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Chapter One

Paradiso

The Paradiso shifted in the water and cut its engine as it swung into the Brouwersgracht canal. The windows and roof of the boat were glass, making it look like a floating greenhouse, and tourists sat planted in rows, like some kind of sentient flora, taking in the sights of Amsterdam on a crisp November afternoon.

The static-spiked voice of a prerecorded tour guide rumbled from speakers inside the boat, a multilingual travelogue chockfull of facts and delivered with all the enthusiasm of an airport security announcement. The passengers followed the narrator, craning their necks in unison, perfectly synchronized sightseers.

I sat on a bench overlooking the water and watched the passengers blink up at the architecture behind me. The buildings alongside the canal slouched, leaning against each other for support like drunk friends, posing for the tourists who raised their cell phones and digital cameras, concentrating their gazes on the tiny images in their hands, oblivious to the life-sized versions that stood in front of them. From their awestruck and excited expressions I could tell that this was the site of something historical. Something momentous must have happened here.

The Paradiso revved its engine and, with a sputter and burbling surge, continued down the canal. The sound of the boat’s motor faded and the sound of Amsterdam—the chime of a bicycle’s bell, the squeal of children playing, the clang and rumble of a tram—replaced it.

The Paradiso’s propellor had churned the Brouwersgracht, leaving a wake that bounced off the sides of the canal and caused the water to ripple and refract, the surface reflecting the fading afternoon sun, turning slate, then blue, then violet, and then a color I’d never seen before, a color you can’t find on any color wheel. It flickered and flashed along the canal like a special effect from a 3-D movie. It was breathtaking—the kind of blue Pantone would kill for.

It was my first trip to Amsterdam. I’d come to check out the annual High Times Cannabis Cup, to do some last minute fact-checking on a project, and to chronicle the experience for the Los Angeles Times. I wanted to experience the coffeeshops, to see what legal cannabis consumption might look like, and maybe go to the Van Gogh Museum and eat some pickled herring or pannenkoeken. But the real reason—the reason behind the other reasons—was to sample what was purported to be the best marijuana in the world.

I was not disappointed.

It was nothing like the Kansas dirt weed I’d smoked in high school. Back then we’d pile into Mark Farmer’s bedroom after class, light up a doobie, and choke on its harsh smoke, getting as high from oxygen deprivation as from the scarce tetrahydrocannabinol in the crumbly leaves. We’d pass the shoddily constructed joint around—as seeds exploded inches from our faces—while we discussed the important teenage topics of the day: girls, motorcycles, girls and their breasts, electric guitars, what certain girls would look like naked, and the astonishing ass-kicking abilities of Bruce Lee.

The all-important incense would be lit—to cover the smell of the dirt weed—while we settled into a languid stupor, the faint taste of strawberry-flavored rolling papers on our lips, and let the power chords of some stoner epic like the Who’s Quadrophenia or the insistent cowbell and corpulent lead guitar of Leslie West on Mountain’s Nantucket Sleighride wash over us as we sipped Dr Pepper and stared at black-light posters of topless faeries posing in a psychedelic garden and Spanish galleons at sea.

A half hour before I watched the Paradiso putter up the canal, I’d sat in a sleek, modern coffeeshop called De Dampkring on Haarlemmerstraat in Amsterdam’s city center. Seven German skinheads sat across from me, lined up along a banquette as if they were about to watch a soccer match. They were taking turns doing rips—inhaling hits of marijuana—from a large glass bong. The pot had energized them; they bounced off each other like hipster Oompa-Loompas, all playful punches and fake kung fu, brimming with testosterone, their faces plastered with oversized grins. They were distinctly nonthreatening skinheads, too goofy to be soccer hooligans or Nazi sympathizers, the shaved heads more a fashion statement—the look that goes with a hoodie sweatshirt, jeans, and logo Ts.

