[image: Cover Image]
[image: image]


This book is dedicated to Sasha Shulgin (1925–2014), whose rediscovery of MDMA brought it into modern consciousness. His commitment to the liberation of the human spirit made him a quintessentially American pioneer and hero. Every time you drink the water, remember the one who dug the well.
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And to my wife Shelley, who with her unfailing love, support, and buoyant spirit is the light of my life.



LISTENING TO
ECSTASY
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“Listening to Ecstasy tells the story of Charley Wininger’s relationship with MDMA, a chemical of connection, and how it helped him evolve as a therapist, husband, and human. In this love poem to MDMA, Charley personalizes a substance that many only know through research reports of MDMA’s tremendous healing potential. As a trusted elder in the psychedelic community, he shares his wisdom about how to maximize the life-enhancing potential of MDMA while minimizing risk. In coming out of the closet as a ‘responsible recreational drug user,’ he ‘roll’ models the courage to live authentically. He challenges prohibition and the demonization of drugs, arguing for personal liberation. He argues for our right to decide on the chemistry and cognitive liberty within, rather than be at the mercy of the forces of social control. Wininger also shows us how, at any age, we can live ecstatically, sexually, and joyfully, balancing and celebrating life and having extraordinary and serious fun along the way. Finally, Charley invites us to join him and his welcoming psychedelic community in connection and love. This delightful book left me feeling inspired to create a more fulfilling life and feeling hopeful for humanity.”

ANDREW TATARSKY, PH.D.,
FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF THE PSYCHEDELIC 
EDUCATION AND CONTINUING CARE 
PROGRAM AND THE CENTER FOR OPTIMAL 
LIVING AND AUTHOR OF HARM REDUCTION 
PSYCHOTHERAPY

“Whether you’re just curious about the benefits of MDMA or an experienced ‘traveler,’ you’ll be thoroughly engaged by Charley Wininger’s life-affirming, love-affirming memoir of how MDMA opened his heart and mind, inspired his second marriage, and regularly rejuvenates his spirit. Filled with tenderness toward the human condition and useful information on the skillful use of this amazing molecule, the book is about more than just the benefits of MDMA. Listening to Ecstasy is about how to ward off the forces of fear and pessimism so you can fully embrace the precious experience of life.”

RICH ORLOFF,
PLAYWRIGHT AND PERFORMER OF IT’S
A BEAUTIFUL WOUND

“Bravo, Charley, for advocating a substance that offers life-enhancing results to those of adult age, including us seniors. Thank you and your beloved for your candor on the journey toward healing through MDMA, empowering you as a healer in service to others.”

ALEX GREY & ALLYSON 
GREY, ARTISTS AND COFOUNDERS OF THE 
CHAPEL OF SACRED MIRRORS (CoSM)

“Wise. Flirtatious. Adventurous. Wininger’s memoir, Listening to Ecstasy, eschews psychedelic clichés and does the writer’s work of wringing lessons from life. The transforming love of his wife Shelley and their chemical exploration show the rewards of authenticity. It is a fun, wondrous read.”

NICHOLAS POWERS, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE GROUND 
BELOW ZERO

“Listening to Ecstasy is not only an ode of appreciation to MDMA but a love letter to life itself. Disarmingly authentic and heartfelt, Charley has given us a guided tour of his own spiritual journey with MDMA, paired with practical knowledge and a blueprint for living life to its fullest.”

DEE DEE GOLDPAUGH, LCSW, PSYCHEDELIC INTEGRATION THERAPIST

“A heartfelt storyteller and adventurous guide, Charley Wininger reveals to both the experienced user and the neophyte how responsible use of MDMA can open up one’s life. Read this book if you’re curious about what can happen after listening to Ecstasy.”

INGMAR GORMAN, PH.D., COFOUNDER OF FLUENCE AND MDMA THERAPIST AND RESEARCHER

“Listening to Ecstasy shows how Charley and his wife Shelley have used MDMA as an inspiring teacher and friend to enhance their marriage, build a loving community of fellow travelers, and continually nurture a connection to the joys of life. A true and touching story, Listening to Ecstasy demonstrates how MDMA can be a unique life-enhancing opportunity for healthy people across their entire adult lifespan. It’s filled with great tips for the responsible recreational and celebrational use of MDMA and how it can be used to enrich one’s spiritual journey during these tumultuous times.”

RICK DOBLIN, PH.D., FOUNDER AND EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
ASSOCIATION OF PSYCHEDELIC STUDIES (MAPS)



 

 

 

Note to the Reader

The information in this book is provided purely as a personal account. It should not be taken as scientific fact. The experiences relayed here may bear no resemblance to those of others who may experiment with MDMA, and the author does not advocate or recommend experimenting with it or any illegal substance. Doing so is risky and can be dangerous to your mental and physical well-being.
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PROLOGUE

STOP, DROP, AND ROLL

I am a New York State licensed psychoanalyst and licensed mental health counselor and have been in private practice for more than thirty years. The New York Times and Newsday have called me the “Love Doctor” due to my work with singles, although now I specialize in relationships and communication skills.

As I write this, I’m seventy years of age. Since age fifty, I’ve done MDMA, or methylenedioxymethamphetamine, over sixty-five times.

