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			INTRODUCTION

			
				I learned of Terence McKenna (1946–2000) on September 14, 2012, the day after completing the main final draft of Taipei, my seventh book, third novel, and first book to include psychedelics. I was in my room, zombielike and depressed after embodying a “whatever it takes” attitude regarding amphetamines and other drugs and completing my novel. I had clicked a YouTube video in which Joe Rogan, whom I was vaguely aware of as the host of Fear Factor, was aggressively, excitedly talking about DMT, an illegal compound made by many species of plants and animals, including humans.

			At one point Rogan began referencing someone in an “if you think I sound crazy, listen to this other guy” manner. He referred to Terence McKenna, a person who would smoke DMT and, within a minute, every time, find himself in an “unanticipated dimension” infested with “self-transforming machine elves” that spoke English and a kind of “visible language” while jumping in and out of his body, “running around chirping and singing.” McKenna described these things, which he also called “fractal elves” and “jeweled self-dribbling basketballs,” in a word as “zany.” He speculated they were dead people in an “ecology of souls,” humans from the future, or entities in a parallel world with their own hopes and problems.

			The next week or so, alone in my room, which received no direct sunlight, I listened to McKenna make “small mouth noises,” as he called human speech, on YouTube for probably thirty-plus hours—including in a ten-hour-and-twenty-three-minute, three-day workshop—with sustained, intrigued interest. I estimate this was twenty-five to twenty-seven more hours than I’d ever spent listening to an individual talk on YouTube. My unprecedented level of interest surprised me. McKenna seemed excited and delighted by topics I’d just finished expressing in my novel as sources of bleakness and despair and confusion—technology, drugs, human existence, the future.

			He spoke on a myriad of what seemed gradually less like disparate interests than one purposed, interconnected, developing “web” of topics. He discussed consciousness, language, literature, art, memory, time, religion, dreams, octopi, math, aliens, biology, botany, shamanism, schizophrenia, psychotherapy, alienation, culture, sex, light, death, DNA, the I Ching, the internet, virtual reality, nanotechnology, artificial intelligence, family, fractals, feelings, science fiction, self-empowerment, and, at the center of it all, the impetus and sustaining force for the web’s construction and elaboration, “the psychedelic experience,” specifically the effects of psilocybin and DMT on humans.

			His model of the universe had a singularity at the end—a mysterious attractor, pulling us to it—instead of at the beginning, as with the Big Bang, a theory he called “the limit test for credulity” because it asked one to accept the unlikeliest scenario possible, that everything appeared instantly from nothing for no reason. “If you can believe that, you can believe anything,” said McKenna, taking something I’d encountered hundreds of times—and had always felt “nothing” toward—and successfully representing it to me, with the energizing suddenness of an epiphany, as a comical, egregious, eerie absurdity.

			At a weekend workshop in December 1994, McKenna recalled some questions he’d had in 1961 as a fourteen-year-old: “What are we? Where did we come from? And where are we going?” His response—a reasonable one, he felt—was to check the cultural database. “Surely there are answers to these questions,” he thought. He found that

			
				
					our best efforts are nothing more than half-completed stories told around the campfire. We don’t actually know what our predicament is. We are up against a phenomenon which we can barely bring into focus in our cognitive sphere, and it’s the phenomenon of our own existence. What does it mean? What does it mean, first of all, to be a biological creature—to be, as an animal—what is that?

			

			And then what was that, embedded then in a culture with languages and aesthetic canons and cosmic theories? McKenna was unsatisfied with the conventional answers. But, beginning with The Doors of Perception (1954) by Aldous Huxley (1894–1963), he’d also been introduced, also at age fourteen, to “the whole array of consciousness-altering substances”—cannabis, LSD, DMT, psilocybin, mescaline—that in the past hundred years had “come into the toolbox of thinking Westerners.” These substances, called psychedelics, put one in the metaphysical unknown by dissolving ideological, personal, and other boundaries. McKenna explained:

			
				
					All these things you might cling to—Catholicism, democratic ideals, Hasidism, Marxism, Freudianism—all of these things are exposed as simply quaint cultural artifacts, painted masks and rattles assembled by people of good intent but clearly not great grasp of the situation. Well, I thought that that process of deconstruction of cultural reality would end in a kind of liberation of cynicism, where you become sort of really street smart, you know—nobody can put anything over on you, you’ve been there, you’ve done that. It turns out that that existential phase, which I reached at about age eighteen, is itself simply a place, along the way.

