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			We walk a magic carpet which, as we move, unrolls.

			Thus the surprises, thus the continuity.

			—M. C. Richards, Centering: In Pottery, Poetry, and the Person

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			This book relied on an unusually rich trove of sources. Rosemary documented her life in many ways—letters found in personal and public archives, diaries, calendars, notebooks, and several drafts of her memoir, including one published as Psychedelic Refugee. My most important source was the Rosemary Woodruff Leary Papers in the New York Public Library (NYPL). In addition, Gary Woodruff supplied me with hundreds of pages of archival documentation—letters, receipts, photographs, writings—that exist outside her archive. I interviewed dozens of people with firsthand knowledge of the events that transpired and consulted Timothy Leary’s books, articles, archive (also in the New York Public Library), and biographies. His perspective helps to supplement and augment Rosemary’s. When in outright disagreement I defer to Rosemary’s version of events.

		

	
		
			Preface

			They wrote to each other in code.

			Timothy Leary, the high priest of acid, had sent her letters every single day he sat in California state prison—sentenced to a near lifetime for a handful of marijuana. THE BRIEF was the escape. LAND DEEDS were the documents needed to skip town. ARIES was the code name for their lawyer who had connected them to political radicals who would help smuggle them out of the country.

			During their final meeting, Timothy and Rosemary firmed up the details of his prison escape.

			“I can be free,” Timothy said.

			“On appeal, the lawyers…” Rosemary responded, urging patience—even now.

			“No,” Timothy said. “If you do what I tell you, you can free me.”

			“My help could amount to human sacrifice.”

			“Stay here then. And divorce me.”

			“Divorce you? What about the operation and our child?”

			“You can have that in Europe, France, Switzerland, anywhere. Just do what I tell you. It’ll be fine.”

			“Yes, but will I be?”

			Her question hung in the air, unanswered. After their meeting, Rosemary bought a blond bouffant wig, orange-pink lipstick, a skirt suit, and stockings. Her new name, Sylvia E. McGaffin, came from a dead baby’s birth certificate.

			She sent him one last message via telegram, giving the go-ahead, using her fertility surgery as a code word for the prison break.

			This was her signature magic trick—making herself disappear.
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			Rosemary Woodruff Leary is everywhere and nowhere. There’s a good chance you’ve seen her face dozens of times without ever registering her existence. In one of the most iconic images of the twentieth century, Yoko Ono and John Lennon sing “Give Peace a Chance” in a hotel room bed in flowing white robes protesting the Vietnam War. If you allow the eye to wander, you will notice—perhaps for the first time—a striking brunette in the foreground. She sits beside the silver-haired Timothy Leary, who smiles wide, clapping, fully consumed by the moment. Unlike her husband, Rosemary stares straight at the camera—at you, the viewer—lips pursed together in a knowing grin, enigmatic and unruffled. She appears to exist outside the scene, commenting on it, an appropriate look for a woman who stood unnoticed on the edge of the world stage.

			Her name hit the newspapers in 1965, after her first arrest with the fired Harvard psychologist Timothy Leary, at the Mexico border. The media didn’t know what to do with the thirty-year-old, so they dubbed her “the Woodruff woman.” When she married Leary in 1967, she became “the perfect love” to her husband; “the former administrative assistant” to the media; and earth goddess—nurturing, sensual, and otherworldly—to his followers. Two years later she remade herself once again into a one-named media heroine—Rosemary, the acid queen—who championed her husband’s causes as he languished behind bars. For the sake of her perfect love she became a fugitive forced to face the limits of her freedom and her marriage. Fading into obscurity at the end of her life, she served as a footnote, an afterthought, in order to preserve the legacy of her ex-husband, who changed the world with his still infamous slogan “Turn on, tune in, drop out.”