Next to me a stylish French couple snuggled and shared a nugget of hashish while two giggling Japanese girls in Tesla-high platforms and short skirts tromped downstairs to the bar for another round of bright orange Fantas.

The coffeeshop was festive, relaxed, like it was some cool person’s private party and everyone was a VIP. As the good vibrations rolled around me, I sat at my table, sipped a cappuccino, and struggled to roll a joint. Intellectually I understood the technique of rolling. I ground the weed to a uniform size; I creased the paper and filled it with the recommended amount. I even took the little piece of thin cardboard and rolled it into a tight circle to act as the filter end. But when it came to the gentle massage, the all-important caressing of the paper in my fingers, rolling it back and forth to even out the bud and make a nice tight cylinder, I might as well have had lobster claws for hands.

The skinheads noticed my struggles and offered me the bong. I politely declined. Earlier, when I had gone down to the bar, I’d watched the waitress scrubbing out the clear glass tube with a toilet brush.

Eventually I crafted a ramshackle fatty and got it lit. I was smoking a cross between a Congolese sativa and a strain called Super Silver Haze, a hybrid named John Sinclair, after the former manager of Detroit punk rock pioneers the MC5. Smelling of sweet pine and tropical florals, this strain was De Dampkring’s entry to the 2009 High Times Cannabis Cup, the premier marijuana-tasting competition on the planet.

What the Concours Mondial de Bruxelles is for wine, the Cannabis Cup is for weed: a blind tasting to determine the best of the best. Sponsored by High Times magazine, it’s the Super Bowl of cannabis, the Mardi Gras of marijuana, the stoner equivalent of the Olympic Games for the botanists, growers, seed companies, and coffeeshops who compete. It’s a harvest festival, a weeklong bacchanal, a trade show, and a deadly serious competition all rolled into one. Cannabis connoisseurs, marijuana industry professionals, and people who just like to party, all descend on Amsterdam to sample the entries. Most of them come from the United States, Canada, and various parts of Europe, but I’ve met people from as far away as Africa, Japan, and Brazil at the Cup. It is, truly, a global event.

While just being entered in the Cannabis Cup is a big deal for a lot of competitors, emerging victorious is even more valuable—just like winning a gold medal is for a vintage of wine. The competition ultimately determines the market value of the seeds and, make no mistake, for the botanists and seed companies who create these new strains, a Cup winner is potentially worth tens of millions of dollars.

My attempt at a joint collapsed like a badly wrapped burrito, but I had smoked enough of it. An anime-flavored techno track began galumphing out of the sound system—a tuba riff played under a glockenspiel melody with vibraslap punctuation—and the seven German skinheads became even more animated, clowning with one another in a kind of pixilated slow motion. I smiled. I wasn’t stoned—I didn’t feel like my ass was vacuum-sealed to my seat. I felt uplifted. I was energized, optimistic. In fact, I felt like taking a stroll.

Which is how I ended up alongside the Brouwersgracht canal, watching extraterrestrial colors spark and flare across the water.

As the Paradiso’s wake settled and the light show on the canal began to fade, a cartoon thought bubble popped up over my head, another special effect, as if epiphanies came with a bonus track. I looked up to see what I was thinking.

Set in Comic Sans and floating above me in the crisp November air were the words “This shit is dank!”

I had no idea what that meant.


Chapter Two

Superseded by Damp

Back home in Los Angeles, I hauled out my massive Webster’s Encyclopedic Unabridged Dictionary of the English Language and looked up the word “dank.” It’s defined as “unpleasantly moist or humid; damp.” The example given is “a dank cellar or dungeon,” which is pretty much what I always thought the word meant.

But dank wasn’t always dank. In Rev. Walter William Skeat’s Etymological Dictionary of the English Language, first published in 1882, he attributes the word to Scandinavia, primarily Swedish. There is nothing unpleasant or negative about these original definitions of the word; “dank” just means “moist or damp,” a by-product of morning dew, and Skeat quotes several passages from early lyric poetry—“danketh the dew,” and so forth—to prove his point.