			

			I think I reached that place when I was twenty or twenty-one, but in a vague, already-alienated way—I’d written an essay on existentialism when I was eighteen that concluded that people disagreed on what it was; I felt I didn’t understand the Sartre I’d read; and I was unmoved by The Stranger, which I found melodramatic and unrelatable, though I also often found myself melodramatic and unrelatable—and I began to view it as “simply a place” maybe a year or two later. It was a place that didn’t stimulate or comfort me anymore, but I remained there, even after, at twenty-seven, I had my first psychedelic experiences via psilocybin and LSD. I was still there after contemplating and describing those experiences for two years and feeling “done” with them, on some level, upon completing Taipei, which ended with a scene in which a character on psilocybin thinks he’s dead.

			Life still seemed bleak to me, as it had in evolving ways since I was thirteen or fourteen. I was chronically not fascinated by existence, which, though often amusing and poignant, did not feel wonderful or profound but tedious and uncomfortable and troubling. Life did seem mysterious, but increasingly only in a blunt, cheap, slightly deadpan, somehow unintriguing manner. As I aged, I seemed to become less curious why I was here, where I came from, and what would happen when I died. Psychedelics alone had not been enough to significantly affect my worldview. I required both psychedelics and McKenna—among other things, which I share in this book—to persuade and lure and charm and provoke me to depart the familiar and dead-end-like land of existentialism in an organized, sustained manner.

			Before encountering McKenna, I’d felt only alienated, mostly, by the admittedly little I’d read, seen, and heard about psychedelics. People seemed to me superstitious, irrational, hyperbolic, dishonest, and/or incurious when discussing them, even and sometimes especially if they were advocating them. Not unexpectedly, people seemed satisfied to express and embody the same stereotypes—and embodying stereotypes is something I do too, an example being my “whatever it takes” mind-set—about psychedelics that had kept me away from them most of my life. Alienated from what others thought about them—and feeling like I’d confirmed to myself by writing Taipei that I had not been significantly affected by them—my interest in psychedelics dwindled and I became nearly as uninterested in them as I’d become uninterested in “the existential place.”

			After listening to McKenna talk for more than thirty hours, during which he spoke around as many words as are in a seven-hundred-page book, I became interested in psychedelics again and in new ways. I began to view them—and everything, including myself—within a context spanning from the unknown origins of the universe to when the sun formed in the Milky Way galaxy, through the emergence of biology and its development over three to four billion years on Earth from microorganisms to fish to amphibians to reptiles to mammals to primates to humans to Homo sapiens, around 300,000 years ago, until, finally, 15,000 to 25,000 years ago, the beginning of a brief transformation called history, which McKenna compared to the gestation period in the metamorphosis of a caterpillar to a butterfly, except instead of gaining wings as a specimen, we will be “turning ourselves inside out” as a species.
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				In June 2013, nine months after I encountered McKenna, Taipei was published. During my book tour I felt most engaged when people asked about psychedelics or McKenna, topics I’d mentioned in tweets. I told people I’d become more interested in psychedelic drugs than the drugs I’d focused on most in Taipei and other art—drawings, essays, movies—I’d released in the past three years. I was glad to distance myself from amphetamines, benzodiazepines, opiates, and MDMA because I felt they would, for me, lead to scarily more depression and anxiety. By explaining that my interests had changed, more people in the future would talk to me, I knew, about cannabis, psilocybin, LSD, DMT, salvia, and other psychedelics.

			At Skylight Books in Los Angeles, I discussed McKenna’s idea that “our map of the world is so wrong that where we have centered physics, we should actually place literature as the central metaphor that we want to work out from,” as he explained in “Shamanology” (1984) in a quote I later taped to my wall and memorized and which continued: “Because I think literature occupies the same relationship to life that life occupies to death….In the sense that a book is life with one dimension pulled out of it and life is something which lacks a dimension which death will give it. I imagine death to be a kind of release into the imagination in the sense that, for characters in a book, what we experience is an unimaginable dimension of freedom.”

			At Brazos Bookstore in Houston, a person asked during the Q&A after my reading if I’d smoked DMT. She was seated in the front row with a laser-like, unanxious gaze and looked like she was probably in high school. I said yes, but not enough else to cause anything except buzzing noises. She said she’d recently smoked DMT and asked if I’d read The Cosmic Serpent (1998). I said I’d just started it, actually, and asked how she’d found the somewhat obscure-seeming book, in which French anthropologist Jeremy Narby wrote about drinking ayahuasca with an Asháninca shaman while doing fieldwork in Peru for a doctoral degree. She said she’d found it randomly in a used bookstore. I was surprised she’d experimented with DMT and was talking to me about it in a bookstore in the presence of fifteen to twenty other people, including three of her friends—who seemed “dragged along,” to some degree—and what seemed to be her mom.