			Timothy Leary and his supporters have dictated most of what has been written about Rosemary since. The vast majority of takes liken her to a beautiful accessory, an expensive leather bag that completes an outfit. But the contradictions abound. She was more political than her husband, some have argued, driving him insane enough with jealousy to escape prison and land in the arms of revolutionaries. To others, she was a whore who “hadn’t worn a bra in years,” as one recent book alleged, merely “the broad in [Leary’s] bed,” as a male contemporary described her. “As beautiful as she was, she wasn’t the brightest star in the sky,” another male memoirist wrote. She had two possible parts to play in the Leary saga: advocate or interchangeable woman. As time passed, and fewer people recognized the name Timothy Leary, the world settled on the latter. When Rosemary died in 2002, few people outside the insular psychedelic underground bothered to distinguish her from the four other women in Leary’s life.

			Consequently, Rosemary offers us an unfamiliar kind of hero’s journey. She was the perfect hippie who was a generation older than the baby boomers. She was muse and protégée; worshipper and defier. While she was ambitious, she chose to sublimate her own greatness by shaping a mythology that didn’t have room for her in it. She was an escape artist whose primary creation was herself. She was a woman who tasted fame and found it both repulsive and intoxicating and who desperately wanted to be seen while hiding from even her closest friends. She was a person betrayed who returned to her betrayer, a woman of great integrity who also happened to be a criminal, a fugitive whose bravery helped preserve a key part of American history. Hardly anyone knew—or still knows—the debt owed to the woman behind the so-called psychedelic guru, whom the government viewed as a threat to democracy. The thread of her self-sacrifice entangles itself with the upper echelons of modern American culture and politics, including three U.S. presidents. These are just the flashiest waves in the Rosemary butterfly effect, but there are quieter reverberations across a universe of interconnected figures, some of whom continue to shape our realities, especially for people who use and study mind-altering drugs.

			Members of the psychedelic movement, who know of Rosemary’s work behind the scenes, call her a pioneer, whose unacknowledged sacrifice helped safeguard an underground movement. Her devotion to psychedelics—despite risk of imprisonment and ostracism—is especially relevant today. A topic that was once verboten is now top of mind for PTSD sufferers, open-minded psychiatrists, and Silicon Valley tech companies that want to patent the experience. To many, psychedelics are medicine—chemicals that can be used to heal or hack the psyche. But Rosemary’s perspective, rare in the male-dominated 1960s milieu, illuminates our ongoing attraction to mind-altering chemicals that extends far beyond the clinical. She believed that these substances, which have been in use for thousands of years, provided connection to the great cosmic mysteries.

			This ineffability calls us, as it did Rosemary, though fully succumbing to that call requires a level of sacrifice. At almost every pivotal point in her biography, Rosemary ran—from home, from reality, from her husbands, from the law, from her past—and at each step she made herself anew. As Rosemary herself said, “I’ve lived the same type of life as everyone else, just in more exotic places.” Whether this is true or not, who among us cannot, at some point in our lives, relate to the driving desire to bury, or even destroy, the person we once were? Or are.

			Rosemary reveals the very human cost of the pursuit of such transcendence. No net will catch us when we choose to leap into the void.

		

	
		
			Part One

			The Stewardess
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				The thing was, not to go home.

				—Joyce Johnson, Minor Characters

			

		

	
		
			One

			The Genius and the Goddess

			He advertised himself as Victor the Magician. An amateur, Verl Woodruff performed sleight of hand card tricks for the Saturday night crowd at his local tavern. Verl’s daughter, Rosemary, seven years old, acted as his assistant, handing him props and cheering him on, even when his fingers, out of the habit and tired from his day job working on the levees in St. Louis, failed to enchant his audience.

			His show ended with Rosemary jumping on the bar, kicking away the suds, and tap-dancing as the men laughed and cheered. She learned too early how easy it was for her to make men desire her.

			“She ought to be in the pictures,” they would say.

			Verl agreed. He took dozens of photos of Rosemary—in an Easter bonnet, at a swimming hole, in frilly outfits for dance recitals, in gloves and a hat for Christmas at church—curlicued, doe-eyed, adorable. A brown-haired Shirley Temple filled with a fire that he felt compelled to document—a fire that he might have wished he had.