Allow me to clarify: MDMA has been known over the years as “Ecstasy” or “molly.” But this book is a personal tale about my relationship to MDMA, not Ecstasy or molly. The three were once synonymous but no longer are. Drug dealers have cashed in on the reputation of these brand names and have pulled the old bait-and-switch ploy. These days, substances sold on the street or in clubs under the names “Ecstasy” or “molly” often contain MDMA but usually also contain inferior or even harmful adulterants. So unless you can swear by your source or have a testing kit (which is inexpensive, legal, and easy to obtain online; see also chapter 7)*1 you just never know what you’re getting. The reason I use Listening to Ecstasy as my title is not only to be recognizable to those who know MDMA by this name, but also because MDMA speaks to me of the possibility of living an ecstatic life. So for the purposes of this book I use the terms “Ecstasy” and “MDMA” interchangeably. I hope the reader can forgive any confusion that may result.

I should also clarify that I do not use MDMA in my practice, as that would threaten my licenses. I also never practice (nor do I write for that matter) high in any way. Indeed, most of my clients (a word I prefer to patients, as the former implies a more person-to-person, humanistic approach to psychotherapy) have no idea about my other life . . . although that will change should they read this.

I wrote this book for several reasons:


	To testify about my personal discovery that MDMA can be a life-enhancing experience across the adult lifespan (I’m giving a little wink here to my fellow boomers).

	To set the record straight about how to use MDMA and how not to. And to acknowledge that it’s not for everyone.

	To legitimize happiness-inducing experiences as potentially transformative and valid in their own right.

	To tell the story of my life and marriage, and how by sheer serendipity the two of us happened upon a nascent, vibrant cultural renaissance underway just beneath the media radar and spearheaded by Millennials. And how we got to hobnob with the local “psychedelerati.”

	To declare myself done with hiding in the chemical closet for fear of being shamed or stigmatized, and to help others do the same because I know there are so many of us. Hiding—the difference between the face I show the world and who I really am—has simply become too burdensome for me. I’ve heard some say, in relation to my drug use, “Aren’t you a little old for that?” This made me consider whether I should, at this age, be concerned about how others might judge me. If anything, I’m too old for that! This is one way aging has freed me.

	And finally, I’ve written this book out of the longing for people to see what I’ve seen and to hear what MDMA has to say. To show people the land promised to us all. To give them hope in this time of hatred and chaos. I want them to know there is—however “out there” it appears—a way home. One we can all have now, if we but find the gumption to claim it—in the name of each other, our children, and of all living beings today and especially tomorrow.



Whenever I’ve found myself on fire in my life to the point where I’ve started approaching burnout, I’ve learned to follow an old adage: “Stop, drop, and roll.” I then carve out time, usually weeks in advance, to stop my life’s merry-go-round for a day, drop some MDMA, and allow the “roll” (the MDMA experience) to replenish my being.

I call this responsible recreational drug use. The very notion may sound counterintuitive to the reader’s acculturated ears, as it once did to mine. But for the community I’ve discovered and that my wife Shelley and I have helped nurture over the past fifteen years here in New York, the responsible middle way (between abstention and abuse) is the way to a fuller life. We’ve found that having a mature and fact-based approach to using MDMA to be of enormous benefit to us (see chapter 7).

Potentially one of the world’s most beneficial psychoactive chemicals, and one that almost always bestows a secret smile upon its users, MDMA is a much maligned and misunderstood compound often slandered by a media always hot for another scare-the-pants-off-the-parents story.

But in fact, MDMA is a sheep in wolf’s clothing. An angel depicted with horns. It’s an exotic chemical with a devoted esoteric following, and its benefits are a well-kept open secret. Indeed, the closer one gets to MDMA, the better it looks. In its pure form, and when used responsibly, it remains practically impossible to OD on.

What makes MDMA an uncanny chemical is its versatility: it has been shown in clinical trials to bring profound and lasting relief to those suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), such as victims of sexual violence and traumatized soldiers back from Iraq. Or it can help a couple trying to reclaim the lost heart of their relationship. Yet this same substance at the same dosage can be used at an all-night rave to dance ecstatically with a thousand others in unified, wild abandon. Is there another substance on the planet that can claim such a range of applications?

Those silly depictions on sitcoms or in the movies aside, MDMA is neither hallucinogenic nor is it technically a psychedelic substance. Most who’ve experienced an LSD or psilocybin (magic mushroom) trip, and who’ve also rolled on MDMA, consider the latter to be, for the most part, much easier to navigate. It’s not mind-expanding; it’s more heart opening and body-bolstering, and it’s better classified as an empathogen (i.e., it arouses deep feelings of empathy with and connection to others). For the purposes of this book, however, I will often group MDMA and psychedelics together, as they all are powerful mind- and heart-opening medicines.

Although there is much to say about MDMA as a powerful medicine with promising applications, this is not a book about the chemical or the science around it but of human chemistry. It’s the story of how this substance has provided a pleasurable backdrop to a full life as well as to a happy and healthy marriage, one that’s been celebrated twice in the New York Times. Shelley and I would have done fine without MDMA. But slowly, over time, it’s not only helped our marriage and improved our overall quality of life, it’s also opened a door to a hidden, underground world that we’d otherwise never have known was there: a whole community, wonderful new friends, and a second childhood to boot. Not a small surprise for two senior citizens dreading the aging process!

MDMA can point a person inward or outward. Shelley and I and those in our community have found it to be the chemical of connection—with oneself or another. It’s helped imbue our lives with a renewed sense of purpose, meaning, and joy.

This book is also my coming-out-of-the-closet story. This includes how I have struggled with feeling shame about my drug use but have overcome that to embrace a healthy self-regard—even pride—about my explorations.

I’ve come to believe that such explorations can be fun and that fun is essential for mental health and well-being. Indeed fun, joy, play, and pleasure are potentially transformational experiences. Recreational drug use, when done responsibly, may be more frivolous than clinical research, yet it can be more profound than one might think.