			In August, at a London bookstore and a Melbourne writers festival, I explained to audiences who’d ostensibly come to hear me discuss Taipei how, earlier in the month, I’d eaten psilocybin mushrooms, believed I was an alien occupying Tao Lin, sobbed for around an hour sitting on my bed, deleted parts of my internet presence, and thrown away my MacBook.

			In September, back in my room, I considered how, in the year since discovering him, my interest in McKenna’s ideas had not abated or weakened but invigoratingly endured and stabilized and expanded and deepened. This surprised me because part of me had expected to lose interest within weeks or months and revert, like many times before, somewhat sheepishly, to my vaguely existential worldview—in which I continually, if often halfheartedly, tried and failed to create and sustain my own meaning in life.

			I was surprised again, another year later, in September 2014, when, after five months researching and writing a twelve-week, weekly column for Vice called Tao Of Terence—a goal of which, I stated in week 1, was to “spread Terence McKenna’s memes”—I realized I was still interested in him and his ideas. On some level, I had still suspected I’d become disillusioned, irrationally antagonistic, jaded, or indifferent—at least temporarily, for months or years—and as a side effect revert to feeling, again, “done” with psychedelics, but this hadn’t happened.

			A year and a half later, in February 2016, it still hasn’t. It’s been three and a half years since I discovered McKenna, and I’m ready to explain what I’ve learned and how I’ve changed. Besides to externalize, organize, contemplate, personalize, and share what has interested me most since completing Taipei, I have at least four other reasons for writing this book. The first two:

			• To me, the world remains a terrible place, worthy of all the negative attributes I’ve called it in the past. But I’m now gratefully convinced it’s also awe-inspiring and excitingly bizarre and complicatedly magical, a place of easily accessible wonder and pervasive, explorable, feelable mystery. I want to explain why.

			• For reasons examined throughout this book, I’ve gradually realized that sustained, conscious effort is required—or at least strongly self-suggested—for me to not drift toward meaninglessness, depression, disempowering forms of resignation, and bleak ideologies like existentialism. This book is part of my effort.
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			Trip is in eight chapters, with a long epilogue. In the first and second chapters, I examine McKenna’s ideas and life. In the third chapter, I share my history with drugs, introduce my “recovery” and recovery, graph my drug history, and analyze my shift from pharmaceutical to psychedelic drugs.

			In the fourth and fifth chapters, I examine my first three years and McKenna’s three decades of experiences with psilocybin and DMT. I share accounts of my hedonistic, “alien sex,” “leave society,” exploratory, and paranoid psychedelic experiences. In the sixth chapter, I discuss Salvia divinorum, a plant introduced to modern people by the Mazatec of Central Mexico.

			In the seventh chapter, I explore why psychedelics are illegal by investigating TV, magazine, newspaper, book, and government media; my experience serving on a “special narcotics” grand jury; McKenna’s theory that they’re illegal because they’re “catalysts of intellectual dissent”; and our Goddess-worshipping, partnership past. In the eighth chapter, I fractally examine cannabis.

			In the epilogue, I write about flying to California to meet Kathleen Harrison—whom McKenna married in 1976 and created children and a nonprofit organization with in 1978, 1980, and 1985—and be a student in her plant-drawing class.

		

	
		
			WHY AM I INTERESTED IN HIM?

			
				The first thing I noticed about him was his strange voice, which I felt aversion toward because my default state in 2012 while sober was an easily annoyed grumpiness. His nasally, slightly craggy, often high-pitched, sometimes low-pitched, slowish voice sounded surprisingly similar to the voice used by characters in The Simpsons who were “nerds”—low-charisma, socially clumsy, unathletic humans with thick glasses who spent most of their time with books and/or computers. I hadn’t seen The Simpsons, which began seven years after McKenna started speaking publicly in recorded talks in 1982, in years and couldn’t recall anyone else’s voice reminding me of its “nerd voice.” As I associated McKenna’s unrushed cadence with his poignant ideas and reservedly cheerful, calmly skeptical, playfully self-aware, contemplative personality, my aversion dissipated and was quickly forgotten. Now I liked his style of talking for its distinctly non-commercial, I felt, oddness, its thorough enunciation and sometimes singsongy lilt. Now it seemed funny and auspicious to me that a person with this voice existed and was using it to share his extreme-seeming worldview to audiences of delighted, laughing, giggling people. I enjoyed McKenna’s triangulating deviations into stand-up comedy and, as I experienced it, “fiction”—sentences I’d feel similarly stimulated and moved by if I read them in a short story or novel, like when he said, in a 1998 talk:

			
				The toughest thing to figure out is relationships. It is the yoga of the West. But it’s harder than yoga. I’m fifty-two, merely—and I don’t feel greatly wiser in this area than I felt at twenty-four. And, you know, I’ve had a marriage, I’ve had a divorce, I’ve been single, I’ve had long-term relationships, short-term relationships, on and on and on.