			Beginning with her father, Rosemary would devote her life to supporting magic men, a pattern that starts long before her psychedelic origin story.
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			Her parents recorded the name Rose Marie Woodruff on her birth certificate on April 26, 1935, in St. Louis, Missouri, though she would later change the spelling into the two fragrant herbs side by side: Rosemary Woodruff. A perfect combination of images: sweetly herbal, hearty, and healing. Such a small shift—visible but almost inaudible—that signals her lifelong dedication to the art of reinvention.

			Like Rosemary’s, her mother Ruth Woodruff’s given name wasn’t her own. Though she came from a family of Hegels, the name on her birth certificate is Madeline Ruth Broker. Her father, a smooth-talking debtor, “couldn’t be broker” when she came into the world and, dodging his creditors, gave his daughter a new identity. Ruth, a slight woman with a fondness for fine clothes and costume jewelry—most of which, even the jewelry, she made herself—loved puzzles, the act of making meaning out of the purposely opaque. When she quit her job as a secretary at the Anheuser-Busch factory, she pursued a hobby of cryptology, the study of code breaking, which was a popular pastime in postwar America. Ruth’s own code name was “Splinters”—a riff on “Woodruff.”

			Rosemary was a rambunctious and willful child, especially in those sweaty St. Louis summers. She played ball with the boys, outrunning most of them, jumped in the pool at Carondelet Park with her clothes on, raced in the cornfields after Sunday school with the neighbor kids, and twisted tomatoes off the vine in her mother’s garden, letting the juice drip down her chin as her teeth hit flesh. But she also loved to entertain—to please. In addition to nights with her father at the local tavern, she performed as a majorette in a dance troupe during a citywide parade to boost morale during the war and starred in her school plays.

			Early on, Rosemary’s parents identified in her a young storyteller. They gave her a scrapbook to collect articles she had cut out about U.S. presidents’ wives and a toy typewriter with which to compile a neighborhood newsletter. But Rosemary preferred the apocryphal. She spun tales about her family’s Native blood and distant relations to Abraham Lincoln. None of this was true.

			She was a born mythologizer. “I wanted things to be grander than they were in my little neighborhood, in my little home,” Rosemary said.

			She stole her mother’s copy of Forever Amber, a doorstop of eroticism, a book condemned by the Catholic Church and banned by several states for indecency. In it, Amber, a randy orphan in seventeenth-century royal society, takes pleasure in the widest variety of suitors possible, climbing the titled ladder up to the king of England. Amber taught Rosemary that sex could be a fun and powerful tool.

			She had her first mystical experience in 1943, the summer after her eighth birthday. One day she was struck—and struck is how it felt—as she was walking alone near her home. She felt a tingling sensation rise up from her spine. The trees crackled with energy. She had plugged herself into the electrical grid, and the whole world flickered in confirmation of her sudden second sight: everyone and everything were connected. It happened for a second, a nanosecond, but that shining moment of divine union would stay with her. It’s common for children to report experiencing mystical states before they learn to repress or ignore them. But like many seers, sages, and shamans with similar childhood episodes, Rosemary couldn’t forget it. Reality never felt fully real again. Other realms called. She longed to return to that blissful state.

			The year after her brother, Gary, was born, in 1947, she became a teenager and lost her place as the center around which her cramped tract home revolved. Her maternal grandmother, Nana, moved into Rosemary’s bedroom, displacing the star of the family to the couch, and took over the responsibility of raising the increasingly wayward girl. Nevertheless, Rosemary, already bored by talk of prom and homecoming, dropped out of high school by sixteen.

			That same year she met a handsome air force pilot named John Bradley, seven years her senior. The two were so overcome by their mutual passion that they barely noticed the barrage of mosquito bites that covered their sweaty bodies during their nightly meetings by the Mississippi River. She knew even then that sex offered the clearest path out of her stifling home life, though she had to wait a full year to get married as he finished his flight training.

