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AUTHOR’S NOTE




This is a work of narrative nonfiction. The dialogue in this book is the author’s rendition of what was actually said in these conversations. It is based on interviews with the speakers, written accounts from those involved, and other research into the various characters’ state of mind. When possible, the re-created dialogue was reviewed by at least one of the participants in a conversation. For more information on the sources used to re-create various scenes, please refer to “Notes on Source Material” at the end of the book.








Introduction




This book is the story of three brilliant scholars and one ambitious freshman who crossed paths at Harvard University in the winter of 1960–61, and how their experiences in a psychedelic drug research project transformed their lives and much of American culture in the 1960s and 1970s. It’s about the intersecting life stories of Timothy Leary, a research psychologist and proponent of enlightenment through LSD; Huston Smith, an MIT philosophy professor and widely read expert on the world’s religions; Richard Alpert, a Harvard psychology professor who traveled to India and returned as Ram Dass; and Dr. Andrew Weil, a Harvard Medical School graduate who became the nation’s best-known proponent of holistic health and natural foods.

They came together at an extraordinary time and place in American history. It was the end of the 1950s—a decade defined by conformity, consumerism, political paranoia, and the just-discovered nightmare of global nuclear annihilation. It was the beginning of the 1960s, which would see its own horrors and divisive politics but was somehow redeemed by a new spirit of optimism, innovation, and hope. Massachusetts senator John F. Kennedy, a Harvard graduate, had just been elected president of the United States, making him the youngest man to ever hold that office. Kennedy put together a cabinet by cherry-picking Harvard’s best and brightest.

Was there a reason these four men came together at this time and place? Perhaps it’s just a coincidence, but some extraordinary spirit rose out of Harvard in the fall of 1960. Something’s happening here. What it is ain’t exactly clear. Timothy Leary discovers the wondrous world of magic mushrooms during his summer break in Mexico, just as seventeen-year-old Andrew Weil is getting ready to come to Harvard to study botany. Aldous Huxley, the great British novelist and student of human consciousness, just happens to be lecturing that fall at nearby MIT. Huxley hears about Leary, then introduces Leary to his old friend Huston Smith. Allen Ginsberg, the Beat poet who seems to pop up everywhere in the fifties, sixties, and seventies, is crashing at Leary’s house that fall. One of Leary’s colleagues in the Harvard psychology department, Richard Alpert, is, when the merriment begins, on loan to the University of California at Berkeley, but he lays the groundwork for a psychedelic drug culture that is about to burst forth in Boston, San Francisco, and, from there, around the world.

They came together at a time of upheaval and experimentation, and they set the stage for the social, spiritual, sexual, and psychological revolution of the 1960s. Smith would be The Teacher, educating three generations to adopt a more tolerant, inclusive attitude toward other people’s religions. Alpert would be The Seeker, inspiring a restless army of spiritual pilgrims. Weil would be The Healer, devoting his life to the holistic reformation of the American health-care system. And Leary would play The Trickster, advising a generation to “turn on, tune in, and drop out.”

They would help define the decade, so much so that John Lennon would write two Beatles songs for their story’s soundtrack—“Tomorrow Never Knows,” about his Leary-inspired acid trip, and “Come Together,” originally conceived as a campaign song for The Trickster’s whimsical race against Ronald Reagan for governor of California. One thing I can tell you is you got to be free. Other tunes would be cut by the Jefferson Airplane, the Grateful Dead, and the Moody Blues, whose song “The Legend of a Mind” would let us know whether Timothy Leary was dead, or just on the outside, looking in.

They came together, then drifted apart, but the cultural changes they wrought are still very much with us today. There would be a time of joy, a time of peace, and a time of love. There would also be times of backstabbing, jealousy, and outright betrayal. A time to dance. A time to mourn. And it would take Richard Alpert more than one lifetime to forgive Andrew Weil for what he did to him and his career back at the dawning of the Age of Aquarius.

Leary would go on to become one of the most revered and reviled symbols of the 1960s. Huston Smith would enthusiastically join Leary’s psychedelic crusade, only to go his own way when the party got a little wild for an ordained, and happily married, Methodist minister. Richard Alpert, as Ram Dass, would continue to struggle with a voracious omni-sexual appetite. Andy Weil would play hardball in his campaign to get Alpert and Leary kicked out of Harvard, only to replace them in the 1970s as the new ringmaster of the drug culture.

Smith, Leary, Alpert, and Weil were all career-driven, linear-thinking intellectuals before their consciousness-expanding encounters with psilocybin mushrooms, LSD, and other psychedelic drugs. After the ecstasy, they all turned from intellect to intuition, from mechanistic thinking to mysticism, from the scholarly to the spiritual, from the scientific to the shamanic. The men of the Harvard Psychedelic Club, each in his own way, changed the way Americans think, practice medicine, and view religion; that is, they changed nothing less than the way we look at mind, body, and spirit.








Chapter One Four Roads to Cambridge




Seeker: Cambridge, Massachusetts Spring 1961

Richard Alpert, an assistant professor in clinical psychology at Harvard University, was on track. Tenure track. Alpert was still in his twenties, but he already had the big corner office in the Department of Social Relations. He had twin appointments in psychology and education. His private life seemed just as sweet. His Cambridge apartment was filled with exquisite antiques. He had a Mercedes sedan, an MG sports car, a Triumph motorcycle, and his own Cessna airplane. It was the dawn of the swinging sixties, and Alpert was all set for life in the fast lane. What made it even sweeter was that none of this was supposed to happen. He’d shown those bastards. Here he was, teaching at Harvard—a place that wouldn’t even accept him as a student, even with all of his father’s New England connections.

Just nine years ago, he’d nearly flunked out of college and seemed destined to fail at the profession his father had chosen for him—medical doctor. But that time, Richard was the one thumbing his nose at daddy’s connections. That was back in the spring of 1952, just before he got his undergraduate degree from Tufts University. One day in his senior year, Tufts president Leonard Carmichael called Alpert to his office.

“So, Richard,” he said. “I understand you want to be a psychologist.”

Alpert thought Carmichael, himself an eminent psychologist,
was about to congratulate him on his career choice.

“Yes, sir,” Richard replied. “I want to be a social psychologist.” “You’d make a terrible psychologist. How about going to medical school?”

“I don’t want to go to medical school.” “You know, Richard, your father really wants you to go to medical school. Tufts has a fine medical school.”

 “I know it does, and I know my father wants me to go to medical school. We’re Jewish. He’s a lawyer. I’m supposed to be a doctor or a lawyer. But I don’t want to go to medical school. My grades in my premed courses were awful. I want to be a psychologist.”

“Just a minute, Richard.”

President Carmichael picked up the phone and called the head of the Tufts University School of Medicine.

“Hey. I’ve got George Alpert’s son in my office over here. Bright kid. You got a space for him over there? This is a personal favor.”