			

			He seemed always partially talking to himself but was also teacher-like, often unpromptedly defining and verbally footnoting terms, names, and historical events. “I represent to myself—and I hope to convince you of this—radical ideas, innovative ideas, even peculiar ideas, but not loose or preposterous ideas,” he said in one talk. His language was a mix of idiomatic, literary, poetic, popular, obscure, crass, ventriloquial, scientific, and academic. “Notice that I use big words,” he said when asked in 1992 why, as an assiduous, long-term promoter of illegal drugs, he wasn’t in jail. “I don’t try to boil it down to a shoutable slogan, like ‘Turn on, tune in, drop out’? Uh-uh, that—then they come, they come. So that’s one possibility—that, simply, if you are defined in their eyes as an intellectual, then they automatically put you in the harmless category and send resources elsewhere.” Except for a title and sometimes a list of topics, his talks, which were forty to ninety minutes and usually ended with thirty to sixty minutes of Q&A, and workshops (connected talks over multiple days) were improvised. They employed a wandering, exploratory form, like the tunnel an ant might create by entering a cube of sand at one point and exiting at another, with the cube representing McKenna’s knowledge on a chosen subject and the tunnel, exiting in a manner seeming inevitably abrupt, being the content of the talk. McKenna’s disembodied voice creakily emanated from the 1980s and 1990s, through the internet, into my room—which often felt cave-like in late 2012—and I learned scattered details about his life and ideas:

			• He insisted the world was made of language. Not the thoughts of God, quarks, electromagnetic wave packets, planets, or stars but language. He called this “the primary fact that has been overlooked.”

			• He’d been attracted, since he was a small child, to the weird, which led him to psychedelics—the ultimate, he felt, in weird. “Weird is the compass heading,” he said.

			• He called himself “a hardheaded rationalist” and seemed more earnest and sophisticated and undeluded than anyone I’d absorbed this much information from on nonmaterial topics like consciousness and imagination. He had arrived at his conclusions—that there was “confounding, paranormal material” in the psychedelic experience, that humans were near the end of time—through skepticism and disbelief.

			• He distinguished himself from the New Age, which he called “a flight from the psychedelic experience,” and various other contemporary groups attracted to occult and mystical topics. “I say this as a reasonable person,” he said in 1992. “I want to keep stressing that. I won’t sit at the same table as the channelers, and the people who have good news about Atlantis, and all of this stuff.”

			• Despite being extra-rational, he was also optimistic. This surprised me because I associated rational thinking with pessimism, or at least a wan, slightly feigned sort of optimism. McKenna was energetically optimistic. He called himself “a resolute optimist of a complicated sort.” In one talk, he asked if there was “any reason why people of analytical intelligence, who are connected up to the facts of the matter about the state of the world, should hope.” He observed that the conventional wisdom was “basically no,” then explained why, in his view, “yes.”

			• He went to the gym as “psychedelic training”—to improve his ability to explore the unknown and bring back useful information.

			• He’d “scoured India and other places” and been underwhelmed in terms of spiritual teachers—no one had shown him anything close to what psychedelics delivered reliably—and he was “not willing to climb aboard the Buddhist ethic because Buddhism says suffering is inevitable,” which was “not a psychedelic point of view.” Religions that had “made meditation the centerpiece of their ontology,” like Mahayana Buddhism, were, he felt, nihilistic. This surprised me, because, at first mindlessly associating McKenna with the term “hippie,” I had expected him to automatically regard Eastern philosophies—in a manner belying, I had always vaguely felt, some amount of mindlessness—as wise and praiseworthy.

			• He argued, in a manner I found compelling and revelatory, that nature was not, as Sartre said, “mute,” but that, obviously, it was people who were deaf. “The myth of our society is the existential myth that we are cast into matter, that we are lost in a universe that has no meaning for us, that we must make our meaning,” he said in a 1998 workshop on alchemy. “This is what Sartre, Kierkegaard, all those people are saying, that we must make our meaning. It reaches its most absurd expression in Sartre’s statement that nature is mute.”

			• He seemed to exclude nothing from his model building—the early internet and prehistoric shamanism, quantum physics and romantic love, Saharan rock art and the Hubble Space Telescope, Taoism and Riane Eisler.

			As I solitarily and passively and sometimes distractedly—and also sometimes, at this point, a little skeptically but decreasingly so as I gradually realized the depth and carefulness of his words—assimilated all this and other atypical information from McKenna, I became, in the weeks and months after discovering him, especially interested in his ideas on ideas.

