and abbot of Upaya Zen Center in Santa Fe, New Mexico; Ralph Metzner, PhD, author, psychologist, and Harvard contemporary with Leary and Alpert; Joanna Harcourt-Smith, former common-law wife of Leary; Lama Tsultrim Allione, author, Tibetan Buddhist lama, and founder of Tara Mandala, an international Buddhist community and retreat center in Pagosa Springs, Colorado; John Perry Barlow, rancher, Grateful Dead lyricist, and cofounder of the Electronic Frontier Foundation; Peggy Mellon Hitchcock, resident, owner, and benefactor of the Hitchcock Estate in Millbrook, New York; and Zach Leary, Timothy Leary’s son.

Gay spent time with Ram Dass after his stroke; she watched him over the years evolve into someone who learned to live in unconditional love. The stroke was the fulcrum in the middle of his spiritual life. After the stroke, the transmission he had received from his guru, Maharajji (Neem Karoli Baba), about being in the heart, loving and serving everyone, opened him more and more fully over time until he was resting in a state of unconditional love. Although Gay respected Ram Dass’s relationship with Maharajji and was glad for him that he had that, it wasn’t until she attended a retreat on Maui in 2018 that she got Maharajji. As Ram Dass was introducing the love of Maharajji to each person at the retreat, Gay felt Maharajji’s picture behind Ram Dass come to life, animated with pure love that she experienced throughout every cell of her body, especially in her heart.

Gay sat for years with the material she had gathered. Her father died. Big things were happening with her business and the government work. She finally put together a rough cut of the film and shared it with Chuck Blitz, an old friend of Ram Dass. Chuck sent Gay flowers and said, “You must finish. This film is too important and beautiful.”

The more time went on, the more Gay realized the story was relevant not only to her own life but also to the American psyche. Like many in her generation, she had inherited caricatures of these two men and needed to reconcile their portrayal in the media with who they were as people. In Leary, the man she met on his deathbed, she found an intelligent, searching, vulnerable, honest, complex human being—a natural risk-taker breaking conventional boundaries for what he believed could bring about a higher level of consciousness. He was somewhat naïve, paid dearly for it, and she grew to love him. Over the years, as she got to know him better, Ram Dass became a guiding light for Gay. Although his body had been ravaged by his stroke, with pain as his constant companion, he consistently practiced unconditional love until his own death in December 2019. Gay is grateful she had time to let her dream world and the collective unconscious work on it. She believes the film made her as much as she made the film.
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Left to right, bottom row: Michael Barnard, Gay Dillingham, Sandra Hay, Alan Kozlowski, top row: Penelope Place, Jerry Kramer, Andrew Ungerleider, Timothy Leary, Ram Dass, December 1995.






THE RAM DASS–TIMOTHY LEARY RELATIONSHIP

After so many intense shared experiences and so much time together in the early years, Ram Dass and Leary grew apart and developed in different directions—Leary as a visionary intellectual and social revolutionary, Ram Dass as a spiritual teacher and Eastern philosopher. A 1983 Harvard reunion rekindled the friendship between these controversial figures, who had broken the societal taboos on sex, drugs, and death.

They danced in, out, and through each other’s complex lives for decades until, ultimately, Leary’s terminal cancer inspired the 1995 meeting arranged by the filmmakers. Ram Dass was the first person Tim called when he found out he was dying. Gay knew that the relationship between these two larger-than-life men could fulfill her original goal to have a deeper conversation about the final human frontier of death.

On the first day of filming, before the cameras were set, Ram Dass and Tim arrived and were hugging by the front door. Gay could immediately sense the magic of their connection. Death does seem to bring people to their truths, and there was a lot of transformation with Tim as he approached that threshold with honesty, fear, and the tremendous curiosity that was a big part of who he was as a person.

Tim and Ram Dass had such beautiful symmetry, with Tim as the yang and Ram Dass as the yin, the heart. But the beauty of the yin-yang symbol is that inside the yang is the yin, and in the yin is the yang. Tim had a very big heart and Ram Dass had a very big intellect. After the shooting was over, Tim said, “Thanks for bringing us together so we could make love in public.”

When Gay interviewed Ram Dass the summer after Tim had died and before his stroke, Ram Dass had been thinking deeply about his relationship with Tim, their cosmic buddy journey. Ram Dass spoke the truth about Tim, but through the lens of love rather than judgment. Tim has been both so glorified and so demonized by the culture that it was the first time she felt like she could understand Tim’s story. Our media culture wants to judge, but Gay decided the film would tell the truth through love. Together and apart, these two men put psychedelics back into medicine and opened the culture’s consciousness in a way that one could practice and live into expanded awareness.