“That’s great. . . . Thanks much,” Carmichael said, hanging up the phone.

“Congratulations, son. You’re in medical school.”

“President Carmichael, I wouldn’t go to medical school if you paid me,” the thankless student replied. “I’m going into psychology.”

George Alpert found out about the conversation, and he was furious. Richard was the youngest of his three sons, born on April 6, 1931, before his family joined the white flight out of Roxbury and moved to the safer streets of Newton, Massachusetts. George wasn’t worried about his other boys, who were five and ten years older than little Richard. They’d be fine. William, the oldest, had been a great athlete; Leonard, his other brother, was a great musician. But Dick was different. He was a cute little boy, the Tinker Bell of the family. He seemed to be a happy child, but he really wasn’t that happy—especially after his parents sent him to Williston Academy in Easthampton, Massachusetts, the prep school that had done such a fine job preparing his older brothers for their academic careers.

Things started off all right for Richard at Williston, where he worked on the school newspaper and excelled at tennis. But in his early teens, he started having strange feelings about some of the other boys at school. Sexual feelings. One day, a few classmates caught Richard wrestling in the nude with another student. Word soon spread around Williston that Dickie Alpert was queer. His classmates started the silent treatment—ignoring him whenever he’d walk into a room. Richard knew they were right. He hated to admit it, but he was queer.

His homosexuality was something to hide, and for the most part, during college and during his time at Harvard, that’s exactly what he did. Even in the 1960s and 1970s, when Alpert was famous and it was safer to say you were gay, he kept silent about his sexuality.

It wasn’t reported at the time, but his romantic attraction to undergraduate men was one of the sins that would get him kicked out of Harvard in the spring of 1963. It would also spark a long estrangement from Timothy Leary, who would go so far as to condemn his colleague’s sexual orientation as “evil.” Alpert doesn’t mention it in an otherwise revealing autobiographical chapter in Be Here Now, the spiritual classic that was published in 1971 and put him on the counterculture map, but his sexual frustrations were one of the reasons he went off to India, from which he returned, reincarnated, as Ram Dass.

Back at Tufts in the 1950s, Alpert learned how to hide his homosexuality. He refined those skills at Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut, where he struggled academically but left with a master’s degree in psychology. The chairman of the psychology department at Wesleyan, David McClelland, liked Alpert and used his connections to get Richard into the doctoral program at Stanford University. Once again, Alpert fell behind in his studies and was nearly thrown out of school. About to lose his scholarship, and terrified at the prospect of having to tell his father about his failure, Richard started studying all night long. He somehow managed to improve his grades and get his doctoral degree from Stanford, then land a teaching job there fresh out of school. Young Alpert’s charm and charisma concealed whatever failings he had as a scholar and researcher. He was a fantastic lecturer—a favorite among undergraduates. That’s what got him the Stanford job.

It seemed like a perfect fit as Alpert settled into his new life in Palo Alto, a town just south of San Francisco. He was teaching Stanford undergraduates and working as a psychotherapist at the university health clinic. His first therapy patient there was Vik Lovell, a graduate student who would soon turn Alpert on to marijuana. In a few years, the writer Ken Kesey would dedicate One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest to Lovell, calling him the man “who told me dragons did not exist, then led me to their lairs.” This was several years before Alpert and Kesey would be introduced to psychedelics in disparate scenes on the East and West coasts. Lovell would have the distinction of being the guy who first told Kesey about the amazing effects LSD had on the human mind. Kesey would later form the Merry Pranksters, a guerrilla theater group that would stage a series of “Acid Tests” around the San Francisco Bay area, public events featuring light shows, the Grateful Dead, and a free-flowing supply of psychedelic drugs.

Lovell was also Alpert’s first introduction to the budding social network that would soon blossom into the sixties counterculture. But that was still a few years off. At the time, the young professor-therapist was shocked and a bit disgusted when Lovell walked into Alpert’s Stanford office and swung his dirty feet up onto the therapist’s desk. Alpert had seen some of this student’s rather licentious writing, and was even a bit shocked by the guy’s dirty mind. Now this guy had the gall to walk into Alpert’s office, lift his feet onto his desk, and push the professor’s potted plant out of his way to make himself a bit more comfortable.

Five years later, when Alpert had become an infamous proponent of LSD, Alpert and Lovell had another meeting. Alpert was visiting the Bay Area, lecturing on drugs and hanging out with some members of the Hells Angels. One of the bikers loaned Alpert his Harley for the afternoon, and Richard headed down Pacific Coast Highway to visit some of his old Stanford haunts. When he walked into his old office, whom did he find there but Vik Lovell, sitting at his old desk and performing his old job at the student clinic. Alpert walked into the office, tore open his leather jacket, sat down, and swung his dirty boots up on the desk. They both laughed so hard they practically fell out of their chairs. Then they went out for a beer.

A lot can happen in five years, and that was certainly the case in Richard Alpert’s life between 1958 and 1963. David McClelland, who had been Alpert’s mentor at Wesleyan and helped him get the Stanford job, had been hired by Harvard to direct the university’s new Center for Personality Research. He offered Alpert a job. Suddenly, the struggling grad student and closeted homosexual had dueling offers from two of the nation’s most prestigious universities. Being a Boston boy, Alpert took the Harvard job.

In the late 1950s, Alpert was working at Harvard and finishing up a research project at Stanford. By this time, Alpert had almost gotten used to dividing his life between an East Coast and West Coast existence. It began when he was still a struggling student at Stanford. By that time, his father had become president of the New Haven Railroad and was trying to bring his wayward son into the rail business. Richard reluctantly agreed to spend a few days a month back in New York helping dad out with the company. In those days it took fourteen hours to fly from San Francisco to New York. At Stanford, Alpert was running the coffee lounge in the psychology department, collecting spare change to make sure there were enough cups for the other graduate students. In New York, he would be met at the airport by a chauffeured limousine and whisked to an office where he’d help his father decide what kind of locomotives they should buy. He kept his life as a New York businessman a secret from his Stanford pals, who wouldn’t think that was a very cool scene. Back in the Bay Area, Alpert had taken on the role of a hip college professor, smoking pot at parties and trying to look wise. His friends started calling him “The Shrink,” and Richard played the part well.

But there were other, deeper secrets. At one point, Alpert was simultaneously living with a male lover in San Francisco and a female partner in Boston. Neither the boyfriend nor the girlfriend knew anything about the other lover. Dick wasn’t even sure if he was gay or straight. All he knew was that he was living a lie. He was living the ultimate life, but he was living a lie.