As responsible adults, many of us tend to trivialize and devalue recreation. But these days in particular, as I find my free time melting away like a polar ice cap, with reality slapping me in the face every time I flip on a screen and the world looking like it’s about to explode from fear, greed, and hatred, well, I say extraordinary times call for extraordinary pleasures.

So in the face of this onslaught, we’ve found MDMA to be a nectar for the neurons and a tonic for the tense. And as a hard-working dude now in my early seventies, rolling is not only a way of balancing my life but of celebrating it as well. In other words, it’s time for some serious fun.

My wife Shelley and I, along with hundreds of thousands of others, have found MDMA—when used correctly—to be nonaddictive and user-friendly (we can be out and about, and people will just think we’re having a nice day). For some, it’s the not-so-secret sauce of raves, clubs, and furtive social gatherings around town. The two of us have found it to be gentle, safe, and one heck of a good time. Anecdotal claims of its plethora of benefits, uses, and satisfactions are now being supported by hard science. And it can be found almost anywhere . . . if you know where to look.

But it’s not for everyone, and you may have, or have heard of, a different story. What follows is ours.
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“ROLL” MODELS

We are in the middle of our seventh decade of life, although the MDMA we’ve just taken has us feeling about half our age.

Shelley and I practically quiver with a giddy sense of freedom, like an Alice and Alex who’ve just discovered Wonderland.

What is happening here?

We are in rural Maryland on a hot, dry, and sunny July day. The grounds are a former sleepaway camp, with lots of cabins, now populated by hundreds of tents that have popped up overnight like multicolored mushrooms. During the day, a swimming pool teems with oversized floating swans and dragons adorned with half-naked mermaids and mermen laughing and slapping huge red and yellow beach balls at each other. Right by the pool is an old basketball court where a DJ, like a maestro, conducts an orchestra of fifty bodies bouncing in unison while flirting, flaunting, and shaking what they’ve got.

Gushing by us almost too closely is a sparsely-clad gorgeous stranger with a gleam in her eye, followed by friends male and female (and both and neither) sporting alarming piercings but emanating warm—and warming—smiles.

By now it’s past midnight, and the MDMA we dropped is really coming on. The big effigy burn is done, but everyone seems to be in heat. The whole camp is lit up like some kind of psychedelic carnival. There are undulating multicolored patterns laser-projected onto gently swaying trees. Crazy quilt “art cars” slowly buzz by. A bar built for the weekend resembles a nineteenth century Shanghai casino on the inside. There is almost too much to see and do.

One can savor free daiquiris, margaritas, or absinthe, along with the occasional homemade fig newton or a cool, wet, ripe slice of mango.

There’s a steady, insistent thumping pulse, a movement-inducing beat that benignly assaults the ears from half a dozen dance floors. Watching everybody dance like nobody’s watching frees Shelley and me to do the same amidst a flash flood of undulating youngsters.

Walking up the main path together, we are confronted by one of the dozens of interactive art installations: a wall of fine mist sparkles from the surrounding lights like a warm, curtain-thin shower. We are encouraged, as if the mist was mistletoe, to kiss as the warm droplets brush and cuddle us. We do, and everyone around bursts into applause.

Friends had been telling us about PEX (the Philadelphia Experiment Summer Festival) for years, and this was our second time there. PEX is a “regional burn,” a derivative of, and prelude to, Burning Man, the annual collision of art, technology, participatory culture, and psychedelia in the Nevada desert attended by some eighty thousand-plus latter-day hippies. PEX, by comparison, limits itself to about 950 revelers.

PEX is what you might call a “high context” situation. Just to make it there, you pretty much have to share many core values: environmental awareness; a hedonistic yet responsible lifestyle that includes artistic and sexual freedom along with the freedom to choose one’s own state of consciousness; and humanistic values that cherish generosity, camaraderie, humor, diversity, and the sense that what people have in common supersedes their differences. And, oh yes, a love of dance music, mostly electronic dance music (EDM), and an allegiance to an edgy, even radically self-expressive lifestyle.

And although we’d brought a posse of friends with us, most of whom were fellow boomers, Shelley and I were still just about the oldest ones there. And nothing could put this fact into stark relief, and put this whole community to the test, more than what happened to us early that Sunday morning.

The immense preparation that goes into PEX builds to a crescendo and climaxes on Saturday night and into the wee hours, complete with an effigy burn and assorted tribalistic rituals. Shelley and I hung out together that night for a while and then went our separate ways to explore. I journeyed down to the lake (thank God for head lamps!) to cross into the theme camp that always has the best DJs. I was rolling hard on MDMA, and the music and dancing were little short of transcendent. I was no Fred Astaire, but I felt that night like I could dance up walls and across ceilings.

Half-exhausted, I headed back to the cabin where I waited for Shelley to return. Eventually she strolled in, happy to see me. Very happy.

“I was wandering around between all the sights,” she said, “and passed this closed tent that had these . . . sounds coming out of it. Like moaning. I peeked in and saw what I thought was, um . . . I think we should go check it out!”

Now why would Shelley want to check this out? I didn’t know but realized this was not an invitation to be passed up.

She led me by the hand over to a covered geodesic dome called Hacienda, where a friendly and bright-eyed twenty-something guy with a clipboard greeted us. He asked whether we’d ever been to a play party before. Uh, no, we hadn’t. And so he proceeded to read us the rules: we must enter with and leave with each other; no doing anything with anyone without first asking and receiving permission; no gawking; shoes off before entering.

“Okay,” we said. “That sounds simple enough.”

