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SEARCHING FOR THE PHILOSOPHERS’ STONE
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“Ralph Metzner is a great storyteller! These life tales overflow with amazing events, profound insights, sorrowful traumas, and madcap adventures. We share the times, places, and teachers—human, plants, fungi, and animals—that expanded his worldview from the narrow rational/material to the spiritual and beyond to the shamanistic.”

JAMES FADIMAN, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE PSYCHEDELIC EXPLORER’S GUIDE

“A biographical journey of self-awareness through deep meditations, mind-transforming substances, and the spiritual embrace of humans, animals, and dreams. I recommend this work for the seeker in all of us.”

PETER PHILLIPS, PH.D., PROFESSOR OF POLITICAL SOCIOLOGY
AT SONOMA STATE UNIVERSITY AND AUTHOR OF GIANTS: THE GLOBAL POWER ELITE

“From the 1960s to the present, Metzner has occupied a central role as an experimental scientist, educator, and healer, leaving no philosophers’ stone unturned, mapping consciousness in both scholarly and personal ways in the enduring tradition of Jung and Campbell, Huxley and Watts.”

MICHAEL HOROWITZ, COEDITOR OF ALDOUS HUXLEY’S MOKSHA AND 
SISTERS OF THE EXTREME

“What a fascinating life Ralph Metzner has lived and what marvelous mentors he’s had along the way! The stories in Searching for the Philosophers’ Stone are filled with charm, wonder, surprise, warmth, and bold insights into consciousness. Metzner’s 
diverse human guides are astute and compassionate. Just as impressive are the 
spirit world teachers, who speak by way of animals, dreams, meditative states, and, of course, mind-altering plants and other entheogens.”

ALLEN D. KANNER, PH.D., COEDITOR OF ECOPSYCHOLOGY AND PSYCHOLOGY AND 
CONSUMER 
CULTURE

“This beautiful chronicle of spiritual discovery, where each story is a jewel shining with truth and wisdom, documents a great and courageous journey into expanded consciousness.”

MATTHEW MCKAY, PH.D., AUTHOR OF SEEKING JORDAN

“Few people have written as many life-changing books as Ralph Metzner, and nobody has written about profound topics more eloquently. Searching for the Philosophers’ Stone is no exception, and his collection of conversations with remarkable men and women will give readers a glimpse of inner and outer worlds that they never knew existed.”

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

“Metzner beautifully fulfills his role as wisdom carrier with Searching for the Philosophers’ Stone. His stories reveal an intuitive mind, an integrated psyche, and steadfast allegiance to his life mission: to cultivate approaches to healing our fractured psyches/bodies in this fractured world by drawing on time-honored 
mythology, expanded states of perception, and shamanistic practices of times past and present. The book is a tale of adventure well flavored by Metzner´s curiosity and humility.”

CHELLIS GLENDINNING, PH.D., PSYCHOLOGIST AND AUTHOR OF MY NAME IS CHELLIS AND I´M IN RECOVERY FROM WESTERN CIVILIZATION AND 
THE HISTORY MAKERS

“Part memoir, part vision quest, Metzner shares his moving experiences of fatherhood and loss; meetings with masters, both human and other worldly; dream state and power animal transmissions; and more. He earns his place as a chief influencer in today’s positive resurgence of the psychedelic psychotherapy movement and also as a true scholar of human consciousness.”

JAMY FAUST, M.A. & PETER FAUST, M.AC., COAUTHORS OF THE CONSTELLATION 
APPROACH: FINDING PEACE THROUGH YOUR FAMILY LINEAGE

“Ralph Metzner is a brilliant psychologist and writer whose stellar consciousness research helped to shape the path of an entire generation of spiritual seekers, including my own. This is an amazing treatise on the remarkable, wild, and profound life and teachings of Ralph that led to the development of his alchemical divination, which has touched the hearts of countless souls searching for the meaning of life. Through fascinating stories and his pioneering research he has opened us up to amazing wisdom and cosmologies from multiple dimensions.”

SANDRA INGERMAN, M.A., COAUTHOR OF SPEAKING WITH NATURE AND AUTHOR OF
THE 
BOOK OF CEREMONY

“This amazing autobiographical volume is overflowing with rare and unique information not found anywhere else. Beautifully recounting his transformative journey, with a global cast of notable mystics, scientists, and healers, Metzner describes how these encounters led him to insights that were far beyond what he was expecting.”

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

“Searching for the Philosophers’ Stone is a cause for celebration that takes us on an enlivening, robust, eye-opening journey with the people and practices that have shaped Metzner’s thinking and vision of an awakened 
life. This personal account of his path as a legendary pioneer in the field of 
consciousness also reflects the broader history of this movement in America. This is a book that both skeptics and believers will find riveting and enlightening.”