In the summer of 1959, one of Alpert’s Harvard students, an undergraduate named Jim Fadiman, got an intimate view of his professor’s bisexual, bicoastal existence. Alpert offered Jim a job as a summer research assistant to help out on his Stanford research—a study of mathematical learning skills among elementary school kids. Alpert and Fadiman wound up living together in a house in Palo Alto that Alpert had rented from a Stanford professor who was away for the summer. They had a great time working and hanging out together, and soon settled into a routine. They’d finish up a day of research, then go buy some food and head home to prepare the evening meal. Fadiman would later wonder if Alpert saw him as a potential lover, but at the time, the twenty-year-old was an extremely innocent young man. In fact, he was still a virgin. Fadiman didn’t think of himself as heterosexual or homosexual. He wasn’t sexual at all. But his roommate certainly seemed to be interested in all of the above.

Despite his inexperience in sexual matters, Fadiman was able to offer some insight into Alpert’s love life.

They were having breakfast one morning. Alpert was back from one of his many dates. Jim moved the scrambled eggs around on his plate, gathering up the courage to offer an observation.

“Hey, Dick, can I tell you something?” Jim asked.

“Of course,” Richard replied. “You can tell me anything.”

“Well, I’ve noticed that the women you are sleeping with this summer seem to be a lot brighter than the men you are sleeping with,” Jim said. “The women seem to be bright, capable women. The men just seem pretty.”

Alpert took a sip of coffee and looked up at the wise undergraduate. “Yeah,” he said. “I guess that’s true.”

Their friendship continued during Fadiman’s senior year back at Harvard. One night that year, Alpert took him to a gay bar in Boston. It was a revelation to Fadiman that such a place even existed. And while there may have been some sexual signals, Jim never picked them up, and the professor never made a real pass. At Harvard, Alpert pretended he was straight, while out in San Francisco, the gay side seemed to flower.

Jim noticed a few other things about his favorite professor. While Alpert was supposedly the mentor in their relationship, he would show flashes of insecurity about his own intellectual abilities. This insecurity was actually one of Alpert’s more charming characteristics, and it would express itself as Professor Richard Alpert, and in his later incarnation as Ram Dass. In both roles, Alpert made a career out of this charismatic mix of personal insight, bemused self-deprecation, and true confession. It made people love him, and Richard loved to be loved.

One night, Fadiman and Alpert went out to see a production of Samuel Beckett’s existential comedy Waiting for Godot, a play that Fadiman—not Alpert—wanted to see. As they were walking to the theater, the professor turned to the student and quipped, “If this is one of those plays where afterward I’m going to say, ‘I didn’t understand a thing,’ and you’re going to look down on me, then I don’t want to go.” Of course, it was one of those plays. Alpert wasn’t sure what it was about. Fadiman didn’t really get it, either, but he tried his best to make it seem as if he did.*

To most people, including Fadiman, Richard seemed fairly content with his life. But Alpert would later see these years as a time of alienation and hidden depression. “In the face of this feeling of malaise, I ate more, collected more possessions, collected more appointments and positions and status, more sexual and alcoholic orgies, and more wildness in my life. Every time I went to a family gathering, I was the boy who made it. I was the professor at Harvard and everybody stood around in awe and listened to my every word, and all I felt was the horror that I knew inside that I didn’t know. Of course, it was all such beautiful, gentle horror, because there was so much reward involved.”

It was David McClelland, his old mentor at Wesleyan, who got him the Harvard job. McClelland had moved up the academic ladder and had brought his bright young protégé along. Alpert was given a huge corner office in an old mansion that housed the Center for Personality Research, which was part of Harvard’s Department of Social Relations. One afternoon in the fall of 1959, McClelland walked into that office. He’d just come back from a sabbatical in Europe and had some big news.

“When I was in Europe,” McClelland said, “I came across this interesting psychologist who is bright as hell. He was there bicycling across Italy or something. Anyway, I offered him a job. Do you have any idea where we can put him?”

“Well,” Alpert replied, “there’s a broom closet down the hall. We can put him there.”

“Oh, by the way, his name’s Leary,” McClelland said. “Tim Leary.”

Trickster: Berkeley, California Fall 1955

On the morning of his thirty-fifth birthday, Timothy Leary woke up in his home in the Berkeley hills and found a note on his wife’s pillow. “What now?” Leary asked himself. “More drama?” They’d had another martini-fueled fight the night before, the main issue being Leary’s latest infidelity. It wasn’t so much that Leary was being unfaithful. He and his wife, Marianne, had what would later be called an “open relationship.” They called it “wife swapping” back in the fifties. Tim and Marianne both liked to flirt. The martini parties they held at their home at 1230 Queens Road had become notorious among the clinical psychologists down the hill on the University of California campus. Leary loved to hold court in his spacious home, which offered sweeping views of San Francisco Bay. He loved keeping the gin chilled, making sure the glasses were filled, and speculating as to which guests were on the verge of pairing up.

In recent weeks, Marianne had been becoming increasingly depressed about their marriage. Little flings were OK. Marianne was having one of them herself at the time with a married man. “They had a deal,” a friend explained. “They would always stay together. The deal was that they just couldn’t fall in love with their lovers. They could fuck around, but they couldn’t fall in love.” Tim was breaking the deal. Marianne was sure he was about to run off with his lover and leave her and their two children—Susan, who was eight years old, and Jack, who was five. Marianne was right in her suspicions. Tim was getting seriously involved with his latest lover. He’d even rented a little apartment down on Telegraph Avenue where they’d meet up several times a week for their liaisons. Marianne was downing tranquilizers and drinking heavily. She was fed up with the state of their marriage, but at the same time desperately wanted to save it.

Tim woke up on his birthday morning with a vague recollection of the previous night’s dispute. “I can’t go on like this!” his wife had screamed.

“That’s your problem,” he replied, then retired for the evening. In the morning, Leary reached over and unfolded the note on the pillow.

“My darling,” it read. “I cannot live without your love. I have loved life, but through you. The children will grow up wondering about their mother. I love them so much and please tell them that. Please be good to them. They are so dear.”

Leary bolted out of bed. He could hear the car running. Shouting his wife’s name, he ran into the garage. Choking on exhaust fumes, he swung open the door. Marianne was lying across the front seat in her nightgown. The kids heard all the commotion and ran out in their pajamas. “Susan! Run down to the firehouse,” Leary said. “Tell them to bring oxygen!”

Tim hopped into the ambulance for the ride down the hill to Herrick Memorial Hospital, but it was too late. Marianne Busch Leary, thirty-three, was pronounced dead at 9:28 A.M. The Alameda County Coroner’s Office listed the death as a “probable suicide.”

In his autobiography, published three decades and four wives later, Leary would single out one mind-altering drug—alcohol—as the cause of a series of tragedies that would haunt at least three generations of the Leary family. “Booze ruined my father’s life, smashed his marriage, eroded the lives of four uncles. Marianne’s suicide and thus the endless sorrows of my children were due to booze.”

Those sorrows continued after the 1983 publication of Tim’s memoir, Flashbacks. Seven years later, in 1990, Susan Leary would hang herself in a jail cell while awaiting trial for attempted murder. Jack Leary, who would have his own troubles with the law, would become estranged from his father in the 1970s. They would never really reconcile before Timothy Leary’s death at his Los Angeles home on May 31, 1996.