He opened the flaps. “Have fun!”

Shelley and I suddenly realized we weren’t in Kansas anymore. And I had thought dancing at PEX was only for those of the vertical persuasion!

Actually, I immediately felt like a child who’d just walked in on all the grownups doing naughty things and felt like he shouldn’t be there. Gawk? I could barely look! The place was lit up like nighttime at the ball game, and a DJ was spinning loud and pulsating music. Naked couples, threesomes, and foursomes were scattered on mattresses everywhere, going at it as if the very future of humanity were at stake. (Or perhaps as if they were living in that REM song, and it was the end of the world as they knew it, and they felt . . . each other.) Some of the tent posts had protrusions attached to them at right angles that sported enormous dildos. The lights were so revealing, my eyes could only squint, as if to shout, “TMI!” Now what, I wondered, did Shelley have in mind?

We gingerly made our way to the back, looking for a spare mattress. There wasn’t one, so we got on the floor and started making out. We were way too stunned, self-conscious, and inexperienced at this sort of thing to ask if we could join anyone else. Besides, we’d never really had that conversation between us.

Our clothes, however, suddenly felt ridiculous.

When we were finally able to procure a mattress, I tried to do my best for her and sent her straight to heaven. Of course this wasn’t hard to do, as she was bursting with erotic energy in this environment. And this sixty-four-year-old retired nurse, normally discreet and quite shy about her body, did not keep her gleeful shocks and quivers to herself.

Soon she returned the favor. Every now and then someone over on the next bed would look over, smile, and wave.

Finally spent, we thought it time to collect ourselves and leave.

We walked out feeling quite different from when we walked in. Like we’d crossed over some boundary and were no longer innocent in the ways of this other world.

When we were back outside, stumbling around for our shoes, a young and very beautiful woman made a beeline right to us.

Hacienda clipboard in hand, she was now joined by the male staffer who had greeted us at the door on our way in. Had we done something wrong?

The woman spoke first. “I just need to say . . . you two made my night!”

“We were cheering you both!” the young man chimed in. “Frankly, you guys make me feel less afraid of growing older!”

Ah,  I thought, he gets it!

The next day, I looked at our little posse of mostly fifty- and sixty-somethings and thought about what strange and unusual people we are.

Call us “roll” models.

But how did an otherwise respectable, mature, professional New York Jewish couple end up cavorting with Burning-Man-attending Millennials and become revered as elders in the community? And how did we find ourselves messing around with a drug bearing such a notorious reputation (due to molly, its illegitimate sister)?

Then again, it was unlikely from the start that Shelley and I would ever get together at all.


TWO LATE BLOOMER BOOMERS

While only two years apart in age and raised on the same island within a few miles of each other, Shelley and I nevertheless grew up on opposite sides of the cultural tracks.

Shelley was raised in Queens, New York, by parents of modest means. She knew Broadway show tunes, Sammy Davis Jr., and Lou Christie and liked the early Beatles, Shirley Bassey, and Elton John. She watched Wagon Train and The Man From U.N.C.L.E. She recalls a party she was invited to when she was nineteen where someone offered her a joint, and she ran out in a panic. Straight as an arrow, she flung herself from high school right into nursing school and from there into a forty-year career as a critical care nurse working the ER, the ICU, and post-op. She moved to Israel to hunt for a husband, found one, had two kids, and later, in the ’80s, moved them all to the Long Island suburbs—the kind I’d run screaming from just a few years before.
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Charley and Shelley

By contrast, after a few early years at the edge of Queens, I grew up in Great Neck, with its manicured lawns and (as the tabloids liked to call them) overprotected, well-scrubbed kids. I listened to the Stones and the Doors, and I just had to buy a 45 RPM called The Eve of Destruction. My favorite TV show was called That Was the Week That Was, the cultural ancestor of The Daily Show. When it went off the air, I eschewed TV altogether. After high school I followed the zeitgeist to the streets of the East Village where I was into Zen, Zap Comix, and Frank Zappa. While Shelley was training at Lenox Hill Hospital on the Upper East Side and barhopping with friends up and down Third Avenue at night, I was picking them up in my taxi like Harry Chapin, “taking tips and getting stoned.” While she was wearing a surgical mask for work, I had procured a gas mask for demonstrations. When the counterculture revolution collapsed, I found myself adrift in the ’70s, and it took me literally decades—and a half-dozen career directions—before I found my calling as a psychotherapist at age forty. And by that time, I was divorced and childless.

So just as I bloomed late with my career, Shelley came upon a different kind of flowering later in life, and just as Shelley had set herself on her path from the start, I had always been on mine, though I didn’t know it at the time.
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THE JOURNEY FROM ME TO WE

I was six years old, and the whole world didn’t seem much older. We had moved a few years prior, in 1950, into a little starter house that sat on Browvale Lane at the edge of New York’s city limits, in a leafy, sleepy village called Little Neck.

Single-story homes dotted the slope of our little lane like steps that led down to the new Long Island Expressway, or what motorists came to call the “Big LIE.” Clouds floated like cotton balls across an indigo sky. The sturdy oaks and weeping willows stooped down to pat us little boys and girls on the head. There seemed always to be hundreds of chirping birds spreading the news like candy on Halloween.

We lived down the block from a local TV kid-show host named Sandy Becker. And I recall the day our cesspool beneath the front lawn collapsed when Hurricane Connie let loose on it back in ’55.