In Swedish, “dank” can also indicate a “moist place,” and that definition, at the very least, has a kind of naughty appeal. Or perhaps more logically—in a water pipe-y kind of way—it’s derived from the Old High German “dampf” meaning “vapor.”

The modern, Internet-friendly Online Etymological Dictionary compiled by Douglas Harper says that “dank” is from the fourteenth century, and is “obsolete, meaning ‘to moisten,’ used of mists, dews, etc. Now largely superseded by damp.”

Superseded by damp? In what kind of world do we prefer the innocuous and banal word “damp” over the fecund and somewhat spiky word “dank”? If someone said their baby had a damp diaper, you wouldn’t think much of it. Of course babies have damp diapers. But if they informed you that their child’s diaper was dank, well, that’s something entirely different. A diaper like that might be dangerous. It might require you to take precautions.

The fact that “dank” has been superseded by “damp”—the least sexy word I can think of—is like having your chocolate ice cream replaced by water-flavored air. Is that the kind of culture we’ve become? We’re so boring that “dank” has been superseded by “damp”?

Fortunately “dank” didn’t die. The original meaning mutated, and “dank” became a zombie word resurrected by a subculture, an undead word that can be used as a noun, a verb, or an adjective. Zombie dank roams the lexicon, hungry for brains.

The slang dictionary from the University of Oregon’s Department of Linguistics credits snowboarders for giving the word a new lease on life. The adventurous young men and women who strap their feet to a piece of wood and careen down icy mountains and leap off snowy berms to gain “amplitude” while they spin upside down and backward in the air created a new definition for dank. For them it means “strands of marijuana which has a very strong smell, and usually the pot itself is very tasty and potent.”

Further exploration of slang and “urban” dictionaries available on the Internet reveal that “dank” now refers to anything of high quality or excellence and is sometimes used in place of the driven-into-meaninglessness cliché “awesome.”

You have to admit that “dank” has some depth, a certain gravitas. It’s about dark, moist places: caves and caverns, dungeons and cellars. It connotes strong, pungent smells and “vapors.” But it also means something of superior quality, something that’s awe inspiring. If you ask me, “dank” is a word resonant with a dark and kinky sexuality. It’s like the Marquis de Sade of words.

But if dank marijuana was marijuana of the highest grade, what did that actually mean? The Cannabis Cup entry I tasted in Amsterdam wasn’t the strongest pot I’d ever smoked. I’ve had bong hits that have left me poleaxed, like a post-lobotomy patient drooling on the sofa, which was an experience I didn’t find particularly pleasant. What I tasted in the De Dampkring coffeeshop was different. It had a more nuanced quality, like you didn’t know you were high until you noticed something that made you realize you were high, and then you were really, really high. And that was more than just a pleasant experience—it was a revelation.

I tried to find cannabis with similar qualities in Los Angeles, but despite their outlaw charm, black market dealers didn’t have the breadth of selection I’d found in Amsterdam. The pot dealers I knew could offer up only variations of a potent strain that had originated in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Northern India called Kush: they had Diamond Kush, Purple Kush, OG Kush, Hindu Kush, Master Kush, all kinds of Kush. These were all fine forms of knockout pot, but they didn’t compare to John Sinclair.

I realized that to find something really dank, some connoisseur-quality cannabis, I needed to be able to go to a medical marijuana dispensary. And to do that, I needed to get legal.


Chapter Three

A Note from My Doctor

It was only a quarter past six on a Monday evening and the building was locked. I had expected the bank on the first floor to be closed, but the entire building? I’d heard Glendale was a sleepy suburb, but this seemed extreme.

I knocked on the door and heard the sound echoing through the marble lobby. No one answered. I pressed my nose to the glass and binoculared my hands so I could peek inside. A phone line blinked, unanswered, on the console of an empty security desk. A large ficus stood unmoving, silently converting carbon dioxide to oxygen, while a California state flag hung forlornly in the corner, a decorative afterthought.