Timothy Leary was born in Springfield, Massachusetts, on October 22, 1920. He liked to say that he was conceived the day after Prohibition was enacted in the United States. His life began, in utero, on the night of January 27, 1920. His father, a dentist and a captain in the U.S. Army at West Point, didn’t let the new law against alcohol get in the way of his drinking.

World War I was still raging across Europe when Timothy Leary Sr. married Abigail Ferris on January 7, 1918, just months after he was commissioned into the Army Dental Corps. That post allowed Tote, as he was known, to avoid seeing action in the Great War. It also provided an opportunity after the war for him to hobnob with such luminaries as General Douglas MacArthur, Captain Omar Bradley, and Lieutenant George Patton.

During her pregnancy, Abigail Leary was sometimes overcome by the sour smell of bathtub gin that hung over the officers’ quarters like “rowdy smog.” But the years following the war were the high point of the otherwise unremarkable life of Captain Leary, who soon returned to Springfield and set up a small dental practice.

Young Timothy’s earliest memories of life with father revolve around Dad coming home late at night—drunk and disorderly. One night, when Tim was twelve years old, he got up the courage to yell down the stairs, “Hey! We’re trying to sleep up here!”

Tote responded with rage. “I’ll teach you a thing or two right now,” he yelled, climbing up toward his son.

Tim looked into the threatening face, and when his father got to the top of the stairs, he pushed him back, causing him to tumble back down the stairway, head over heels. Tote crashed into a telephone stand, busted his glasses, but managed to right himself and head back up the stairs, screaming, “I’ll get you for that.”

As he had many times before, Tim jumped out of an upstairs window, ran up a steep gabled roof, and climbed back down a drainpipe, hiding behind the chimney until his mother let him know that his father had passed out and it was safe to come back inside.

His father’s alcoholism only worsened, causing Tote to lose his dental practice, disappear from Springfield, and abandon his family in the midst of the Great Depression. Life lurched on for the Leary clan, and—despite a reputation for skipping school more than any other student in his senior class—Timothy graduated from Spring-field’s Classical High School in June 1938.

Leary, like Alpert, didn’t have the grades to get into an Ivy League school, so at his mother’s urging Tim went off for a Jesuit education at the College of the Holy Cross in nearby Worcester. Despite mediocre grades in his sophomore year, young Leary managed to fulfill another of his mother’s dreams and transfer to West Point in the fall of 1940. But Leary had a rebellious streak that seemed destined to get him kicked out of the elite officer-training academy. His troubles began when he got so drunk following the Army–Navy football game in December 1940 that he was unable to stand up the next day at morning reveille. Leary was asked to resign from the academy, but he refused and was subjected to Coventry, or “silencing”—a disciplinary practice in which his fellow cadets were forbidden to talk with him or socialize in any way. Leary was undergoing this banishment around the same time that Alpert (who was eleven years younger than Tim) had been labeled “queer” and was getting the silent treatment from his classmates at Williston Academy.

Leary’s tough times at West Point had a lasting effect on his philosophy of life. “I have changed so much,” he wrote in a letter to his mother. “I am so scared of the world at times and then I feel that after all it makes no difference what becomes of me, that I shall always be happy because I will not take myself too seriously. This is one of my new philosophies and it is the thing that keeps me from minding the men around here who silence me.”

Tim managed to hang on at West Point and leave the army with an honorable discharge in September 1941—just three months before the bombing of Pearl Harbor brought the United States into World War II. Leary’s odyssey for an undergraduate degree took him to the University of Alabama, where he avoided active ser vice by enrolling in the ROTC. That made him eligible for a special program that offered psychology majors three months of study at Georgetown University and six months at Ohio State. Following those studies, he managed to sit out the rest of the war as a psychometrician, a measurer of mental traits, at Deshon General Hospital in Butler, Pennsylvania, where he began his ill-fated courtship with Marianne Busch.

Marianne grew up in a suburb of Portland, Oregon. Her roots in the Pacific Northwest were what originally inspired the young married couple to head out to the West Coast, first to Washington State University, where Tim got his master’s degree in psychology, and then to the University of California at Berkeley, where Leary began his doctoral studies in the fall of 1947.

Leary arrived as both his field of study and the San Francisco Bay area were in the throngs of a postwar boom. Hundreds of thousands of GIs had passed through San Francisco on their way to serve in the Pacific, liked what they saw, and settled down in the Bay Area after the war. At the same time, thousands of those soldiers had returned from combat with serious psychological injuries, and the Veterans Administration faced a severe shortage of psychiatrists and clinical psychologists with the skills needed to treat them.

Meanwhile, more and more Americans had begun moving away from religious counseling and toward psychotherapy. Therapists were becoming the new high priests. In the spring of 1956, Time magazine put Sigmund Freud on its cover, signaling that the psychoanalytic movement had established mainstream credibility. By then, the practice of psychology was already undergoing changes that would transform the field in the 1960s and 1970s. As a graduate student, Leary was learning the trade as two leading agents of psychological change were coming onto the scene. Carl Rogers, one of the founders of the humanist psychology movement, was on the faculty at Ohio State. Rogers, along with such humanistic pioneers as Abraham Maslow, sought to move beyond behaviorism and traditional psychoanalysis and take a more humane, positive approach to psychology—helping individuals foster creativity and discover their “true selves.” In Berkeley, Leary studied with Erik Erikson, the noted child psychologist, who believed that psychologically healthy individuals go through eight stages of life in which they learn to cultivate such qualities as hope, will, purpose, competence, fidelity, love, caring, and wisdom.

After getting his PhD from Berkeley in 1950, Leary helped start the Department of Psychology at Kaiser Hospital in nearby Oakland. The hospital began as a clinic for wartime shipyard workers employed by Henry Kaiser but would soon blossom into one of the nation’s most innovative health-care providers. It was here that Leary began his lifelong friendship with Frank Barron, a Berkeley classmate and Kaiser colleague. Leary and Barron shared many interests. They both liked to drink and play tennis, and both were more interested in the writing of James Joyce than of Sigmund Freud. And they were both, as Tim liked to say, “half-crazed Irishmen.”

Leary’s career and life would veer so far off course in the 1960s and 1970s that it’s easy to forget that he was once considered a rising star in mainstream psychology. He and Barron collaborated on a much-discussed 1955 study of 150 patients awaiting psychiatric treatment at Kaiser Hospital. They found that a third of those patients improved following traditional psychotherapy, a third deteriorated, and a third pretty much stayed the same. Those were the same results for a control group of patients who did not receive any treatment. It was not good news for the psychological establishment. Over the next five years, Leary would publish three works that—in retrospect—prefigure the controversial ideas and research methods he would develop in the aftermath of his psychedelic baptism in the summer of 1960.