			HE DIDN’T BELIEVE ANYTHING

			
				McKenna stressed he deliberately didn’t believe anything—even his own theories. “My technique, which I recommend to you, is don’t believe anything,” he said. “If you believe in something, you are automatically precluded from believing its opposite.” Belief was a “self-limiting function,” a “stultifying force.” McKenna’s disbelief was not due to apathy, cynicism, or stubbornness but determination, as he explained in “Gathering Momentum for a Leap” (1994):

			
				
					I have been vehemently accused by people who didn’t understand me of not believing in anything. I don’t believe in anything. This is not a statement of existential hopelessness for which you should light a candle for me at night. It’s a strategy for not getting bogged down in some weird trip. After all, what is the basis for believing anything? I mean, you have to understand: You’re a monkey. In some kind of a biological situation where everything has been evolved to serve the economy of survival—this is not a philosophy course. So belief is a curious reaction to the present at hand. It isn’t to be believed; it’s to be dealt with—experienced and modeled.

			

			He was clear and persistent on this—“I would entertain any idea, but believe in nothing”; “I don’t believe in belief”; “My anti-ideological stance makes it very important to believe nothing,” he said in 1989, 1994, and 1996—and to me it was a central, vital, exciting aspect of his thinking, but many people, I found, seemed to ignore, overlook, or, for whatever reason, choose not to engage with or acknowledge it. “He believed wholeheartedly in the stories he told,” wrote Andy Letcher egregiously in Shroom (2007) near the end of an error-ridden, partially dismissive chapter on McKenna, two pages after I wrote “this guy doesn’t get McKenna” in the margins, for example.

			HE WAS AGAINST GURUS

			
				McKenna traveled the planet telling groups of people his ideas, including on what to ingest and how to save the world—an arguably guru-like activity—but, in most other ways, he was distinctly and severely not like a guru. “Avoid gurus, follow plants,” he advised. “I think: no method, no guru, no teacher. Nobody has a handle on this; nobody understands. All these esoteric schools are the dealings of beady-eyed priests.” He was “against any group who keeps secrets.” He called secret-keeping “a bad habit” and “a way of controlling people.” He promoted guru-defeating, self-empowering ideas that the mushroom told him, like: “For one human being to seek enlightenment from another is like a grain of sand on the beach seeking enlightenment from another.”

			Another way he was unguru-like can be found in a forty-minute five-second video on YouTube titled “A Conversation with Terence McKenna and Ram Dass (1992)” in which Dass, seated at a table with McKenna, said, “My mantra is the Gandhi line ‘My life is my message.’ ” After nine seconds, during which they self-consciously, I felt, busied their mouths (McKenna with fork, Dass with cup), McKenna said:

			
				I think I’m at a lower level. Because I’m very aware that, um—I have to struggle to say “My life is my message.” I would almost rather say “My message is my message. Please don’t look at my life because I’m a fallible human being and I’m constantly fucking up.”

			

			“But, you see how that weakens your message?” said Dass.

			McKenna answered with an anecdote: He once told Leo Zeff, the psychologist who pioneered the use of LSD and MDMA in psychotherapy, that Zeff was finished, was “baked.” McKenna, however, was not; he was “half-baked,” he told Dass, then laughed mildly. “And I hope that the rest of my life will finish the baking process,” he said, turning to his food.

			For me, this strengthened his message, gave his ideas an evolving, collaborative, discussable quality.

			HE POINTED ME BACK TO MYSELF

			McKenna promoted one thing arguably more than psychedelics: the felt presence of immediate experience. “No one knows how it is that I can command my hand to make a fist and that it will do that,” he said in “Eros and the Eschaton” (1994). “I mean, that’s mind over matter. That’s the violation of every scientific principle in the books. And yet it is the most trivial experience any of us have; we expect to command our body.” He called the body “the nexus of the mystery of life.” While explaining his worldview, he sometimes paused to recommend that I focus on my own experiences, that I empower myself by creating culture based on my highs and plans and fears, my friends and body and history.

			He was adamant and funny on this. Despite earning his income by sharing and explaining his ideas, he stressed that people should not listen to him. In one talk, he said “the mystery” was “best served by silence and contemplation”; then, changing tone, he said, “The problem is, you know, it’s just hell on your bank account if you’re a professional lecturer. So we drop down a level, to raving and ranting.” Changing tone again, he elaborated in earnest: “But all of these things are provisional and literalistic. Nowhere is it writ large that the minds of higher primates are going to hold a simulacrum of reality.”