RICHARD STROZZI-HECKLER, AUTHOR OF IN SEARCH OF THE WARRIOR 
SPIRIT AND THE LEADERSHIP DOJO

“Ralph Metzner is one of the legendary visionary pioneers of today’s consciousness movement. He records his experiences with both entheogens and mystical practices. This book provides psychological insights that are the result of many decades of deep inquiry. It is a treasure.”

JEFFREY MISHLOVE, PH.D., HOST OF NEW THINKING ALLOWED

“As an educator there can be no greater journey of the self toward the Self. This book provides the catalyst one needs to explore the inner dimensions for coherence with our outer work.”

PHILIP SNOW GANG, PH.D., ACADEMIC DEAN OF THE INSTITUTE FOR EDUCATIONAL 
STUDIES MASTER OF EDUCATION PROGRAMS AT ENDICOTT COLLEGE



To  my beloved daughter 

Sophia Marija
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I dedicate this book of stories to all who walk on the pathways of inclusive wholeness—exploring and cherishing the uniqueness of our human beingness, the diversity of species and cultures on this magnificent planet Earth, and the boundless grandeur of the ever-expanding Universe.



INTRODUCTION

MY QUEST FOR THE PHILOSOPHERS’ STONE

Searching for the philosophers’ stone (the lapis philosophorum) is the key central metaphor of the alchemical tradition, as the journey for healing and vision is the central metaphoric process in shamanism, and liberation from illusory attachments is the central preoccupation of yoga. In the fifty years of my work as a psychotherapist and teacher of growth, I have developed practices that integrate elements from all three of these traditions with insights from modern consciousness research. I call these practices alchemical divination, by which I mean a structured, intuitive process of accessing inner sources of healing and insight. In my work this process is sometimes, though not always, amplified by mind-assisting entheogenic substances, which have been a key interest of mine since my graduate-school days at Harvard University in the early 1960s. I have described the alchemical divination processes in my book Ecology of Consciousness: The Alchemy of Personal, Collective, and Planetary Transformation (2017). The present book is, in one sense, an autobiographical companion to that volume, relating key personal encounters in my lifelong quest for the healing and wisdom of the philosophers’ stone.

Both Sigmund Freud and C. G. Jung, the two giants of twentieth-century psychology, used metaphors from  alchemy to  describe deep psychological processes that cut across the boundaries of body and mind, conscious and unconscious processes. Jung’s work in particular, translating the obscure  metaphors of alchemy into the language of twentieth-century psychology, has been very influential for me—although Jung did not have any direct experience with awareness-amplifying substances, focusing his attention primarily on the analysis of dream symbolism. I have also been influenced by the work of the anthropologist Michael Harner, who translated and reformulated the cross-cultural metaphors associated with the shamanic drumming journey into a distinct set of practices that can be used in modern society for obtaining guidance and healing from the spirits of nature.

European alchemy was a school of secret knowledge of transformation practices known as the Hermetic tradition. The writings and illustrations of the alchemists, which were produced in Europe in the late Middle Ages and early modern era, are notorious for their mysterious and obscure symbolism. It must be remembered that these texts were produced during a time when the Catholic Church dominated all aspects of private life. The spiritual development teachings of the Hermetic alchemists, as well as the healing practices of so-called witchcraft, had to be kept secret and disguised in obscure symbols, because of the very real danger of persecution by the enforcers of the Inquisition. So the psychological and spiritual aspects of this integrated system of knowledge and healing wisdom became dissociated from the purely material aspects, which survived and developed into what we now know as modern chemistry.

By examining some of the alchemists’ mysterious utterances about the philosophers’ stone, we can gain some sense of the psychospiritual meanings hidden in their obscure metaphors. The following are some of the examples I have found and cited from classic alchemical texts.

First, “stone” is matter from the mineral realm, the primordial substrate or ground of life, more basic even than cellular and organic life. In an inadvertent reference to the symbolism of the philosophers’ stone, the twentieth-century 
drug subculture developed the expression “being stoned” to describe the state 
induced by psychedelic drugs, including cannabis. I suggest that the symbolism 
of the stone refers both to a certain immobility of the body in “stoned” states of consciousness, as well as the stillness of the mind in a meditative state.

Second, paradoxically, the lapis is also described as being fluid, like an essence or tincture, or sometimes a combination of stone and water. One seventeenth-century alchemical text is titled The Sophic Hydrolith (“The Waterstone of Wisdom”). This points to the paradox of a state of consciousness that, on the one hand, is grounded in matter, solid, and still, but on the other hand is also nonattached, flexible, and flowing, like the “watercourse way” spoken of in the ancient Chinese writings on the way of Tao.

Third, the “stone” was said to be everywhere around one in external reality and yet, not obvious and overt. “Our substance is openly displayed before the eyes of all, and yet it is not known,” according to a medieval text called The New Chemical Light. This points to the interiority of this water-stone consciousness—it’s not a specific thing “out there.” It is entirely a function of the attitude and perspective we take. Another sixteenth-century text, called Glory of the World, says, “Our stone is found in all mountains, all trees, all herbs, all animals, and with all human beings,” making it clear that the “stone” is a shared subjective quality (“our stone”) combined with an objective perception.