He is best remembered in academic circles for his 1957 book, The Interpersonal Diagnosis of Personality. The book presents a statistical analysis of data collected from hundreds of patients in group therapy sessions. It lays out five levels of interpersonal communication and proposes a new way to look at personality types. Leary’s work challenged the prevailing psychological theory of the time—behaviorism, which focused exclusively on observing, measuring, and modifying behavior. Leary argued that people have the power and freedom to change their unconscious reactions to external stimuli. To Leary, social interaction was a kind of game. People could be coached to become better players, and take power over their own lives. Tim devised a personality test that soon became known as “the Leary Circle,” a self-aggrandizing title that sparked resentment among research psychologists who thought Leary had unfairly capitalized on their work.

Psychologist Herbert Kelman, who would later emerge as one of the fiercest critics of Leary and Alpert’s drug research, came to teach at Harvard in 1957, two years before Leary was brought into the psychology department. Kelman had been impressed with Leary’s early work, but he was not so enthralled by the man himself. At first, the two psychologists had a friendly relationship. Kelman and his wife helped Leary and his two kids find a place to live. But it didn’t take long for Kelman to start seeing Leary as more of a showman than a scholar. Kelman spotted a troubling megalomania in Leary, who had grandiose ideas about redefining the entire practice of clinical psychology. He came to lecture at one of Kelman’s classes and spent the whole time knocking traditional clinical psychology. Kelman found the lecture overly negative and destructive. He was not impressed with Leary’s iconoclastic approach. Leary loved using the word existential. Kelman knew a thing or two about existential philosophy, and he decided that Leary clearly did not.

Leary may not have been an expert in existentialism, but he was having his own existential crisis. It started back in Berkeley, in 1955, with his wife’s suicide. Three years later, in 1958, Leary escaped to Europe with his two young children, sailing off to Spain aboard the SS Independence of the American Export Lines. He rented a villa on the Costa del Sol and sat down to write the great American novel. He didn’t get far into the book. Leary got sick, deadly ill, with a mysterious disease that swelled up his face and caused giant blisters to erupt on his cheeks. Leary survived that ordeal, and in the spring of 1959 he relocated to Florence, setting up shop in a penthouse overlooking the red-tiled domes of the picturesque Tuscan city. It had a great view, but there was a problem. Leary was broke. He’d exhausted a small research grant and liquidated several insurance policies. He’d quit his Kaiser job. His own research back in Oakland had made him believe that traditional psychotherapy was a waste of time. That’s when Frank Barron, his old drinking pal at Cal, showed up in Florence. Barron wouldn’t shut up about some strange experiences he had after eating “magic mushrooms” down in Mexico. Frank went on and on about his revelations, about all the mystical insights and transcendental perspectives produced by the strange fungi. Leary actually started to worry that his old friend was losing his mind, or at least in danger of losing his academic credibility.

Frank Barron had some other news—some more-practical information that might help this destitute father of two find a job back in the States. Barron had run into one of their colleagues, Professor David McClelland of the Harvard Center for Personality Research, who just happened to be on sabbatical in Florence. McClelland had just read The Interpersonal Diagnosis of Personality and was very impressed with Leary’s work. The next day, Leary found himself sitting down with McClelland over a bottle of Chianti. By the time they finished lunch, McClelland had offered him a job back at Harvard. As Leary remembers the conversation, McClelland told him, “There’s no question that what you’re advocating is the future of American psychology.

“You’re spelling out front-line tactics,” his new boss proclaimed. “You’re just what we need to shake things up at Harvard.”

Healer: Philadelphia Summer 1942

Andrew Weil was born in Philadelphia on June 8, 1942. His parents were secular Jews and ran a hat shop and millinery supply house. As a young child, Andy liked to grow flowers in small pots and on a tiny plot of land behind their row house. It was a pastime he picked up from his mother and grandmother, and it would blossom into a lifelong interest in botany.

Andy was an only child. Both of his parents worked, so he spent a lot of time by himself. He had what child psychologists would call “a very active interior life.” He’d make up stories in his mind, and the stories seemed as real as reality itself. The boundary between his imagination and the world around him was a thin one. As an adult, Andy would build a successful career around the idea that what one sees in one’s mind can actually change physical reality—that the mind can heal the body. Weil would keep this conviction throughout his education, even through his years at Harvard Medical School.

Decades later, many of his old med-school colleagues would scoff at Weil’s ideas about the human body healing itself through such far-out techniques as guided imagery, breathing exercises, and self-hypnosis. One of his old teachers from Harvard would eventually condemn him as a snake-oil salesman. But others in the American medical establishment would come to see that Weil was onto something—that mainstream Western medicine had seriously underestimated the connection between a patient’s mental state and his physical health.

These were ideas that would resonate with many baby boomers, including those whose extraordinary experiences on psychedelic drugs forced them to reexamine conventional ideas about body, mind, and spirit. By the 1990s, Weil would preside over a natural-foods and alternative-heath-care empire that would include his own medical center, television series, vitamin business, cosmetics line, and a series of three health and diet books that would all reach the top of the New York Times best-seller list. By the dawn of the new millennium, Dr. Weil would be known by such monikers as “Mr. Natural” and “the CEO of alternative medicine in America.”

Andy’s first encounters with American medicine were positive ones. Growing up in the late 1940s and early 1950s, he had a family doctor who was just a three-block walk from his parents’ home in northwest Philadelphia. He could tell that his general practitioner—who made house calls and rarely prescribed pharmaceutical drugs—loved his profession. He spent lots of time with his patients, and his example inspired Andy to start thinking about becoming a doctor when he grew up.

One of the boy’s earliest childhood memories involves a hospital stay where he was given ether by an anesthesiologist. He remembers drifting off in a strange trance. Like many children, Andy experimented with various means of altering his state of consciousness—not through drugs, but by such practices as spinning around and around and whirling himself into a vertiginous stupor. In his first book, The Natural Mind: A New Way of Looking at Drugs and Higher Consciousness, Weil would cite these mind-altering games as evidence to support the book’s major thesis: that the “desire to alter consciousness periodically is an innate, normal drive analogous to hunger or the sexual drive.

“Anyone who watches very young children without revealing his presence will find them regularly practicing techniques that induce striking changes in mental states,” he would write. “To my knowledge these practices appear spontaneously among children of all societies, and I suspect that they have done so throughout history as well. In our society, children quickly learn to keep this sort of play out of sight of grownups, who instinctively try to stop them. The sight of a child being throttled into unconsciousness scares the parent, but the child seems to have a wonderful time.”