			In “Appreciating Imagination” (1994), responding to an audience member whose question was inaudible in the recording I heard, McKenna said, “Well, I hate to tell you this, but I would NEVER do what you are doing.” This was the only instance in his verbal oeuvre where I felt the need to both italicize and use all-capital letters, and I felt it confidently, though it was not spoken loudly. This followed:

			
				MCKENNA: This may be the ultimate teaching.

				AUDIENCE: [laughter]

				MCKENNA: Do not ever again spend money to see me. [In a slightly asided voice, laughing a little] Uh, my god, how much income is going down the drain as the ultimate oral empowerment is given?

				AUDIENCE MEMBER: This is entertainment!

				MCKENNA: [loud laughter] Well, okay, as long as you take it as entertainment, that’s fine.

			

			I took his talks as nourishment that was synergistically entertaining, that made me mentally and physically smirk, smile, grin, snicker, chuckle, chortle, and laugh while informing me in a non-boring, challenging manner on seemingly everything. Like a friendly, quick-witted, college-less meta-professor, he took the most interesting pieces, the glinting memes, from each subject—geology, physics, molecular biology, harmony and counterpoint—and shared them with me in a concise and original manner.

			HE VIEWED IDEAS AS MEMES

			
				McKenna defined a meme as “the smallest unit of an idea that still has coherency” and said he was very conscious of creating and spreading them during his talks. Madonna, socialism, yellow sweaters, rainbow-colored dreadlocks, DMT elves, and “the felt presence of immediate experience” were all memes, which were to ideology as genes were to biology. McKenna compared the ideological environment to a rain forest. “Launch your meme boldly and see if it will replicate—just like genes replicate, and infect, and move into the organism of society,” he said in “Shamanism, Alchemy, and the 20th Century” (1996). “And, believing as I do that society operates on a kind of biological economy, then I believe these memes are the key to societal evolution.”

			Previously, in the cultures and subcultures I was part of or aware of existing around me—on the internet, in the media, and in the literary world—the word “meme” seemed to refer almost exclusively to photos and GIFs, sometimes with a small amount of overlaid text, that circulated online for the purpose of humor. I gladly supplemented that definition of “meme” with McKenna’s broader, older usage of the word, which biologist Richard Dawkins invented in the 1970s.

			As I continued listening to McKenna—who in one talk called himself “a meme replicator”—with varying amounts of attention, I noticed he had different definitions than most people for other words also. These words seemed mostly to be common abstractions that I’d always suspected people to be using with unexamined or deliberate vagueness, for rhetorical and commercial purposes. For some of these words, I felt I was finally encountering meanings I could understand and add to my mental dictionary.

			TRUTH

			
				Before McKenna, “truth” was a word I avoided earnestly using and tended to distrust and gloss over when others used it. Like the word “real,” which McKenna also helped me to finally confidently define—“ ‘Real’ is a distinction of a naïve mind, I think; we’re getting beyond that,” he said in “Techno-Pagans at the End of History” (1998)—people seemed to use the word “true” to externalize their mental hierarchies in which certain feelings, preferences, behaviors, beliefs, and lifestyles were ranked above others. Now truth seemed obviously to be a provisional, relative concern. Something could be “true enough.” McKenna explained: “I’m sure some of you have heard me recall the situation where Wittgenstein was raving about something and one of his students said, ‘But is it the truth?’ And he said, ‘Well, it’s true enough.’ ”

			HISTORY

			
				Besides redefining the word “history” for me, McKenna also successfully interested me in learning about human history. Instead of a subject in school involving wars and treaties and generals, or the study of the past of any topic, history was now also a birth-like, 15,000-year transformation occurring late in biology on certain planets to certain species—a “nearly instantaneous transition” beginning with “animals kept in balance by natural selection” and ending with “the transcendental object at the end of time.” History, in McKenna’s view, was not “a trendlessly fluctuating process,” nor a phase, to be continued for millions of years, but a phase shift, of which humans were only decades or centuries from the end—a possibility I’d never suspected and from which I now derived awe, mental stimulation, and meaning.

			IMAGINATION

			
				No longer a vaguely childish-seeming, fantasy-related abstraction that I associated mostly with poets and Disney, imagination became the imagination—a dimension outside time that was “accessible only to the degree that one can decondition oneself from the history-bound cognitive systems that have carried one to this point,” explained McKenna. Realer and larger than the universe, the imagination was where bone flutes, ivory figurines, novels, sonatas, airports, dance moves, nuclear weapons, and computer games—captured by human consciousness and downloaded into matter—came from and where we, as individuals and a species, were going.