Fourth, the “stone” is within: “This thing is extracted from you, you are its ore; . . . and when you have experienced this, the love and desire for it will be increased in you,” according to the seventeenth-century author Morienus. It is a state of wisdom consciousness that can only be known by direct personal experience, the ability to be objective about the “hard facts” of a given situation, as it actually is, without illusions or distortions. It is so precious and beautiful that, having experienced it, one will have the longing and desire to magnify and express it.

This is the crux of the paradoxical and elusive nature of the philosophers’ stone as an experience and its relation to language. When we know truth, we know it, at least for that moment. But truth, as we also understand, is elusive and hard to capture in language, especially when dealing with multidimensional experiences. So we resort to paradox—we say it’s solid, like rock, and yet fluid, like water. And we tell stories of our search for wisdom and truth using analogies and metaphors, as we shall see in the stories told in this book. Like the Stone Age shamans and their modern descendants, we tell of the out-of-body journeys we may take to find our connection to the spirits of healing and discovery. And we tell of how we learn the language of animals, who can be our guides and companions on the search, and how we learn of the mysterious teaching plants and fungi that can help light our pathways through the dark and dense realms of conditioned matter.

In this book I tell of significant encounters with teachers that led to insights far beyond what I had anticipated or expected. During my thirties, forties, fifties, and beyond, as I immersed myself in Eastern and Western esoteric spiritual traditions, as well as the worldview of shamanistic cultures, empirical observation and tangible results led me to accept the reality of personal relationships one can have with familial or totemic animal deities and with spirit beings associated with other cultures and other realms of being. That is why in this book I have also included lessons I learned from certain animal spirits in my shamanic practice, as well as teachings associated with visionary plants and from encounters with deceased human beings in lucid dreams or meditative states.
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The stories, which are all true accounts of my personal experiences, are arranged in roughly chronological order of their occurrence.

In the first chapter, I relate my classic 1960s California story of fragmenting family and community relationships, followed by an unexpected and delightful connection with Paul and Marguerite Frey, who, with their twelve children, later founded and grew the Frey family vineyards and organic and biodynamic winery. At a time of stress and turmoil in my life, I learned vital lessons from them about the alchemy of rootedness in the land and the enduring importance of family.

Chapter 2 tells the story of my relationship with Wilson Van Dusen, my supervising psychologist at the Mendocino State Hospital, who had discovered a fascinating congruence between the auditory hallucinations of chronic schizophrenics and the spirits, good and bad, described by the eighteenth-century Swedish mystic and scientist Emanuel Swedenborg. My collegial relationship with Van Dusen continued long after we had both left the state hospital as I came to appreciate his enormously wide range of interests and insights.

In chapter 3, I relate my meeting with Morrnah Simeona, the extraordinary Hawaiian Kahuna and bodywork healer, in the 1970s. Occurring shortly after the traumatizing death of my young son, our encounter not only provided me with profound healing but also introduced me to the beautiful Hawaiian spiritual cosmology. In Hawaii at that time I also had some meetings with individuals who unexpectedly opened my mind to the possibilities of extraterrestrial contact.

In chapter 4, I describe the lessons learned from an unwelcome encounter with malignant sorcery in the context of an ayahuasca experience, which took place in the 1990s. From that encounter and its aftermath, I came to appreciate that connections with spirits, like any relationships, can be harmful as well as beneficent—and that it behooves us, as explorers and healers, to always be mindful of the possibilities of deception and exploitation.

In chapter 5, I relate the memorable conversations and correspondence I had, over the course of a thirty-year period, with Albert Hofmann, the Swiss chemist and alchemist who discovered LSD and psilocybin, and who astonished the world with his discoveries. I was deeply impressed and moved by his profoundly life-affirming mystic vision. Hofmann and I talked and exchanged letters relating to our shared interests in the mind and the promise of its expanded possibilities. For me, he was the master who opened up new pathways to an expanded cosmology for our time.

In chapter 6, I describe my experiences, during the late 1960s and 1970s, with the healing and teaching plant medicine iboga from central Africa, where it is used in initiation rituals. In modern times this medicine has been used with dramatic successes in the healing of long-term drug addictions. In my own experiences with it, in the form of extract tinctures, I unexpectedly discovered a connection with an African teacher spirit, a master from the astral plane who taught me profound lessons about my life and my world.

In chapter 7, I describe an encounter with a totally different kind of African spirituality. In the 1980s, some ten years after my iboga initiation experience, I had the opportunity to meet with Akuete Durchbach from Togo in West Africa, a healer-teacher whose spirit invocations and practices involve the subtle trance dances and rhythms of the original Vodoun religion. No substances are ingested in their ceremonies, but a workshop and subsequent conversation with Akuete provided meaningful insights into this little-known but profound spiritual tradition and practice.