I stepped back into the parking lot and looked up at the building. It was a modern structure, eight or nine stories high, the kind of building that’s clad in black glass to look imposing and serious like an architectural Darth Vader. The building was dressed to impress.

There were a few lights still burning in some of the offices—perhaps even the office where I had an appointment.

I was considering my options—make a call, go home, sit down on the curb and wait—when a lean-looking dude in jeans and a black T-shirt opened the front door. He was wearing cowboy boots.

“You here for an evaluation?”

I nodded. He grinned.

“Take the elevator to six.”

I’d been reluctant to get my medical marijuana card for a couple of reasons. One was political. I liked claiming the moral high ground when writing letters to the mayor, city council members, and the city attorney, who were trying to shut down the medical marijuana dispensaries in Los Angeles. I could honestly tell them that, although I myself was not a medical marijuana user, I strongly supported the rights of patients to freely and safely access their medicine. I guess I thought my letters might make more of an impact that way.

The other reason was that I was able to buy perfectly good pot from my local black market dealer, but that was before I went to Amsterdam and got a lungful of dank.

I had seen the menus of some of the local dispensaries and I knew that they were offering—or claiming to offer—some serious connoisseur-grade cannabis. The kind you might find in Amsterdam. Maybe even better.

The elevator doors slid open and a large laser-printed sticker—apparently stuck on the wall by someone unconcerned with hanging signage straight or at eye level—announced that I had arrived at my destination: the MMEC, or Medical Marijuana Evaluation Center.

In 1996, the Health and Safety Code of the State of California was amended. Section 11362.5, known as the Compassionate Use Act of 1996, effectively legalized the use and cultivation of marijuana for patients with a doctor’s recommendation. It had been on the ballot as Proposition 215, and a majority of Californians had approved it. That act was further strengthened in 2003, when Governor Gray Davis signed Senate Bill 420, formally legalizing the right to consume and cultivate marijuana for medical use.

Californians are an entrepreneurial people. They came to Sutter’s Mill looking for gold, they went to Hollywood hoping to be discovered, and they turned the Internet into the dotcom boom. If there’s a way to make a buck out of nothing, to create an economy from thin air, Californians will be there. It’s common in my neighborhood for enterprising chefs to set up an alfresco restaurant next to a liquor store or a florist’s shop. They unfold a couple of card tables, line them with bowls of homemade salsa, fresh limes, and cilantro, and fire up the grill. If you don’t mind eating standing up, you can get some of the best carne asada and al pastor tacos in the city. More sophisticated operators buy food trucks and leapfrog around town offering Mexican tacos, Korean tacos, Vietnamese tacos, Chinese tacos, ice cream sandwiches, dim sum, and whatever else people can eat quickly from a standing position.

Residents of the Golden State clearly understand the laws of supply and demand, so it didn’t take long for doctors to open practices specializing in recommendations for medical marijuana, and for marijuana dispensaries to begin springing up to service those recommendations. In 2010, with more than eight hundred medical marijuana dispensaries operating in Los Angeles, the city attorney decided he had to act to control the “Wild West” atmosphere and attempted to shut more than half of them down. The city council backed this effort by rewriting the guidelines for dispensaries. This worked only temporarily. The dispensaries fought back. A judge ruled the council’s actions were unconstitutional, and the dispensaries, for the most part, were back in business a few months later.

There are people who want to shut down the taco stands, too. And that’s something I just don’t understand.

I was greeted by a stocky young man as I entered the office. He was friendly and I immediately complimented him on his hair, which had been cropped into a flattop and dyed school bus yellow.

“Yeah,” he said, “I like that old Orange County punk.”

He smiled as he handed me a clipboard and a stack of forms.

“You can fill these out in the waiting room.”