Ours was a block on a hill that I lost more rubber balls to than you could shake a bat at. I built my thighs riding my tricycle up that hill. From the top of the block and just above the single-story homes across the expressway, a kid could finger paint his daydreams onto the horizon. At night, from my window, I could see a radio tower winking at me, a red-eyed ally who drew my dreams up to the stars. Around it I could see the same universe Captain Video fearlessly flew his rocket ship around. I read a book about a boy like me who was visited by a kid from “out there,” and they became fast friends . . . the only friend the boy on earth had. The other kid had to return to his planet, but promised he’d return in a year. A year for him was different, however, and the earth kid grew old waiting and looking to the night sky for his childhood friend to return. Though the book may have had a happy ending, I remember it ending there.

My best friend Arthur Serating lived up the block. We played every day and entered nursery school together and kindergarten as well. At one point we conspired to start a kind of kid’s park in my backyard. We called it the “Fair Club” and made a rough sign out of a plank of wood. It would be a cross between a fair and a club. A place to belong as well as play.

We never got the club, or the sign, off the ground, but it wouldn’t be my last attempt at building—or finding—such a place.

I remember an older kid named Gordon Morrell who’d sing to us from in front of the school bus, “The Bible Tells Me So” and “Love and Marriage.” (Although we’d never spoken, some sixty years later and wondering if my memory was accurate, I tracked Gordon down. I was totally correct; he had indeed sung those songs to us. Just don’t ask me to recall what I had for breakfast this morning!)

Arthur and I were buddies for life—or until I turned seven, and my parents became sure they could do better elsewhere. My mom, driven by that urge to be upwardly mobile, along with the desire for better public schools for her offspring, eyed Great Neck, the next town over. My dad’s business was leveling off, but he had made just enough money in the early and mid-1950s to, like a quarterback in mid-tackle, place the family just over the goal line. And so, in the summer of ’56, we moved across that great divide, the city line, to Nassau County.

The move was also necessary because my brother Richard came along, and we needed more space. He totally upended my position as prince (short for “principal center of attention”) of the house. In time, however, I forgave him for being born. I’ve come to be exceedingly grateful to our parents for him. He’s smart as a whip and has a much thicker skin than I, and we grew into lifelong friends. Not only was he the best man at both my weddings, he’s the best man in my life.

When I turned fifty, I looked my old buddy Arthur up and wrote him a long letter, recalling everything—his birthday (he was also about to turn fifty), his parents’ names, the painting you saw when you walked into his house.

A few weeks later, he wrote back. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t remember you.”

But I had committed him to memory, along with everything else about my first idyllic years in Little Neck, because Great Neck had slapped cold water on this soft face. Suddenly the way I’d thought life was, wasn’t. So I’d instinctively preserved the memories of my Browvale Lane years to serve as a mental refuge to pull me through. What follows is one of them.


THE BROWVALE ROMP

It was probably a Saturday and probably spring. After the morning kid shows and cartoons—Winky Dink and You, Rootie Kazootie, and Mighty Mouse—I ran outside to play.

I crossed the street to the other single-storied, square little bastions housing two parents and little kids and a dog here and there. One of the kids had a cousin visiting. A boy who, because he was thirteen—imagine being so old!—towered over the rest of us. We literally looked up to him, which must have been what inspired him to lead us in a game.

It was the day of the Browvale Romp.

It was Arthur and Jimmie and Joan Silver and what must have been twenty more of us. We found ourselves in one of the backyards where I’d never been before.

This older kid gave us a head start before he chased after us to take prisoner any kid he could catch. I recall running with all my might. And I was lost in it, an eager drop in a boisterous, ecstatic wave whooshing down that hill. He was catching up to us—“Hurry! Here he comes!”—so we ran left, shooting between the houses to the front yard, screaming breathlessly, as we now turned and ran back up the hill, and there . . . he . . .

“CHAR . . . LEY!”

Who was that?! But I knew.

“CHAR . . . LEY!”

My mother was calling me from across the street.

“Time for your MAL . . . TED!”

Every day at the same time, my mother insisted I stop whatever I was doing, quiet myself down, and drink this yecchy concoction “for growing boys” that she had read about in the Ladies Home Journal. It was made of a raw egg, milk, and malted, with a touch of vanilla flavoring to disguise all the other ingredients.

“Not now, Mom! LATER!” But resistance was futile, and I knew it. My spirit sank like the knuckleball I could never hit. Snatched from the carefree gush of glee across the street, all my giddy exuberance dissolved like a dream when you open your eyes. Everything liquid and air inside solidified into an angry pit in my gut. I had to pull myself out of the gang, that wave of kids, and the time of my life. I sulked my way across the street and drank my malted.

It took a few minutes—even an excited kid couldn’t just gulp down this thick glop (and she wouldn’t have let me anyway)—but even after I had finished she wanted me to stay inside and stop running around with such abandon. “You’re going to get all overheated,” she said.

We were kids with a future lying in wait but a few years away that would stand in bizarre and frenzied contrast to these early years—a future we boomers would face together because we were largely the ones to make it happen.

But that day I was yanked from my happy cohort and jerked back to my lonely existence. I didn’t know it then, but something had been set inside me that day—a desire to always seek out, and catch, that wave again.




GREAT NECK

The best part about growing up in the well-to-do suburbs in the 1960s was learning early on what money couldn’t buy. This freed me from materialistic aspirations—perhaps a little too well.

Jews from New York who’d been successful during the post-war years migrated east and many settled in this first enclave outside the city limits. Tribe members who wished to shed the past, along with any obvious vestiges of Judaism, went there. (I judged my fellow Jews for this, until I realized this was partially fallout from the Holocaust that had taken place just a few dozen months prior. When my street-smart father went into business after the war, for example, he decided to remove the e from Weininger to make it sound less Semitic.)