In chapter 8, I tell the story of my personal involvement with the people responsible for the introduction of the extraordinary empathogenic drug MDMA, or Ecstasy, into our culture. MDMA is a perfect example of a substance that embodies the healing virtue of the philosophers’ stone. It does not provide you with elaborate multidimensional visions, but it does open you to perceiving the rock-bottom reality of what is here and now—without distortion and without fear. I describe my encounters with Alexander Shulgin, the chemist inventor, and with Jack Downing and Leo Zeff, the psychotherapists who tutored me in its use in healing applications, along with some of the remarkable healing experiences that I witnessed.

Chapter 9 is devoted to an account of my MDMA therapy work in the mid-1980s with traumatized Vietnam War veteran Ed Ellis. In his reports and letters he described the healing efficacy of the resultant empathic emotional acceptance. Our correspondence continued intermittently over the next twenty years: Ed would write me from time to time, describing his growing involvement and commitment to peace work with former soldiers in the Vietnam and Iraq wars and his insights from powerful visions.

In chapter 10, I describe a visit, with a couple of friends, to the Ácoma Pueblo in New Mexico, during the Harvest Feast Day celebrations on a boiling hot day in 2002. As the drums and dancers continued all day without interruption, my friends and I unexpectedly found ourselves drawn into an extraordinary performance by a word magician, who entranced us with his telling of the traditional history of the people of this pueblo.

Chapter 11 presents an account of my friendship and conversations with the brothers Terence and Dennis McKenna over a period of more than thirty years—Terence, the storyteller and philosopher, and Dennis, the ethnobotanist and biochemist. Both of them shared my absorbing interest in shamanic and alchemical substances and practices. In our conversations and letters we reviewed their stories of youthful misadventure and madness in the Amazon jungle, followed by divergent but connected life journeys: Terence as the ironic and eloquent culture critic and Dennis as the scientist unraveling the mysteries of rainforest medicines.

Chapter 12 presents three teaching tales of encounters with animals, each of them reaching beyond natural history and ecology into the mysterious intersections of the natural and the spiritual worlds. In the first story, “Desert Tortoise Encounter,” I relate how I violated ethical boundaries in relationship to a creature in its natural home—and paid a painful price for a lesson in ecological ethics. In the second story, “Whale Dreaming,” I relate a number of powerful dream visions with whales that helped me overcome old feelings of insecurity and strengthened my sense of being at home in the world. In the third set of encounters, with “Lizard—Time Traveler and Trickster,” I was shown how appearance and reality can be made to flit in and out from each other—as required or offered by the needs and possibilities of the moment.

In chapter 13, I relate my lifelong learning from the writings of the Greco-Armenian alchemist and mystic G. I. Gurdjieff, whom I never met since he died in 1949. When I was already in my late fifties, my connection with him through his writings unexpectedly took on a deeper level of reality after I had a series of lucid-dream meetings with him. These encounters suggested that we had known each other personally in a previous life of mine. In these lucid-dream meetings, he taught me methods and understandings that I could apply in my alchemical divination workshops. Through them I was guided much deeper in my explorations of the mysteries of life and death.

In chapter 14, I tell the story of how the accidental death of my niece’s child, resonating with the memory awareness of my own son’s death forty years before, triggered a soul connection with the child’s spirit in the world beyond—enabling me to transmit a consoling message to her bereft parents. I provide a version of an anonymous poem, “Song of a Departed Child Spirit,” that I found many years ago at the Santo Domingo Pueblo visitor center.

I have also included an appendix, “Gurdjieff and the Gnostic Gospel of Judas.” I discuss a previously unknown text from the early history of Christianity, called the Gospel of Judas, that first appeared in 2006. This strange and fragmented text aroused great controversy because it portrayed the archetypal traitor in a completely different light—as one of Jesus’s closest and most trusted disciples. A similarly opposite view of Judas’s character and role had also been described by Gurdjieff, whose book All and Everything: Beelzebub’s Tales to His Grandson appeared in 1950, over fifty years before the publication of this Gospel of Judas. In my essay I describe this paradoxical finding and what it might imply for our understanding of the Gnostic teacher Jesus and his disciples.



ONE

THE FREY FAMILY WINEMAKERS

In the late 1960s I moved to San Francisco from the East Coast, where I had been living in an intentional community in Millbrook, New York. I was part of a vast movement of psychedelic pioneers and hippie pilgrims seeking a new paradise. “California Dreaming” and “All You Need Is Love” were among the anthems of this movement playing constantly on the radio. Tens of thousands of young people, and some older ones as well, moved westward with a mixture of blithe assurance and incredulity that a New Age of peace and love was at hand. “California is love,” as one seventeen-year-old hitchhiking girl we met on our westward trek said with ecstatic confidence. Darker undercurrents of rage and violence were also roiling the culture—Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy were both assassinated in 1968.