Like most children coming of age in the 1950s, Weil learned that consuming alcoholic beverages was the socially accepted way to alter one’s state of consciousness. He remembers his grandmother Mayme getting the giggles after downing an after-dinner Brandy Alexander. Little Andy loved those moments, and tried to intensify the effect by tickling his tipsy grandma. The giggles turned into uncontrollable laughter, which would go on for ten minutes or so, leaving the old lady flushed and wet with tears. His parents were often embarrassed by the outbursts, but not Andy. He got a terrific contact high from those games with grandma, and he always suspected that she was onto something. Growing up, he would be known as quite the practical jokester, a habit that allowed him plenty of opportunities to fall into that altered state of consciousness known as hysterical laughter. Decades later, he would still be advising patients to practice “laughter yoga.”

No one in his family was a big drinker, but young Weil was allowed occasional sips of cocktails or after-dinner drinks. He didn’t discover a real alcoholic high until his senior year in high school, when he started going to weekend drinking parties where the idea was to get as drunk as possible. But the novelty soon wore off. Weil still went to the parties, but he drank in order to fit in with the crowd, not to get smashed.

Andy was often lonely as a child, and he would remain something of a loner for his entire life. At the same time, his solitary childhood gave him a fiercely independent spirit. He learned how to operate on his own and think for himself. When he was a teenager attending Central High School in Philadelphia, one of his favorite stories was J. D. Salinger’s “Teddy,” the tale of a precocious, mystical boy who questions the advice given by conventional doctors, only to get noticed by scholars as a boy wonder. The short story unfolds on an ocean liner, where a professor is talking to the ten-year-old genius.

“Ever think you might like to do something in research when you grow up? Medical research, or something of that kind?”

Teddy answered, but without sitting down. “I thought about that once, a couple of years ago,” he said. “I’ve talked to quite a few doctors.” He shook his head. “That wouldn’t interest me very much. Doctors stay too right on the surface.”

Andy Weil turned into J. D. Salinger’s Teddy.

At age seventeen, the year before he entered Harvard, Andy won a scholarship from the American Association for the United Nations and embarked on a nine-month trip around the world, living with families in Greece, Thailand, and India. One experience on that trip had a profound impact. It occurred in December 1959 in Calcutta about halfway through his year abroad. One night when the moon was full, Andy and a classmate wandered down to a small Hindu temple on the banks of the Hugli River. They were just starting to explore the shrine when Andy felt a hand on his right shoulder. He quickly turned and saw that an old sadhu, an Indian renunciate in rags and long beard, was reaching out to him. Before he could say a word, the temple caretaker let out the most extraordinary sound the boy had ever heard. Ommmmm. Ommmmm. Ommmmm. Andy looked with amazement into the old man’s radiant face, shining there in the light of the moon. Later that evening, he and his friend would learn that they had just heard the sacred sound of aum, a healing tone that encompasses all the sounds of the universe. When he closed his eyes, the awestruck teenager could still feel the mysterious vibrations deep down in his soul.

Andy came home convinced that much of American culture and science was clueless about the rest of the world. There was another reality out there, one far more interesting than what they were talking about in high school. Over the summer before college, he came across an article in the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin about a southern California college student who had allegedly died from an overdose of mescaline. What got Weil’s attention was not that the student had died, but that he’d been taking the drug to get inspiration for a class in creative writing. The article described how mescaline produces powerful visions—including “galaxies of exploding colors.”
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Andrew Weil, (left) when he graduated from Harvard in 1964 (Photo courtesy of Andrew Weil.)

That was something Andy Weil wanted to try. He couldn’t find much at the local library about mescaline, but he did discover a six-year-old book by a British writer named Aldous Huxley. It was called The Doors of Perception. It describes Huxley’s experience after ingesting a dose of mescaline in his home in the Hollywood hills in the spring of 1953. Huxley was sitting in his library, where his books began to take on a strange significance. “Red books, like rubies; emerald books; books bound in white jade; books of agate; of aquamarine, of yellow topaz; lapis lazuli books whose color was so intense, so intrinsically meaningful, that they seemed to be on the point of leaving the shelves to thrust themselves more insistently on my attention.” Even the writer’s gray flannel trousers came alive, supercharged with the “is-ness” of trousers. The draperies in his study became “so strange and dramatic that they catch the eye,” inspiring a transformative appreciation of “the miraculous fact of sheer existence.”

These descriptions of Huxley’s visions still danced in Andy Weil’s mind when he arrived at Harvard in the fall of 1960. At first, the young student had no idea what he wanted to study. (He’d wind up with a bachelor’s degree in botany and an undergraduate thesis titled “The Use of Nutmeg as a Psychotropic Agent.”) One of Weil’s freshman classes was a sociology course taught by Professor David Riesman, for which Weil proposed a paper on American social attitudes toward psychoactive drugs.

Riesman was open to such topics. Ten years earlier, in 1950, he had published The Lonely Crowd, one of the most influential studies of the American character. Riesman had identified several American character types, including people who are mostly “other-directed” and those who are primarily “inner-directed.” The 1950s, a decade that would become synonymous with unquestioning conformity, had seen the rise of the other-directed character—all those middle-class, upwardly mobile businessmen and consumers who focused on other people’s opinions of them. By the early 1960s, however, more and more Americans were starting to follow an inner voice. There was a new kind of empathic individualism, a nonconformist mentality that would soon see full flowering in the psychedelic drug culture. One way to see this change is through film and theater—the social journey from Death of a Salesman to Easy Rider.

Weil discussed his idea for his class paper with one of Riesman’s teaching assistants.

“If you’re interested in studying psychoactive drugs, you’re sure in the right place,” the graduate student told him. “Go check out this psychologist who’s working with David McClelland. His name’s Leary, and he’s into some pretty interesting stuff.”

Weil couldn’t believe his luck. He called and made an appointment to come over for his visit. Over the phone, Leary told Weil that he had a tiny office over at the Center for Research in Personality.

“We’re easy to find,” Leary said with a chuckle. “We’re located at Five Divinity Avenue.”

Teacher: Soochow, China Spring 1919

Huston Smith—a man who would devote his life to helping the materialist West understand the mysterious East—was born in Soochow (Suzhou), China, on May 31, 1919. His parents were Methodist missionaries, as were his mother’s parents.

Huston’s grandparents first set out in 1883 for the monthlong voyage from New York to China, settling down in Zhenjiang. Huston’s father felt the missionary call while studying for his master’s degree at Vanderbilt University, where he came across a group of young Chris tian activists, the Student Volunteer Movement, who had set out to “Chris tianize the world in this generation.” One evening his father was listening to a recruiter who pulled a stopwatch from his vest pocket and proceeded to shock his audience with the bad news of how many Chinese souls were going to hell as each second passed. “Who among you are willing to join us to save those lost souls, to preach the Good News?” the orator asked, inspiring Huston’s father to raise his hand.

His mother and father met at the Methodist university in Soochow, a city about fifty miles west of Shanghai. His father was teaching English at the university while learning Chinese. Their first son died at age two from one of the many infectious diseases that swept through the crowded city. Huston was the second of three other sons born in Soochow before his parents headed to the interior of the vast pagan nation, inspired to find a town “where Christ had never been preached.”