			ALIENATION

			I used to associate alienation mostly with sadness and meekness. I viewed it as a personal issue I could possibly overcome with regular exercise and more social contact. I’d encountered its political meaning in middle school through “punk music,” as I examine in the third chapter, but in college it became more of a melancholic thing. After McKenna, my alienation regained the earlier meaning, became shared and justified. Instead of a glum, demoralizing, indirectly satisfying sensation, alienation now seemed once again action-oriented and hope-filled and analysis-demanding. It indicated something about my relationship with society. In “The World and Its Double” (1993), when his children were fifteen and twelve, McKenna said:

			
				
					The reason we feel alienated is because the society is infantile, trivial, and stupid. So the cost of sanity in this society is a certain level of alienation. I grapple with this because I’m a parent. And I think anybody who has children, you come to this realization, you know—what’ll it be? Alienated, cynical intellectual? Or slack-jawed, half-wit consumer of the horseshit being handed down from on high? There is not much choice in there, you see. And we all want our children to be well-adjusted; unfortunately, there’s nothing to be well-adjusted to.

			

			COMPLEXITY

			“Complexity” used to be a somewhat mundane word, an antonym for simplicity. I was perpetually unsure if I wanted more or less in my life. Sometimes I admired and strove for complexity, but, on average, and increasingly, I seemed to prefer simplicity, maybe because it felt less stressful and crazed. Now complexity, which McKenna also called novelty, was the featured element of two crucial-seeming laws of nature that I’d never consciously acknowledged or heard of before. The first was “so obvious” it had “never been embraced as a general and dependable principle,” said McKenna in 1994: As the universe ages, it complexifies. The second was that this process, in which previously achieved complexity is used to create more complexity, accelerates.

			PSYCHEDELIC

			
				Before McKenna, I associated the word “psychedelic” (which I didn’t know meant “mind-manifesting”) with a kind of vaguely hedonistic mindlessness. I more than half-believed the stereotypes I’d absorbed throughout my life about psychedelic drugs—that they caused insanity and out-of-control behavior and were hazardous and uninteresting. People on psychedelics, when not going insane, seemed to laze or frolic or dance in fields and not worry or think about anything but only (somewhat pointlessly, I’d always felt) look at things, which they usually described as geometric. Now I associated psychedelics with language, time, emotion, change, mystery, sanity, nature, compassion, learning, awe, problem-solving, the unconscious, and the unknown. “Living psychedelically is trying to live in an atmosphere of continuous unfolding of understanding,” said McKenna in “Psychedelic Society” (1984). “So that every day you know more, and see into things with greater depth, than you did before.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			In this chapter I’ve described McKenna’s voice, shared what I learned early on about him, considered his meta-ideas, and examined his unusual definitions for six words. One reason I chose this mediumly discursive approach—to answering why I’m interested in McKenna—is to simulate my encounter with him in the last four months of 2012. Another reason is because it has increasingly been my view of his oeuvre that “no part is first and no part last,” “every part supports the whole just as much as it is supported by the whole,” and “even the smallest part cannot be fully understood until the whole has been first understood,” as Arthur Schopenhauer (1788–1860), who, like McKenna, stressed experience via the body as the sole source of knowledge, wrote in 1818 in the preface to his main work. With this in mind, a sampler-like, many-parted, meme-studded method of teaching McKenna’s worldview seemed most desirable.

			But now I want to provide an opposite, balancing experience with a chronological narrative of McKenna’s life, which is another reason why, besides his ideas, I’m interested in him.

		

	
		
			TERENCE MCKENNA’S LIFE

			
				The public story of Terence McKenna’s life—as told in thousands of sentences and anecdotes from his talks and interviews, his essays “I Understand Philip K. Dick” (1991) and “Among Ayahuasqueros” (1992), his memoir True Hallucinations (1993), scattered mentions of him by his children and Kathleen Harrison, tens of newspaper and magazine articles on him, and around 20 percent of his brother Dennis’s memoir The Brotherhood of the Screaming Abyss: My Life with Terence McKenna (2012)—would be, if collected into one place, around a five-hundred-page book, which, if it existed, could be titled One Version of Terence McKenna’s Life. The following is my sixteen-page, ten-part biography of McKenna. It begins with an epigraph.

			
				
					The world which we perceive is a tiny fraction of the world which we can perceive, which is a tiny fraction of the perceivable world.

				—TERENCE MCKENNA, 1987, Los Angeles

			

			1. PAONIA

			
				Terence Kemp McKenna was born on November 16, 1946, in a one-hotel town in Colorado named Paonia. “They wanted to name it Peony but didn’t know how to spell it,” he said in an interview with Omni magazine in 1993. “In your last year of high school, you got your girlfriend pregnant, married her, and went to work in the coal mines. An intellectual was someone who read TIME.”