Our Millbrook community, formally organized as the Castalia Foundation, consisted of Tim Leary; his two children; Dick Alpert (later known as Ram Dass); and my wife, Susan, and me, among a dozen or so other people in a constantly changing cast of characters. Ram Dass and I, with coauthor Gary Bravo, have written about our life in this community in the conversational memoir Birth of a Psychedelic Culture (2010). We describe the increasingly chaotic nature of our personal lives and community interactions during the midto late 1960s, as the entire society and culture went through its Uranian, Neptunian, and Plutonian convulsions.

Family structures and personal relationships were seemingly dissolving as fast as new forms of community were forming. After my return from an ecstatic but overidealized spiritual pilgrimage to India, I became involved with a young woman called Barbara, who joined the Millbrook community, which itself was going through a series of severe personal and financial stresses. We tried to maintain some kind of minimal group spiritual practice, with regular meditations and programmed group psychedelic sessions. But the dispersive forces were stronger than the cohesive ones. Dick Alpert went to India on his pilgrimage, from which he returned as Ram Dass. Tim Leary got arrested in Texas and started a long ten-year odyssey of trials, more arrests, and imprisonment. He has described these various misadventures with the wit and style of a masterful Irish storyteller in his autobiography Flashbacks (1983).

I left the Millbrook community and moved to New York City in the fall of 1965. My departure had a lot to do with Barbara, my girlfriend, getting pregnant. A few months into the pregnancy, she underwent an abrupt and complete personality change: she lost her infatuation with me and also lost all interest in the Hindu-tinged meditation practices that our Millbrook community was trying to maintain. She wanted to shop and buy clothes and hang out and listen to music. She met a lightshow artist called Richard Aldcroft who had a paying job as a Madison Avenue advertising designer and became entranced with him. On one of our trips to the city, she moved in with him and said to me, “I’m not coming back with you.” She was six months pregnant with my child.

Despite the blow to my male ego from her abrupt departure, Barbara and I did maintain a tentatively cordial relationship and commitment to the Millbrook program of exploring psychedelic experience. During her home birth, she ingested a small amount, less than 100 micrograms, of LSD. She reported—like other women who did this—that though she could feel the contractions, they somehow weren’t quite as painful, because there were many other interesting and varied sensations going on, and there was no resistance in her body or her attitude. Of course that meant the baby was born on LSD—supersensitive, and not in an anesthetic haze.

I moved from Millbrook to New York City in large part to try to generate some income so I could assume responsibility for the child, whom we named Ari Krishna. The Millbrook community was broke, and so was I. It was my time of what astrologers call the Saturn return, associated with the return of the planet Saturn to its natal position in the horoscope—the period of around twenty-seven to thirty-two years of age. During this time, we normally move out of the formative years of childhood, youth, and early adulthood into the middle years of marriage, practicing a profession, raising children, and participating in community. My life trajectory had none of those elements. I had no job or income and no place to live, with a child whose mother left me and a community of friends that was disbanded. I was working on artistic performance projects with very little or no pay.

Shortly after Ari was born, Barbara and her partner split up, and she left Ari with her parents, who lived in the Bronx and referred to their daughter as an “alley cat.” She left for England with a New York rock group. Six months later, the group threw her out. When she returned, her parents refused to give the child back to her, considering her an unfit mother. She enlisted my help. There were hysterical confrontations, with the infant literally being pulled between competing pairs of arms. Eventually we did persuade her parents to release Ari back to her and my shared custody. We worked out shared childcare arrangements, but with much drama and anxiety. Barbara had the habit of abruptly changing her mind: “You take him now, it’s too much for me”—or “No, I want him now.” Nonetheless, my paternal bond with Ari thrived, even as my co-parenting with his mother deteriorated in uncertainty, anxiety, and frustration.

When I first moved to California in 1967, I lived in Tim Leary’s old house in the Berkeley hills while trying to find my financial footing. There was a changing cast of characters here as well: refugees from the dispersed Millbrook community and the East Coast scene. Through my friendship and connection with Robert Mogar, who was a psychology professor at San Francisco State University and a supporter of our Millbrook-based writing and publishing projects, I obtained a contract to give a series of lectures to the staff at Mendocino State Hospital (MSH) in Ukiah on the psychopharmacology of psychedelic drugs. The popular casual tripping use of these drugs was on the rise, and psychiatric clinics and hospitals were beginning to see “bad trip” casualties requiring pharmacological intervention and at times temporary hospitalization. I had the educational credentials of my postdoctoral fellowship in pharmacology at the Harvard Medical School, and had written a lengthy review article on the pharmacology of psychedelic drugs for the first issue of the Psychedelic Review. I was happy to have the small income from the lectures and drove the three-hour trip from Berkeley to Talmage, near Ukiah, once a week for the next six weeks.