Soon they upended this heretofore WASPy Republican enclave. They poured money into the public school system, quickly transforming it into one of the best in the nation. My rabbi, Walter H. Plaut, taught me Judaism as a quest for social justice and went on the Freedom Rides with black pastors in the Deep South. In time we replaced the conservative congressman with a liberal one, and when a certain politician, known by his initials and originally from Massachusetts, let his hair grow a bit long as he sought a New York Senate seat in ’66, well, he knew where to come to find the votes.

When we first settled there on Essex Road, every kid on the block was older than me and at once cruder and snobbier. But I soon learned that Great Neck was a strange and wondrous place to grow up in at such a time. I had classmates named Hellman and Breakstone and Paley and Newhouse. Sid Caesar attended our synagogue, and I got to meet him backstage one night on Broadway because my friend Larry’s dad ran the cigar company that sponsored him.

And way before I knew what a drug was, I grew up with a guy who was himself a mind-expanding substance: Andy Kaufman—a friendly and kooky iconoclast even then, who you may know from Taxi, the early days of Saturday Night Live, or Man on the Moon (the movie about him), or the song by REM of the same title. We went through elementary and high school together, hanging out in the same crowd of misfits.

We kids didn’t know just how rare and fleeting a time it was. It was high tide in America, and we rode the waves of unparalleled affluence for all it was worth. We never knew—until much later—how good we had it then.

But as we sat there on top of the world, we came to see just how much it needed to change.

Until as late as 1964, everything was normal, save for the occasional antiwar utterance. My mom didn’t make it through that decade, so she never knew, and would have been horrified to learn, that by moving us to Great Neck, she had plopped my brother and I right on the cultural beach at a time when the waters of change were rapidly receding in the late Eisenhower ’50s.

Who knew that it meant a tsunami was coming?

Back in ’64 or ’65, a radar screen placed in lower Manhattan would have detected no countercultural activity in the surrounding area, save for tiny blips in towns like Great Neck, New Rochelle, and Scarsdale.

Many of us kids took a silent, wordless pledge then, clutching our transistor radios under our pillows, as we listened to Jean Shepherd and AM rock; a pledge of allegiance to each other, to a whimsical and almost mystical evolutionary impulse, and to a maniacal spirit of disruption, rebellion, and joy. We were soon about to go rogue.

When the real ’60s hit in 1967, I rode atop that wave awake, alive, and jubilant. The rising tide lifted all us nerds, geeks, and misfits. All the social tables were turned and overturned. Depending on where one stood, something either astonishing, mutinous, or decadent was infecting a host of kids like polio in reverse: uncrippling the socially disabled and casting as insiders those who’d been outcasts. Almost overnight, the jocks looked square, and the greasers became anachronisms! The rich and handsome Leaders of Tomorrow looked suddenly like so many Dylan’s Mr. Joneses: they knew something was happening here, but they didn’t for the life of them know what it was.

So I who’d been drowning in the mainstream and those who had been left far out of any valued social circle were suddenly . . . far out! Our unique grooming and fashion choices made us instantly recognizable to everyone, but most importantly, to each other.

On weekends we turned the old Long Island Railroad trains into our underground railroad to liberation as we rode into Manhattan’s subversive kidneys, the East and West Villages. Further, we who had been raised as assimilated Jews or Italians or other forms of homogenized American found a way to re-ethnicize ourselves. In other words, to belong.

The wave hit the landscape with a force akin to the Bomb, the threat of which, our culture- and shell-shocked parents would explain to each other, must surely be what was driving their kids crazy.




THE FAITH THAT KEEPS ME

If the couple depicted in the American Gothic painting were placed into deep freeze on January 1, 1965, and then thawed and returned to the wild on December 31, 1969, they would have thought their dear nation had died and gone to hell.

The psychedelic, spiritual, and seditious tsunami that seduced a critical mass of young brains had swept away the old order (at least in their hot minds) and the results would reverberate for decades. Suddenly, everything that had been taken for granted seemed to buckle under questioning.

For me, looking back on the ’60s a half-century later is like entering a museum long ignored but full of forgotten gems. Or like discovering buried treasure.

They are more of a state of mind than a decade; more mythic in scope than historic. They remain a Rorschach test—with as many experiences of the ’60s as there have been boomers and their parents who lived through them. So what follows is simply my ’60s.

It was 1964, and something was starting to go terribly wrong at home.

Mom and I had a strong bond. She was a funny, smart, well-read, and rather emotional beauty whose dad had died when she was a teenager. Loving, doting, and overprotective, I suspect, looking back, that she’d wanted a girl. She also didn’t seem to respect where she ended and I began, and I was determined to find out.

This opportunity came in the form of Pat, a chain-smoking, sweet, and personable Irish Catholic nanny my parents hired in the early ’60s. Pat gave me another view of the world that lay in stark contrast to the liberal Jewish upbringing I’d known, and I found myself rooting for Nixon over Kennedy in 1960, and Goldwater over Johnson in 1964. These two campaigns provided me with ample opportunity to distinguish myself from my staunchly Democratic mother in ways that also (and satisfyingly) drove her bananas. If she had been a Republican herself, this rebellious little jerk would surely have become Great Neck’s youngest member of the Communist Party.

In the midst of these teenage antics, my mom found herself spending the better part of the summer and fall of ’64 in the hospital, battling some vague and mysterious malady neither she nor I, a sophomore in high school, understood.