He pointed to another area where several people—a couple of chubby Latinas in their twenties and a guy with a muscular build and a sunburned face—sat hunched over their clipboards under dim fluorescent lights.

I entered the waiting room and stopped. The space was the size of a basketball court. It was massive. And empty. It looked like a crime scene from the economic downturn. The carpet was scarred with ghost traces of cubicles, a monolithic warren of cubbyholes where workers had once clacked on keyboards, processed paperwork, and answered phones.

Along the far wall were offices with windows, where supervisors once supervised; the opposite wall was bare—the inspirational “Hang in there, Baby!” posters had been torn down—with only a few forlorn and abandoned filing cabinets breaking up the space.

The air was dusty; the room probably hadn’t been vacuumed since the office had been shuttered and the fresh casualties of capitalism had packed their personal belongings in cardboard boxes—along with a company stapler or two—and shuffled out the door.

At one end was a large conference room, the kind of executive rah-rah lounge where PowerPoint presentations and teambuilding exercises had once flourished. The table and chairs were still there, poised and hopeful for the economy to revive.

The waiting area itself consisted of five plastic chairs and a rack of crinkly water-damaged magazines huddled together in a corner.

The evaluation center was essentially mobile: a computer, a printer, and a doctor; it could be set up anywhere. It reminded me of a hermit crab, an opportunistic crustacean that moves into another creature’s abandoned shell and sets up shop.

I tapped my pen against the clipboard and heard an echo resonate from the far end of the room. I began filling out the forms and was immediately confronted by a straightforward question that required a complex answer. They wanted to know about my history with drugs.

One of the main criticisms of marijuana foisted upon the world by nicotine-addicted “drug czars,” twelve-step sober presidents, and members of the law enforcement industry is that marijuana is a “gateway drug.” The idea is that one puff of weed will lead to experimentation with stronger, more dangerous drugs, which ultimately ends with heroin addiction, prostitution, and a violent death in a squalid alley.

For me, Pabst Blue Ribbon was the gateway drug. It led to early teen experimentation with wine coolers and Canadian whiskey pilfered from our parents’ liquor cabinets, often mixed with whatever was at hand in some kind of harebrained attempt at a cocktail. I still remember the taste of backyard punch made from a pint of Wild Turkey blended with cups of banana liqueur, blue curacao, and Jose Cuervo tequila diluted with a couple of lukewarm cans of Diet Pepsi. While most of us just reeled and unleashed streams of sweet vomit into the bushes, the strength of this concoction compelled one of my high school pals to go home and take a shit in his parents’ bathtub.

But the gates were open and it wasn’t too long before one of my friends got some pot from his older brother and we scurried down to the creek that ran between our suburban homes to smoke it. Nothing happened that first time, but we felt cool doing it, so we did it again. And again. And then, something happened. I got stoned.

Over the next ten years I took many drugs, many times, developing a real fondness for psychedelic mushrooms and, later, sauvignon blanc.

After college it was not uncommon to find my friends and me lounge-lizarding in our thrift store suits, drinking martinis liberally spiked with ecstasy at the Four Seasons Hotel in downtown Seattle or sweatily snorting narcotics in the bathrooms of nightclubs.

At some point cocaine began to demand everyone’s full attention and, party pooper that it is, ruined everything.

I stopped taking drugs and underwent what the author Jerry Stahl calls “geographical rehab.” I moved from the Pacific Northwest to Los Angeles to attend graduate school. For fifteen years or so I didn’t take any drugs of any kind until I began to attend dinner parties with my South American friends. At some point, usually after the flan was served, a joint would be passed and I would take a couple of hits in the hopes that it would improve my Spanish. For a long time, I associated smoking pot with eating flan.

I was unsure if the medical marijuana evaluation form really required this kind of detailed information so I wrote “N/A” in the space provided.