Mendocino State Hospital was a sprawling campus of buildings, built in 1889 as a hospital for the “criminally insane.” By the late 1950s it had a resident patient population of three thousand chronic psychotics and alcoholics. As I discovered, it had several progressive treatment programs and innovative staff training programs. This was in the era before the newer medications. The treatment drug of choice for psychosis was Thorazine, which had the disconcerting side-effect of turning patients’ skin a blotchy purple color.

I started to travel up to MSH for a couple of days each week. I would stay in one of the guest cottages on the hospital grounds, and I remember sometimes being woken at night by the blood-curdling screams of poor souls tormented by the demons of their dreams. When, after some time, I was offered a full-time position as a clinical psychologist at the hospital, I was glad to be able to move off campus to a more tranquil location.

Sometime during the few months that I had stayed in Leary’s house in Berkeley, commuting up to Ukiah a couple of times a week, starting to put my life back into order, and earning a small salary, Barbara arrived with Ari, who was by then about four or five months old. She left him with me, claiming that she could not take care of him. I felt a huge relief and joy at being able to bond with my son more completely, along with considerable anxiety about how I was going to take care of him while moving more and more time up to Ukiah to work at the MSH.

Having been traumatized in my male-provider ego, I had not developed an ongoing relationship with a woman who could help me take care of the infant. A therapist I was working with wisely (and obviously) suggested that I needed to separate the roles of girlfriend and child caretaker.
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This was the project I was working on when I moved up north to Ukiah to start at the Mendocino State Hospital in my first serious paying job. Wilson Van Dusen, the head of the psychology department and my supervisor, introduced me to Paul Frey, a psychiatrist at the hospital, who lived with his wife Marguerite (“Beba”) Frey, also an M.D., and their eleven children, on a ranch and vineyard in Redwood Valley.

I was looking both for a place to live and for someone to help me take care of my infant son. It turned out that the Frey family ranch had a one-bedroom cottage very near their main house that I could rent. When I told Paul Frey and Van Dusen about my need for childcare while I was working at the hospital, Beba generously offered to let Ari stay with them during the day. Even when she herself was not there, there were always older teenage children in the family who could look after him as well as their own younger siblings. My relief and gratitude was profound. I could hardly believe my blessed good fortune.

Ari was crying quite a bit during this phase. He had been moved around a lot. Beba immediately tuned in and saw that because he was still in the crawling stage, he felt a bit left out of the action of the older kids, who were running and playing all around him. She then assigned Mimi, at fourteen the oldest of the girls, and one of her sisters to take turns holding Ari and carrying him around. After only a couple more weeks, he asked to be let down and was participating energetically in the games and activities of the other kids. There may have been some, but certainly not much, jealousy at the new interloper among the Frey children. But the striking thing to us adults was that Ari looked just like everyone else—blond and blue-eyed. He thrived in that protective environment of goodwill, affection, and creative exuberance. For me, a long bad dream of separation and insecurity seemed to be coming to an end. But not quite yet, as it turned out.

Paul Frey, then in his fifties, was a maverick among the staff doctors at Mendocino State Hospital. His younger colleagues were amused at his personal mannerisms, like walking around the hospital in his country boots, as well as at his forceful and blunt speech. But they respected the way he handled his assignment, one that nobody else wanted: the wards with the most chronic and regressed psychotics, considered untreatable and hospitalized for life. He told me that after years of practice, he had concluded that the best he could do for these people was to provide a safe environment and encourage them to relax and enjoy their madness. He did not support the practice of turning them into walking vegetables with massive doses of Thorazine, and he was supportive of younger interns or psychologists like me who wanted to try psychological approaches that were inspired in part by our explorations with psychedelics.
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Fig. 1.1. Wilson Van Dusen (left) and Paul Frey at Frey Ranch, 1978.

Photo by Ralph Metzner

Paul himself would tend to their medical needs, and he was always receptive to any of the patients who really wanted to talk with him. But it was not uncommon for him to dismiss someone by saying, “If you’re going to talk real crazy like that, go away. Come back when you want to talk straight.” On the female ward they had a beat-up old piano, and sometimes he’d sit down and play old-fashioned honky-tonk tunes, to the great delight of the older women, who would crowd around him in their housecoats, some with their skin blotched purple from Thorazine, clapping their hands and laughing. His only rule was that they were not to touch him. He told me this was to protect him from the “smearers,” who would sidle up in a friendly way with a “hello, deary,” and wipe a fistful of fecal matter on your arm or shoulder.

Paul relished the lunatic logic and outrageous humor of some of his charges. He roared with laughter as he told the story of the woman patient he’d observed from the window bending down in the yard, picking up invisible worms and holding them up triumphantly. When he asked her why she was picking up the worms, she replied with regal dignity, “I’m the queen of the birds.”