At multiple conferences on psychedelics, many of the speakers would start their talk with some version of, well, if it wasn’t for Timothy Leary screwing it up, legitimate research in psychedelics would have continued. But the genie had gotten out of the bottle, as it would have no matter what Tim did or didn’t do. Millions of people have done psychedelics and had positive experiences with them that changed their lives, which would not have happened without Timothy Leary as the Pied Piper, the evangelical, and Ram Dass for creating the open, loving environment.




FROM A MOVIE TO A BOOK

Usually, it’s a book that gets turned into a movie. Here, we’re turning a movie into a book so you can enjoy at leisure the photos and graphic art from the film as well as having the time to contemplate the concepts discussed in the film that come out of the relationship between Ram Dass and Timothy Leary and their extraordinary lives and deaths.

This story is much larger than a simple conversation between two old friends. Through the arc of their entire lives, we see how two Harvard professors became counterculture icons. We explore their upbringing, early life, and their fateful meeting at Harvard, where together they ran fully sanctioned experiments into the nature and use of psilocybin and LSD until 1963, when Ram Dass was fired for giving a psychedelic drug to one undergraduate student and Leary’s contract was not renewed for “failure to keep classroom appointments.” Supporters compared Alpert’s dismissal from Harvard to Ralph Waldo Emerson having been fired a hundred years earlier for promoting the idea that one has direct access to God. We follow them from Harvard to Millbrook, where their experimentation continued and where their friendship was tested and fractured. They both then went their own way—one to India, one to prison—each becoming a legend in his own right.
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In the conversation Gay recorded for posterity, both men share openly their thoughts and perspectives as they rekindle the love they have always felt for one another. Both were more than willing to bring death out into the open—an empowering entrance into the mystery of the beyond. And here you, the reader, are free to dive deep into the questions prompted by their encounter: What role does the brain play in consciousness? Is the ego death of the psychedelic experience the same as physical death? What is unconditional love? What happens after death? We are all dying to know.
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It’s interesting to have a film about death that is inspiring, curious, and hopeful. During the two years of its first-run theatrical release, in over eighty theaters across the country, Gay invited in people involved with drug policy, hospice, medical research with psychedelics, etc., and hosted community conversations where people could express their feelings and thoughts around death and psychedelics. Ram Dass and Leary held such remarkably different perspectives about death that it allowed in everyone’s point of view, from the philosophical materialist “You’re dead when you’re dead” to the spiritual optimist, “Consciousness keeps happening after you die; the soul goes on.” Who knows if either one is right or wrong, but let’s engage the mystery and have these conversations. Let’s bring in more consciousness around death, both ego death and physical death. Let’s bring light to our minds and joy to our hearts as we share the hearts and minds of Ram Dass and Timothy Leary.

As Ram Dass said, “We’re all just walking each other home.”
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PREFACE THE NEWS THAT TIM WAS DYING
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Timothy Leary and Ram Dass, 1995 film footage.



IN THE SUMMER of 1995, Timothy Leary announced to the world media that he had been diagnosed with inoperable prostate cancer. He was dying. In December, Gay Dillingham filmed the two together… for the last time.


RAM DASS: Hey you, you blew society away when you talked about how you were looking forward to death.

TIMOTHY LEARY: Which society?

RAM DASS: The society you and I have lived in…

TIMOTHY LEARY: Oh, there are several societies.

RAM DASS: Suddenly the AP was calling me. They said, “Did Timothy say he had good news for you when he told you he was dying?” I said yeah. They said, “What did you say?” I said, “I’m happy.” There was a silence on the phone.

TIMOTHY LEARY: Good for you!

RAM DASS: I said I was delighted.

TIMOTHY LEARY: Well, yes, that’s why you’re the first person I called, because I knew you would understand.

RAM DASS: But why do you think the society’s blown away so much by that?

TIMOTHY LEARY: It’s the taboo of all time. Right now there are only a few more taboos. We knocked off the taboo against sex.

RAM DASS: Well, you did personally. [laughter]

TIMOTHY LEARY: Remember how obsessed society got about drugs? It still is. War on drugs? We certainly know about that taboo.

RAM DASS: Yeah, sure. So, the next thing is death.

TIMOTHY LEARY: Ultimate taboo.

RAM DASS: You know, I was thinking about it on the way down here. I was thinking of you as the great escape artist.

TIMOTHY LEARY: Sure.