My dad would visit her daily, come home, and head for the liquor cabinet to throw back a few shots. He was a self-made and complicated man who’d dropped out of high school (if he’d gotten that far at all; we could never get a straight answer) to help support his family during the Depression. Handsome and streetwise, he was a born businessman who made out well after the war. I adored him, but God help me when I misbehaved! Like others of his generation, he’d found a way to dig deep and give the fathering he’d never received. Also like others of his cohort, he was all about the family and cynical of anything outside of it. His wife was his childhood sweetheart. They’d been together since their teens.

But one night that fall, my dad sat me down for a talk. She who’d been my best friend would not be getting better.

“She’s failing,” were his words. She was forty-five, and I was fifteen. He also confided that this was information he’d withheld from her. Even the fact she had cancer was not to be shared with her. Back in those days, a doctor could and would join a husband in such a conspiracy of silence.

It is said that in nature, the antidote often blooms alongside the poison. What didn’t feel natural was the way my mother and I would be sharing our last months together. Dad swore me to secrecy, and from that moment, my maternal bond was poisoned, and any meaningful connection between us ceased. We who had once been so close, all at once had nothing to say, least of all “goodbye.”

But at her funeral that January, Faith, an old friend of hers, handed me a letter. The year before, and almost to the day, our beloved Rabbi Plaut had passed, also from cancer. The letter contained a poem my mom had written and sent to the rabbi’s widow.

[image: image]

Me and my mother

Bereft, we stranded on the shore

Watch the gallant ship depart

And strain to see ‘till cruel

Horizon bars our sight,

And, then, no more.

No more to sight,

But still we know—

Faith and Reason tell us so—

God would not make a sea Without safe harbor.

These words helped reconnect us, and they have reassured and relieved me in times of grief ever since.

Likewise, these days, as we pollute the planet and contaminate each other with hatred and terror, it’s as if we’re all riding that gallant ship together. But my life has taught me, and MDMA has reinforced, that while we may be at sea, safe harbor awaits. This chemical antidote is quietly growing in use right alongside the poisons all around us. And though it often is itself shrouded in fear, it’s emerging now as a tool for transformation at just the time it’s needed most.

But in Great Neck in the ’60s, I wasn’t the only kid working things out. By 1968, I found myself writing about the impact of drugs on my hometown. They hit the place, depending on one’s point of reference, like a revelation or a scourge. Grass (still my favorite term for cannabis), pills, heroin, crystal meth. But those in my crowd, which included some of the smarter, more open-minded, and intellectually curious kids, quickly cultivated a fascination for a group of compounds known as psychedelics. These were in a whole new class of drugs that few of us had even heard of before the morning we read in the Times about the three Harvard professors, including a man named Timothy Leary, who were dismissed for experimenting with these compounds with their students. Until that time, LSD had been confined to secret army and CIA experiments or had been employed by a smattering of artists, writers, and psychotherapists across the country and the globe who were discovering its exotic and uncanny effects on the human psyche.

Those in my crowd fell headfirst into all of this. Looking back at it, they were incredibly brazen, gutsy, and at times quite reckless.

I myself came late to the party . . . or the part of the party that was about partying. In high school, I was too much the “nice Jewish boy” to take a puff off a cigarette, much less anything else. And I was too spooked to risk drowning in chemical waters that seemed way over my head. Instead, I was the father confessor and designated driver. I quickly became known as the one you could turn to, to talk you down. Besides, this was my way of proving my worth to, while remaining distinct within, our little tribe. My fellow kids needed me. They could speak to me and I wouldn’t judge them.

Years later, guess what I decided I was cut out to do for a living?

The other kids all seemed to have big problems with near-psychopathic parents and household values—like conformity, materialism, and a religious upbringing drained of any spiritual essence—that didn’t seem to make sense anymore, especially after that first trip.

[image: image]

My article in the Great Neck News, 1968

Together we seemed to all at once de-identify with our upbringing. Soon, my most profound experiences were to be generational in nature, and also cultural. Experiences like finding myself talking to poet Allen Ginsberg at the newspaper stand at Gem Spa the day after the lunar landing about what he called the “phallic flag” Neil Armstrong planted there.

Or living a week in Resurrection City at the base of the Washington Monument to honor just-slain Dr. King’s call to join the Poor People’s Campaign.

Or driving a cab and getting hired by a passenger—the hard-drinking manager of the rock group Badfinger, who instantly pegged me as a therapist type who could help his bandmates get along. This was a few nights after passenger Bruce Jay Friedman said, “You want writing advice? Write your fucking head off!”

Or being awash in a sea of screaming girls at a Beatles or Stones concert. Or hearing Frank Zappa greet us all with a “Hi pigs!” Or almost getting crushed when the Hell’s Angels (acting as security) went batshit and attacked the crowd waiting to see the Dead outside the Anderson in the East Village. Or getting to see Quicksilver, Richie Havens, Tim Buckley, and the Chambers Brothers at the Fillmore.

One truly defining experience was when I visited my friend Jeff in Pittsburgh in 1968. I’d grown up with him. He was a charismatic, cynical James Dean type, and we became fast friends when his family moved onto my block in 1964. By 1968 we were both nineteen, and he was at a junior college in Pittsburgh while I was at one in Queens.