Paul came from  a long line of Lutheran  ministers living in the New York area. His grandfather had immigrated from Germany in the 1880s. He was well read in German literature, history, and philosophy and liked to speak to me in German, greeting me with guter alter Freund. He had studied for the Lutheran ministry, like his father, but when he told his examiners at the end of his studies that he intended to go on to medicine, not to the ministry, they refused to ordain him, claiming he lacked sufficient commitment for the church.

Marguerite “Beba” Frey was born and raised Brooklyn in 1924, also the daughter of a Lutheran minister. From her early life on, she preferred rural living and working on a farm. She also became a medical doctor, and after she and Paul married and started their family, they found positions in various places, gradually moving west across the country. They spent a few years practicing medicine on the Navajo reservation in Arizona, and absorbed much of the natural and grounded spirituality of these indigenous Americans. When I met them at Mendocino State Hospital, Paul was on the ward for adult chronic psychotics and geriatrics, and Beba worked on the pediatrics ward. Her professional life and family life seemed to mesh effortlessly. After the MSH closed, she took a position at the Sonoma State Hospital in Glen Ellen.

Bob Mogar, along with me and several of the other psychologists and medical students interning at Mendocino State Hospital, would often spend time at the Frey ranch, talking with Paul, Beba, and their children (eleven of them at the time, but who would eventually number twelve). There were long afternoons and weekend times with stimulating conversations, with Paul holding forth in grand style, telling stories and philosophizing.

When at home, Beba would be cooking, cleaning, and taking care of the household, always good-natured, with clusters of children in twos, threes, or fours running around and playing. I have a memory image of her standing by the stove, stirring a pot of soup, holding the youngest child in the pre-toddler stage on her hip, sometimes wiping the floor with one foot on a cloth. After we had become friends, I once asked her why she chose to have so many children. She replied that childbearing was easy for her, and she was scientifically fascinated by seeing the different expressions of the same two sets of parental genes. Paul’s attitude was a little different. He said he was not that interested in the smaller children until they were old enough to talk with, and he just went along with what Beba wanted.

When I first started to hang out there, I was amazed that Beba never seemed 
to worry or fuss about the children running around, gleefully screaming, as children do, barefoot in a yard filled with old pieces of wood or metal and other potentially sharp objects. I realized that if something happened, she would take care of it—she was a medical doctor after all—and worrying about it would not contribute to anyone’s safety. They lived in a huge converted barn, with old-fashioned wooden bar locks, on a hundred-acre ranch that Paul had planted with grapes, preparing for the time when he could retire from psychiatry and devote himself to his winery. He anticipated working with his children on the family ranch and vineyard when they were grown. The place was strewn with pieces of old machinery, saw blades, metal pipes and scraps, pieces of lumber, and artifacts that Paul used to pick up from junkyards for possible future uses. He liked to call himself an “archaeologist of the present.”

When Paul was walking around his ranch, inspecting his grapes, or discoursing at length to his students about the forest ecosystem, he was in his element. With his wide-brimmed black hat, his red beard, and his ever-present pipe, he reminded me of Van Gogh, his mind fired up with wild images. Or in the evenings, by the fireplace in his rough-hewn room, filled to the brim with junkyard artifacts and books, he would hold forth about his favorite author—Pierre Teilhard de Chardin. He was deeply interested in applying some of Teilhard’s ideas to the problems of mind-body interaction. He thought the superconductive phenomena exhibited by some substances at very low temperatures provided a good analogy to the thought processes of the mind. He was always discoursing about “superconductivity at room temperature.” He wrote a poem, called “Lines Written on Reading Father Teilhard de Chardin,” which I published in the Psychedelic Review, number 10. Here are some lines from it:

And the light became flesh

See them! The shining, eternal interfaces

Sparkling and crackling,

Pleistocene lightning bolts

In the gray, cold glacier clouds.

And down below a silent, fur-clad early mind-substrate

Tongues of fire in his head

Of the far future,

Stares into the flames and the flashes,

The hot red curlings and spirals leap through his eyes

Into his head—just one spark.

And the fire-echoes sweep through icy charged brain furnaces

Ignition incarnate. Incarnation!

Paul himself had never taken LSD, but in the late 1950s he had participated as medical supervisor in studies done by Wilson Van Dusen and in the experiments of Fritz Perls, which inspired some of the latter’s formulations regarding Gestalt therapy. To me, Paul epitomized the forest-philosopher or scholar-farmer of an old European type, living in a Black Forest village. Self-sufficient yet interdependent with family and neighbors, grounded in God’s earth, yet with a visionary view of the times and possibilities to come. Being around the Freys and their high-spirited and hard-working family life was a welcome respite for me from the chaos and confusion of the 1960s psychedelic culture.