RAM DASS: And this is what you’re doing now. You’re escaping from something or other.

TIMOTHY LEARY: But I’m also going towards the ultimate fear.

RAM DASS: Well, you’re going through the ultimate fear.

TIMOTHY LEARY: Remember when people used to say that LSD is an escapist drug?

RAM DASS: No, it’s not escapist. It’s confrontation.

TIMOTHY LEARY: And my thing about death is not escaping it. I’m running towards Miss Death.

RAM DASS: No, I think that the way you’re running is an escape from the cultural values that say you should push against it.

TIMOTHY LEARY: As a reverence thing, yeah.

RAM DASS: When I think about the moment of death, I usually think of a great acid trip. I think of the disillusion of conceptual structures.

TIMOTHY LEARY: Yeah.

RAM DASS: And then I feel you’re catapulted out into nonconceptual space. Is that the way you’re imagining it?

TIMOTHY LEARY: Exactly. It’s the classic mind, mind, mind. Get the mind outta there ’cause nothing happens till you can quiet your mind. Once you put a saying into your mind, it’s like a drunken monkey…

RAM DASS: I stole that line; it was not mine. I stole it from an old Indian.

TIMOTHY LEARY: They had all the good lines.

RAM DASS: That’s what I read the holy books for… to get good lines.

TIMOTHY LEARY: I’m an opportunist. I ride these waves of the culture and everybody has deep thoughts about death. And, of course, the Catholic Church says don’t worry, priests will take care of you. You can’t turn it over to the priests. You can’t turn this over to the doctors. You can’t turn it over to the medical profession. Th ink for yourselves. Take charge of it! Plan it! Talk to your friends about it. No government agency or no profession can solve these problems for you. I’ve got to do it for myself. You’ve got to do it for yourself.



TIMOTHY LEARY: It’s a very funny situation. I’m dealing with doctors. I want to be a good patient. And my doctors, they’re reading the paper every day. So, I walk into the office and in one day two doctors criticize me…

RAM DASS: For saying you were happy about dying?

TIMOTHY LEARY: Well, he says we’re gonna keep you alive, see?

RAM DASS: That’s their Hippocratic oath. They can’t help it.

TIMOTHY LEARY: Hypocritical oath, man.

RAM DASS: They see death as their enemy… Staying with the dying business for a while, what kind of rituals could you imagine? How would you break out of the cultural fear of dying? What is your statement doing and what else could be done? What else could we do? Hospice was a big jump over the intensive care unit.

TIMOTHY LEARY: Yeah.

RAM DASS: And now we’ve gotta do more jumps. Are you ready?

TIMOTHY LEARY: I like that. Jump.

TIMOTHY LEARY: When you walked in, there was a flash of total joy.

RAM DASS: Yeah, yeah, me too.
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TIMOTHY LEARY: And love. Just joy.

RAM DASS: See, in my mythology now I say you and I are connected at a place where we both dance through this incarnation together, but we have a connection that is timeless in another sense, like we’re old beings that know each other well through many forms.

TIMOTHY LEARY: Who are you? Who am I? It’s a very difficult question. Throughout my life I’ve always been fascinated by where the action was. I never wanted to have power, but I ran for governor once against Ronald Reagan. I wanted to experience the different theaters or stages or viewpoints of life. I think I’ve lived one of the most interesting lives of anyone in the twentieth century.

RAM DASS: I think my incarnation is wonderful. I mean, I started out a Jewish boy from Boston, from psychology to psychedelics to Eastern mysticism, and then to have ended up Ram Dass, aaah… just getting straight on towards God.
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TIMOTHY LEARY
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Timothy Leary in March 1996, two months prior to his death.



TIMOTHY LEARY was born October 22, 1920, in Springfield, Massachusetts, to Timothy “Tote” Leary, a dentist, and Abigail Ferris. He was the only child of his Irish Catholic parents.


RAM DASS: He took birth into such an interesting tension. On his mother’s side, very conservative Irish Catholic, very held in tight, very judgmental. And his father was from the Learys, who were kind of a wild, Irish, drinking, divorcing, going-off-and-running-away type of family.



When he was thirteen, Tim’s abusive, alcoholic father handed him $100 and took off. Tim didn’t see him again until twenty-three years later. His paternal grandfather, Dennis Leary, liked the boy because he, unlike the rest of the family, really liked to read. He told Tim never to be like anyone else, to find his own way and be one of a kind. Like his grandfather, Leary would never do anything by half. And like most of the men in the Leary clan, Tim inherited both their Irish charm and their recklessness.
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