They settled in Dzang Zok (Changshu), a small town about thirty miles north of Soochow. Huston’s earliest memory as a very young child is of being on fire, a feeling that came from one of the raging fevers that would infect him and his brothers. Like Andrew Weil, whose earliest memories revolved around strange visions sparked by hospital anesthesia, Huston Smith recalls his childhood fevers as his first taste of an altered state of consciousness. His high fevers caused him to hallucinate and then feel like he was rising up out of his own body. His spirit rose up into the corner of the room, looking down at a sick little boy lying in bed. Then his body began to inflate like a giant balloon, filling the entire room.

Huston recovered, and learned to love the magic and misery of China. He’d often wake up in the middle of the night and walk outside to gaze up at the wonder of star-strewn skies. A few times, he woke up in the morning to find someone’s unwanted infant left on the doorstep of his missionary parents’ home.

Their house was the only one in town that had a porch. It smelled of roses from all the vines that covered the small veranda. A city wall encircled Dzang Zok, whose gates were locked after 10 P.M. to protect the town from warlords and their bandits. The narrow lanes in the crowded town were so compact that even as a boy Huston could stretch his arms far enough to touch the little row houses on either side of the street. As a boy, he was fascinated by the shamanism and superstition of Chinese popular religion. Empty bottles—nozzles pointed outward—lined the lintels of their small homes. They served as little canons mounted to warn demon spirits that they would be blown to pieces if they tried to enter the house and cause mischief.

When he was twelve years old, Huston was sent off to an American boarding school in Shanghai. He thought he was ready for the adventure, barely looking back as the little boat pulled away from the town dock and headed down the canal to the big city. He loved his first week, but on the weekends, when the pressure of classes was lifted, he’d sometimes walk out to the middle of the deserted athletic field, bury his face in his arms, and cry his heart out in homesickness. That devastating sadness lasted only a few weeks, but the memories of his childhood desperation would stay with him a lifetime.

Huston always assumed that he would follow his father into the Methodist ministry. His only role model in the little Chinese town was his father, so he grew up thinking that missionaries were what missionary sons grew up to be. When he was seventeen years old, Smith set sail for his first visit to the United States. His destination was Central College in Fayette, Missouri, a small Bible college chosen by his father for Huston’s missionary training. Smith had no idea what he was about to experience. He couldn’t believe his eyes. It was just a little Missouri town of three thousand people, but to Huston it was bright lights, big city.
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Huston Smith stands behind his mother in a family photo taken in China in the 1920s. (Photo courtesy of Huston Smith.)

Smith had planned to return to rural China as a missionary—plans that lasted about two weeks once he landed in the United States. The obvious alternative was to stay and find his calling as a Methodist minister, but after two years on that track, Smith decided that teaching—not preaching—was his true calling. Like his father, Huston would be ordained as a minister in the United Methodist Church. But the son would reject the theology of the father. Huston Smith had no desire to “Chris tianize the world.”

Huston’s theological ideas had begun to shift at Central College, where he met a philosophy professor who introduced the young Bible student to the work of Henry Nelson Wieman, an influential liberal theologian at the University of Chicago Divinity School. Smith was very much taken by Wieman’s ideas, but he was even more infatuated with the professor’s daughter, Kendra. They met in the summer of 1941 at a packed campaign rally for Norman Thomas, a Presbyterian minister who was running for president on the Socialist Party of America ticket. Huston had gone to college with Kendra’s brother. At first, she was not too sure about her new suitor. Kendra was a sophisticated young lady. She was already calling herself a Buddhist. “Huston’s parents are very conservative,” she told a friend. “They are set against cards and dancing. His mother dresses up to the neck. Huston doesn’t know a thing about sex.”

Huston and Kendra were married in 1943. Kendra was just twenty years old, and pregnant within three weeks of taking her vows. Their marriage would produce three daughters and span seven decades.

Huston was more faithful to his wife than he was to his father-in-law’s philosophy. Wieman (1884–1975) was originally ordained into the Presbyterian Church but later found more sympathetic fellowship among the Unitarians. He was strongly influenced by the ideas of the mathematician-philosopher Alfred North Whitehead and the educational reformer John Dewey. He developed a theology known as “naturalistic theism,” which sought to reconcile religion with the scientific worldview. Huston was still working on his doctoral thesis when he began to question the philosophy of the Harvard-educated Wieman, who argued that the only world we can describe with any certainty is the world of nature—the objective reality we experience through our senses or through the rigors of scientific investigation. Wieman’s intellectual world left little room for investigations into the supernatural and the meta physical.

Smith lost his faith in Wieman’s ideas following a chance encounter with a man he would later describe as “the best-kept secret of the twentieth century.” Huston was studying at the University of California at Berkeley, writing a section of his dissertation that dealt with the problem of pain. He’d gone to the library looking for books with the word pain in the title, and one title leapt out from the card catalog. It was Pain, Sex and Time, a strange and somewhat convoluted book written by a man named Gerald Heard.

Heard (1889–1971) was a prolific British writer and radio commentator who came to the United States with Aldous Huxley in 1937. Heard had been offered the chair of historical anthropology at Duke University, but he soon abandoned that post and settled in the Santa Ana Mountains of southern California to found Trabuco College, a short-lived institute focusing on the study of comparative religion. Heard was among a group of California literati to discover an Indian guru named Swami Prabhavananda, who came to the United States in 1923 and founded the Vedanta Society of Southern California in 1930. Heard became a serious student of yoga and meditation—spiritual practices he believed would result in an evolution of higher consciousness in the human race. He would later donate all of the Trabuco College buildings and real estate to the Vedanta Society.

Huston Smith became a Gerald Heard junkie. He devoured Pain, Sex and Time, which was published in 1939, and dedicated himself to reading every word Heard had ever written—no small task considering that the British philosopher had written more than two dozen books. What Smith found so exhilarating about Heard’s work was his thesis that evolution was not over—that humanity was on the cusp of a breakthrough in consciousness. Religious mystics were a kind of spiritual scouting party, showing the way forward.

It wasn’t until the end of World War II that Smith was able to fulfill his vow to meet the man whose ideas had changed his life. Huston had just finished school and had begun his first teaching job in Denver. He had finished phase one of his Gerald Heard initiation by reading all of the man’s published works. Unaware that Heard had just started his own college in southern California, Smith wrote to the British writer in care of his publisher. But Heard soon answered and said he’d be glad to meet with Huston at his monastery southeast of Los Angeles. Smith, still paying off his debts from graduate school, was so broke that he didn’t own a car, but that didn’t stop him from hitchhiking all the way from Denver to Heard’s hideaway in the Santa Ana Mountains. Heard welcomed Smith upon his arrival and invited him to share a meal. After supper they went out and sat together on a large rock on the side of the canyon. They just sat there in silence, gazing at the barren canyon walls. Huston suddenly realized there was nothing he needed to ask the man. It was enough to just sit together with him on the edge of the canyon.