[image: image]

I had been living as a neighbor of the Frey family for six to eight months when one day Barbara (or Jennifer as she was now calling herself) showed up with a slender, long-haired man in his midtwenties, coming to see Ari, as they declared. I was surprised and somewhat anxious, having heard nothing from her in many months, but I invited them in, offered them tea, and invited them to stay for dinner and overnight. I then drove off by myself to the village market to buy more food. When I came back, my house was empty—they and Ari were gone. I panicked and rushed over to the Freys’ home, where Jonathan, the oldest, who was then about sixteen, had insisted that they stay and wait till I, as well as Beba and Paul, came home. Later I told him I would never forget his simple act of generosity and common sense, which saved a bad situation from turning even worse.

It was a weekend, and there were several visitors from San Francisco on the ranch, all of whom witnessed this drama of attempted but prevented kidnapping. To Jennifer and her partner, I raged and raved: you show no interest in your child for eight months, not a word, and then show up, and abuse my hospitality and trust by trying to kidnap him! She could have asked to work out a sharing arrangement, after all. She had chosen to stay completely out of touch.

As it happened, my stay in the psychology department at Mendocino State Hospital had come to an end. I had a job offer at the psychology department of a newly opened Kaiser medical facility in Hayward. I was glad I had not told Jennifer and took off, asking my friends at the Frey ranch not to reveal my whereabouts to the pair. I drove off in my van to the south, with Ari, always of good cheer and ready for adventure. I found a place to live in the south Peninsula, across the bridge from Hayward, and started to work at Kaiser, finding a day-care facility for Ari.

This was not the last of a series of bizarre twists and turns between Jennifer and me around Ari, including kidnapping, that drove me to the edge of madness and despair. I will not tell that story here. Eventually my open conflict with her subsided, and we worked out a commonsense shared childcare system. Ultimately, however, it was a tragic story, because Ari died in an accident with his bicycle when he was eight years old.

In retrospect, the time around his first two years, staying at the fantastic and magical Frey ranch and playing, learning, and growing with his twelve seeming siblings, may have been a high point in his soul’s journey on Earth this time. Twenty years later, in the 1990s, I had a dream unexpectedly connecting Ari’s story with the Frey family, whom we both knew when he was a very young child.

I’m with my mother and father, meeting with Mimi Frey and her fiancé, Steve, at a café. I’m telling my parents about who she is, about her family, and about how she and her sisters and mother used to take care of Ari when we were neighbors and he was two or three. In the dream Mimi is in her twenties, though in reality she was in her forties at that time.

As I reflected on this dream it occurred to me that perhaps Ari had reincarnated in the Frey family. From my reading of the literature on reincarnation memories, I knew that it was not uncommon when a child died, the soul might choose a next life that was somehow connected, through family or place, to the previous life that was cut short. The presence of my parents, Ari’s grandparents, in the dream meeting was consistent with that. Grandparents always seem to care and want to know and stay in touch with grandchildren—whether in this life or the next. It occurred to me that Ari had benefited so much from his brief stay with the Frey family as an infant that he wanted to develop those soul connections further in another life.


[image: image]

Fig. 1.2. Beba Frey in 1994, at the winery compound.

Photo by Ralph Metzner

I visited the Frey ranch in the Redwood Valley in 1994 to tell my friends about this dream vision. I talked with Beba and Mimi, the oldest daughter, as well as several of the other now-adult children, who remembered Ari as a childhood playmate. They immediately resonated with the possibility of a reincarnation connection and started to go through a mental list of which of the many grandchildren it could probably be. We weren’t trying to prove anything, but we finally settled on Tyler, one of Adam Frey’s three children. Tyler is a Leo, and in one of my dreams with the Frey family, I had seen two lions romping around the field. I took a photo of the ten-year-old Tyler, playing on the ground in a mud patch. It is said the eyes are the windows of the soul, carrying soul memories of other lives. In Tyler’s eyes I could see Ari also looking through. Because of what I shared, both his parents and Tyler himself have serenely accepted Ari’s soul presence in their life.

[image: image]

I stayed in touch with the Frey family, visiting every few years, delighting in the changes as the children grew into adults and started families of their own. Paul Frey passed away in 1990, when he was in his late sixties or early seventies. By that time, his older children had grown and learned enough and had gradually taken over the family vineyards. Jonathan and Matthew Frey, along with Jonathan’s wife, Katrina, used the original vines planted by Paul to start a family winery, producing a series of prize-winning wines under the Frey label. Many of the original siblings and their spouses and children still work full-time at the Frey winery.

In 1980 Frey Vineyards became the first organic and biodynamic winery in the United States. Biodynamics is based on the work of the early twentieth-century Austrian philosopher and educator Rudolf Steiner. Basically it involves attending to and furthering subtle ecological and cosmic forces by adding minute doses of various plant and animal products to the soil and timing the planting and harvest cycles in accord with seasonal and lunar cycles.

Besides their designated main role in the family business, each of the siblings, as well as their spouses and grown children, play various different roles during harvest and planting times, as needed. Stimulated no doubt by our personal connection, my family and I are happy consumers of Frey organic, sulfite-free and biodynamic wines. Their website is freywine.com.
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