So here’s the picture: I get my school newspaper to cover my expenses, pack my Kodak, call Jeff up, and grab a Greyhound bound for Pittsburgh. And there he is, living at this flat he shares with a constantly shifting cast of characters, in a building they call Stanley’s Nut House in Shady Side. It seems as if the entire local hippie community is stuffing itself into one or two buildings. During the first day I go to the ghetto to get some shots of where the blacks had just firebombed some stores. (Pop quiz: It was April 1968. Get it?*2)

That night I return to Jeff ’s pad and we sit around the kitchen table and I tell them what I’d seen. Somebody places Blue Cheer (a powder that resembled the detergent of the same name but was actually a brand of LSD) into capsules. Georgia, the runaway daughter of a local patrician family, makes some spaghetti with a sauce that’s a bit crunchy but delicious. Jeff tells me that, just the previous week, Jefferson Airplane had been in town, and had, after their concert, crashed with them. He and all his roommates tried in vain to impress (and sleep with) lead singer, Grace Slick, until she finally stood up and grabbed the shiest among them by the hand and led him right into the room and onto the very mattress I was crashing on.

Soon I start to feel funny in a way I never felt before.

“Georgia? Did you put something in that spaghetti sauce?” She just blushes.

In the morning, after a very strange night in my room off the kitchen that was filled with nothing but a stereo and this bare, wall-to-wall mattress upon which Georgia spent the night, fully clothed, humping me, I awake alone. And I think: Here I am, in this rusty old steel town with a bunch of radical maniacs, and Georgia may want me again—and for real—tonight, and Jeff just now warned me that “the pigs” might come in at any moment and bust the place—again. And suddenly I realize, I have never felt so alive!

Another defining experience actually took place earlier that same year when I woke up in paradise.

I was a melancholy and unsuspecting adolescent when I entered the Brooklyn Academy of Music one night. My girlfriend Judy was working for Ticketron, I believe it was (a precursor to Ticketmaster) and “liberated” a ticket for me, urging me to not think about it too much and to just go.

I found myself surrounded by sophisticated theater goers, there to attend what they thought was the latest offbeat piece by some roving band of actors. What they got was a show, but it was no act.

The troupe assembled onstage without fanfare—and no scenery that I can recall. And they started with a thought.

“You know, you can’t live without money.”

Each actor repeated this and seemed to get inside the words you can’t live without money. Until they started doing something I’ve not seen before or since on any stage. They got angry. You can’t live without money! Suddenly that thought, which I’d always taken for granted, seemed the height of absurdity. But by the time that occurred to me, the actors had demolished the fourth wall and had swarmed over the audience in a kind of loud, crazed, benevolent rage.

It was revolution—and chaos!

One of them perched on the back of a chair facing an older, well-dressed man and tried to get an honest reaction from him. Failing that, he started yelling at the man at the top of his lungs.

“WHAT’S THE MATTER MOTHERFUCKER? ARE YOU DEAD OR SOMETHING?”

The man tried to act cool and smile, which just fanned the flames, because it was clear which one of them was acting.

One member of the troupe—Steven Ben Israel—came up to me in his wild and virile splendor and took my hands.

“Holy hands!” he said, and his face was full of love. Then he took my face in his hands.

“Holy eyes. Holy face!” he exclaimed and then left me there.

It was as if he had crawled to the back of the gold mine and relit a candle that had gone out years before. He saw the pure spirit behind my face that God had bestowed on me, and he hadn’t so much informed me as reminded me that it was there.

I was never to regard myself in quite the same way again.

The troupe was called the Living Theatre, and the play, if you could call it that, was Paradise Now! It was paradise, and I was born there.

That wasn’t the only experience from that time that forced me to reconsider the true value of money and woke me from the consensus trance of “I have, therefore I am.” (Later on, in the 1980s, we’d all be redefined as economic beings: service providers, producers and consumers, creditors and debtors. We’d be reduced to our bottom lines. It was the experiences I relate here that prepared me for those times.)

We’d finally done it, just like we’d been threatening for weeks! The day before, I’d walked the halls of Queensborough Community College’s administration building with my girlfriend Ruth, addressing her way too loudly, spraying words like a toddler with a machine gun: “So we’ll take over this office over here, and maybe use that desk there for a bed, and barricade ourselves behind this door over here . . .” The secretary’s freaked-out face gave me a sense of power I’d never felt before. It was early April, 1969.

Our college president, Kurt Schmeller (you can’t make these names up) had stonewalled us for too long. He’d fired three of our favorite professors, using some ruse, when we knew it was because they were antiwar radicals. The war was raging abroad as well as in our overheated, hormonal adolescent brains. We had to do something to stop the machine. That day, as we stormed the building and took our places, Professor Silberman, one of the fired profs, handed me a roll of dimes and said, “Call ABC, CBS, NBC, the Times, WINS. Tell them what’s happening!” By night, I found myself talking into a CBS News camera, saying, “We’re not leaving until we get satisfaction from the president of this school!” And then I heard the cheers of my tribe behind me.

The news team went home. The core group settled in for the night and sent me out to scout for food. But just as I approached the exit, security, following orders, was closing the gates. Because there, on the other side, were freaks and students descending from nearby Queens College and from all over town. They’d just heard the news and had come running to lend their support. Security wouldn’t let them in or me out. And that’s when these kids did something I’d never seen before or since. Without a way to join us, they reached into their pockets and took out . . . money; all the money they had! They pushed it through the chicken wire fence into my hands. These were the same older kids who three or four years earlier, their hair all greased back, might have pushed me around the school yard. But things had changed. We were now all in this together. What was theirs became ours, and we were all fervently egging each other on.

The full moon shone down that night on a once-isolated young dude transformed into a freak, part of a rising young tide of revolutionary possibilities, each of us comprised of equal parts love and rage. I returned to the administration building without food but in no way empty handed. At that moment I became aware I was no longer an “I.” I was, and remain, a “We.”
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