			It’s unknown if Terence read Time, but he did, at least once, read Life. The May 13, 1957, issue included a first-person narrative, “Seeking the Magic Mushroom,” in which R. Gordon Wasson (1898–1986) wrote about becoming, with photographer Allan Richardson, in a ceremony in Oaxaca with María Sabina (1894–1985), a Mazatec curandera, “the first white men in recorded history to eat the divine mushrooms.” They “saw visions” and “emerged from the experience awestruck.” The article included watercolor paintings of the seven known types of psilocybin-containing mushroom; the last painting, of five palely golden mushrooms, had this caption: “First discovered in Cuba in June 1904, Stropharia cubensis Earle grows on cow dung in pastures.”

			In this way, appearing bluntly in a mainstream magazine via the clear, lyrical, restrained prose of a New York banker, the mushroom introduced itself with characteristic charm and brashness to the McKenna brothers. In his 2012 memoir, Dennis, who was six, remembered Terence, who was ten, waving the magazine at their mom, following her as she did housework, demanding to know more. “But of course she had nothing to add,” wrote Dennis.

			Growing up, Terence wore thick bifocal glasses. He subscribed to the Village Voice and Evergreen Review—a literary magazine that published Kerouac, Burroughs, and others from 1957 to 1973—and collected fossils. “We would find dinosaur bones and two-hundred-million-year-old clam shells and stuff,” he said in a talk in Manhattan in 1998. “And when I finally figured out that a million years is a thousand years a thousand times, it was like an epiphany.” At age eleven or twelve, he began collecting insects and building model rockets, an interest his dad, who owned a plane and enjoyed flying, encouraged. He ordered butterflies and beetles from listings in the back of Science News. On weekends, his dad helped him build and launch solid-fuel rockets.

			Over time, his weirder interests—drugs, magic, “the more obscure backwaters of natural history and theology”—came to dominate his attention. “There’s something going on here for sure,” he said to himself after reading The Doors of Perception, Aldous Huxley’s seventy-one page account of his first mescaline trip. To the despair of their parents, Dennis shared Terence’s interests, which, beginning in the early 1960s, because their dad sometimes brought home “sci-fi pulp mags,” also included science fiction—most influentially Star Maker (1937) by Olaf Stapledon and Childhood’s End (1953) and The City and the Stars (1956) by Arthur C. Clarke—which Terence later called his “entry drug.” They wanted “answers to the ultimate questions,” wrote Dennis in The Brotherhood of the Screaming Abyss, and were dissatisfied by the “shallow answers” provided by their Catholic faith.

			To their parents, their most troubling interest was psychedelic drugs. Their mom, who’d introduced Terence to Huxley with The Art of Seeing (1942), was more receptive than their dad, with whom it was impossible to rationally discuss “drugs.” A World War II veteran, he viewed alcohol as benign but felt cannabis, LSD, and heroin were all “intrinsically bad,” wrote Dennis, who observed that their dad, with whom Terence had “ongoing contentious conversations” and “screaming matches” about drugs and other topics, “made the mistake of seeing evil as a moral quality imbued in the substances, not a product of how they were used.”

			2. CALIFORNIA

			In 1963, when he was sixteen and the population of Paonia, at around 1,100, was near its lowest since the 1930s, Terence convinced his parents to let him move to California. He lived with an uncle and aunt in Los Altos, then a family friend in Lancaster, where he finished high school.

			In 1965, he was admitted to UC Berkeley’s Tussman Experimental College, a new program—replacing the first two years of curriculum for 150 of Berkeley’s entering undergraduates—in which students created their own reading lists and weren’t graded. He studied ecology, resource conservation, and shamanism, which was, he said in 1994, “about the felt presence of immediate experience in the absence of theory.” Near the end of 1966, his mom and Dennis visited him, and he convinced his mom to smoke hash. She felt “so wracked with guilt, and so afraid of how furious Dad would be if he ever found out she’d actually gotten stoned with her sons, she couldn’t really let herself go and enjoy the experience,” wrote Dennis.

			In early 1967, Terence smoked DMT. Compared to cannabis and LSD, both of which he’d encountered in 1965 and had been powerful in transforming his personality, DMT was of a different order of experience, raising questions that he felt science and philosophy needed to examine. By the end of his second year of college, his library had more than a thousand books. He lived in a three-story communal building on Telegraph Avenue in a room that became “a sort of informal salon

			
			
			3. NEW YORK CITY
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			5. LA CHORRERA

			
			
			
			
			6. MUSHROOMS AND MARRIAGE
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