That evening was the beginning of a long and fruitful association between Huston Smith and Gerald Heard, and through Heard, between Huston and Aldous Huxley, who would play a key role in the events about to unfold at Harvard. Toward the end of their 1948 meeting at Trabuco Canyon, Smith asked Heard if he knew how he could get in touch with Aldous Huxley. Heard thought it was a splendid idea. After all, this young man had hitchhiked all the way from Denver to see him. “Let me give you his phone number in Los Angeles,” Heard said. “Aldous always likes meeting people who share our interests.”

Huston headed into Los Angeles, and when he got there he pulled out the little scrap of paper Heard had given him with Huxley’s number. Huston phoned the number, and a house sitter answered. She explained that Huxley and his wife, Maria, had escaped to their little hideaway in the Mojave Desert, but she was sure that the couple would not mind a call from a friend of Gerald Heard’s. Huston scribbled the second number down on the scrap of paper and dialed the number. Huxley answered the phone.

“Gerald Heard thought we should meet? Then we should most certainly meet,” Huxley said. “Let me give you directions.”

“What? You have no car? Well, here’s what you do. Take the bus straight out toward San Bernardino. We’re about half way across the desert to the left of the highway. You’ll see a cabin. It’s the only thing out there. Tell the driver you’re looking for the ruins of Llano.”

Huxley and his wife had moved out to the desert during the war and were living among the ruins of Llano del Rio, a failed socialist utopian colony. Aldous had grown tired of the celebrity scene in Hollywood, where he’d been writing screenplays, and had come to the desert to write The Perennial Philosophy, an anthology and commentary on the insights of the great mystical traditions. Huxley’s ideas would be among those to inspire Smith to write The Religions of Man, which was first published in 1958 and would sell more than two and a half million copies before a fiftieth anniversary edition of the work, now called The World’s Religions, was issued in 2009.

But here Huston was, six decades earlier, in the summer of 1948, on a bus rumbling into the Mojave Desert. Suddenly, he saw the place! There it was, more of a shack than a house. It stood under a clump of poplar trees planted alongside an irrigation ditch. It was a little oasis of vines and fruit trees, and there was the tall, lanky frame of Aldous Huxley, standing outside, waving at the bus to San Bernardino. Huxley welcomed Smith into the cabin and introduced him to Maria, who was cleaning up the place and getting ready for the arrival of their mysterious visitor. Huston remembers helping the beautiful Maria make up their bed and sweep out some sand that had blown in through the open door. Smith, a young man still in his twenties, couldn’t believe he was actually standing there in the hideaway of Aldous and Maria Huxley.

Aldous and Huston went for a walk in the desert. Huxley talked about the symbolic power of the boundless sand—how, like snow, it spread its sameness over the multiplicity of the world. He spoke of the prophets of the Old Testament, the Desert Fathers, and how they can still speak to us today. It was a brief visit, just like the previous day’s pilgrimage to see Gerald Heard, but the two encounters would shape the life of Huston Smith. Before saying good-bye to Aldous and Maria, Huston mentioned that he had just landed a new job teaching at Washington University in St. Louis.

“Well,” Huxley replied, “if you’re moving to St. Louis, I know of a very good swami there that you should meet.”

Smith wasn’t sure what a swami was, but he pulled out his little scrap of paper and wrote down the name, which sounded more like a sentence than a name. Swami Satprakashananda. Aldous spelled it out for him. S-A-T-P-R-A-K-A-S-H-A-N-A-N-A-D-A. Shortly after his arrival, Smith would look up the St. Louis swami and visit his ashram. Within a few years, the popular religion professor at Washington University would find himself serving as both the president of the local Vedanta Society and associate minister at a local Methodist congregation. His life path was set—teaching, preaching, and exploring his own spiritual path.
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Huston Smith on TV, 1958.

Smith soon developed his own method for talking about other people’s religious beliefs and spiritual practices. He would seek to understand them from the inside out. His search for the essence of a religious faith would take him past the outer forms and rituals and into the mystical core of Buddhism, Taoism, Hinduism, and other major world religions. This was back in the 1950s, when most Americans had never heard of the Dalai Lama or the Five Pillars of Islam. That was about to change. In 1955, Smith would host a series of programs on world religions for the National Educational Television network, the precursor to PBS. Viewers across America gathered around small, flickering black-and-white screens to hear the rail-thin religion professor from St. Louis explain the mysteries of the Bhagavad Gita. Looking back at tapes of the old programs, there’s something very quaint, almost comical, about Smith’s presentation. It was the early days of television. Smith stood alongside a desk and chalkboard, writing down mysterious words like yoga. Then he removed his shoes, flashed a sheepish grin, and climbed up onto the wooden desk to assume the lotus position. Two years later, Smith would make his first pilgrimage to India, where he would become entranced with the teeming wonder of it all. He couldn’t quite explain the feeling, he told friends, but “part of me seems to have been here from the beginning.”

In 1958, Smith’s rising popularity as an authority on the religions of the world landed him a job as professor of Asian philosophy at the prestigious Massachusetts Institute of Technology, just down the road from Harvard. Ten years had passed since their meeting in the Mojave, but Smith was one of the several MIT faculty members who would invite Aldous Huxley to come to Cambridge in the fall of 1960 to help the institute celebrate its one hundredth anniversary.

Huxley was paid nine thousand dollars to give seven public lectures as the Centennial Carnegie Visiting Professor in Humanities. They were held in the Kresge Oval, a stunning example of midcentury modern architecture whose elegant, sweeping roof—a thin-shelled, copper-clad structure—covers a wall of windows and rises gracefully from the campus green. It was still a new building on the evening of October 5, 1960, when Aldous Huxley walked on-stage for his first lecture. All 1,238 seats were filled. When the fire marshal tried to clear the aisles of student standees from Harvard and MIT, Huxley not only asked that they be allowed to stay, but invited two hundred of them to share the stage with him. Huxley’s lectures were so popular that extra police were brought in to handle the traffic jams. He and Huston would spend a lot of time together during those two months in Cambridge, with Huston accompanying Huxley on many of his out-of-town engagements.

In the interval between their encounter in the Mojave and their reunion at MIT, Huxley had experimented with mescaline and written The Doors of Perception, the first comprehensive account of the psychedelic experience by a popular English writer. Smith had been studying and writing about religious mysticism for more than a decade, but he never actually had a full-blown mystical experience. During one of their errands outside Cambridge, Huston asked Huxley if he had any idea how he could find someone who would give him those mysterious drugs he’d written about in The Doors of Perception.

“Oh, Huston, thanks for reminding me,” Huxley replied. “There’s this interesting chap over at Harvard I’ve been meaning to tell you about. I think you’d like to meet him. His name is Leary. Tim Leary. Remind me to give you his phone number.”
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