The next page was a comprehensive list of the various medical conditions that cannabis can help alleviate or cure. There were hundreds. From patients undergoing chemotherapy and radiation treatments, to movement disorders, anxiety, arthritis, AIDS, migraines, chronic pain, lupus, fibromyalgia, Osgood-Schlatter disease, sleep apnea, diabetes, multiple sclerosis, motion sickness, chronic fatigue syndrome, and the list goes on and on.

I wasn’t suffering from any of these conditions. I do, however, have intermittent insomnia and a rash on my face that becomes Gorbachev crimson when I’m stressed out. Because cannabis is one of the best stress relievers available, getting a doctor’s recommendation seemed like a no-brainer.

The doctor stepped into the waiting room and invited me to follow him to the corner office, where the trappings of a former CEO—or at the very least a regional district manager—still remained. The doctor settled into a deluxe high-backed leather chair and spread my paperwork across a sweeping biomorphic-shaped desk.

He was older, with kindly Marcus Welby eyes behind thick lenses, and he spoke with a soft New England accent. He gave off a whiff of world weariness, like a retired cop or a college professor who’d been denied tenure. In fact, the only thing that indicated he was a medical professional was the lab coat he wore. Bleached a blinding white and crisply starched, the coat was authoritative and reassuring. It somehow did not strike me as peculiar that, embroidered above the pocket, just under his name, was the word “Gynecology.”

I wondered what his story was. How did a gynecologist end up in an abandoned office dispensing medical marijuana recommendations? What tragedy did he suffer? Was he running from malpractice? Heartbreak? A late-blooming midlife crisis?

Given the fly-by-night charm of the enterprise, I expected my consultation with the gynecologist to be a kind of elaborate charade, a brief discussion of my ailments—the subtext being a somewhat cynical understanding that the result was a foregone conclusion—a determination that, indeed, I could benefit from medical cannabis, and I would walk out with a freshly laser printed recommendation.

But the gynecologist surprised me. He wasn’t interested in playing charades. He looked at my paperwork, then looked at me. He was skeptical.

“Your dermatologist said your skin condition was caused by stress?”

I nodded. She had, in fact. But he, apparently, didn’t believe me.

“There is no evidence that I know of to indicate that stress is a relevant cause of this condition,” he said. And he said it with some authority.

I wanted to reply that perhaps, because he was used to inspecting the genital areas and reproductive organs of women, he might not be exactly up to speed on skin conditions and their causes, but I didn’t. I did, after all, want something from him.

“My dermatologist gave me a topical antibiotic.”

He smiled.

“That’s the correct course.”

“But it comes back when I’m stressed and I don’t want to take stronger antibiotics. She’s big on antibiotics.”

He scoffed at me, clearly annoyed.

“I’m sure she’s big on them because they’re effective. That’s typically why we doctors are big on things. For example, if you came to me with a stress-related condition, I would probably be big on prescribing Prozac or some other antianxiety medication.”

I didn’t want to speculate on the chain of circumstances that might somehow lead me to visit a gynecologist for a rash on my face, but I also didn’t want to irritate him further. He seemed genuinely annoyed that I was wasting his time with my feeble and transparent attempt to get a recommendation. As he sat behind the imposing desk glowering at me through his thick lenses, it suddenly occurred to me that this wasn’t an elaborate charade after all. There was a very real chance that I might fail. It also occurred to me that he was waiting for me to say something, so I tried to rally with a reasonable-sounding argument.

“Why would I take a mind-altering chemical pharmaceutical when I can take a natural herb?” I asked.

This made him laugh. He looked at me again, really trying to see something, like he had gynecological X-ray vision. I think he was waiting for me to squirm, to blink, to give him some indication that I was a big fat phony. But I didn’t. I sat still and met his gaze and affected a look of vague disinterest.

This peculiar stare down seemed like it might go on indefinitely and then, suddenly, he said, “I think cannabis can help with your insomnia.”

And then he began signing the forms.
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