			In October of 1952, at age seventeen, Rosemary became Mrs. Bradley. Everyone knew why the two had rushed to the altar. Even her baby brother had heard the rumor that she was already pregnant. She wore a pop of pink tulle under her wedding dress but shook so badly during her walk up the aisle that her father had to prop her up.

			John’s demons emerged during their honeymoon in Las Vegas. “Beaten when I answered back, swore, or got angry,” she wrote. The newlyweds moved to an air force base located in a desert in the eastern part of Washington State. The beatings intensified. She felt marooned in a sea of military wives. “Protective of my budding self,” she wrote, she left him before their first anniversary, leaving her wedding rings in the sugar bowl and returning home to her family, where she suffered her first miscarriage.

			“His lower blows unmade the baby,” she wrote. And that was it. No other scrap of writing exists about this loss.
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			Her next escape hatch seemed the most unlikely given her circumstances as a teenage divorcée without a high school diploma. And yet off she went, persuading a train porter to let her ride for free all the way to Manhattan, a city bursting with postwar cash. It was 1953. James Dean hadn’t yet smoldered in Rebel Without a Cause, and a bestselling book of the time was How to Survive an Atomic Bomb. To combat the looming terror of nuclear war, women were advised to work in the home and preserve the sanctity of the nuclear family, birthing more babies than at any other time in American history. Rosemary would do the opposite—live as a single woman in search of a career, during a time when some banks refused to provide loans to women without a male countersigner and most credit card use required a man’s consent. To Rosemary, New York meant that she could finally be, as she wrote, “the star of my own movie.”

			She first moved into the Allerton Hotel, a towering Midtown residence for young women, where the only man allowed was the ancient elevator operator. She took on a variety of odd jobs—dog-sitting, selling handbags, and working part-time as a hostess in a cowboy-themed restaurant, greeting guests with a “Howdy” at the door. She even applied for a cab license.

			Rosemary honed sophisticated tastes on a tiny budget. Her mother, Ruth, with whom Rosemary maintained steady and intimate contact through handwritten letters, sewed Rosemary clothing on demand—a velvet evening jacket or crepe A-line dresses in multiple hues, cut daringly, well above the knee. She established long-standing preferences: for the woodsy perfume Rain from Kiehl’s Pharmacy on the corner of Thirteenth Street and Third Avenue; for fresh papaya juice on Eighty-Sixth Street; for sea bass at an unassuming Cantonese restaurant on West Eleventh Street in the Village. She luxuriated in a bohemian life, as the poet Diane di Prima would later write, of “laughter, the silliness and glee unscrutinized, one’s blood running strong and red in one’s veins.”

			Her beauty stood out, even in Manhattan. The cheekbones. The eyes. The regal way she carried herself. The founder of Ford Models, Eileen Ford, stopped her on the street and invited her to take test shots. When the photographer told her that she’d have to lose ten pounds, she headed straight to the kosher deli Ratner’s and ordered a pastrami on rye, later bragging that she ate herself out of modeling. She did, however, attend modeling school and landed a variety of gigs—a promotional poster for Coke, a commercial for the at-home permanent “Easy to Wave,” a walk-on part on The Perry Como Show. The headshot she carried to auditions featured the name Rosemarie Bradley, a new identity built from hybridizing her birth name and her maiden name. The headshot is of an old-fashioned woman from a bygone era—hair freshly curled and coiffed, her tailored dress cinched at the waist, her face lacquered with red lips and arched eyebrows. Everything about Ms. Bradley exuded a prim innocence. Except for those eyes, which so clearly had experience. Beauty isn’t rare, but the warmth, pain, and grace that emanated from her eyes is.

			Struggling to book gigs as a model, Rosemary decided to pursue the second sexiest legal job available to her—airline stewardess. The industry was harder to get into than Harvard. You couldn’t be married, weigh more than 135 pounds, or have worse than 20/40 vision. Hugh Hefner took several cues from the airlines when training the Bunnies who worked at his Playboy clubs. Male airline executives conducted surprise weigh-ins and handed out addictive amphetamine diet pills by the handful.

			Rosemary attended flight training at a stewardess school in Miami, where she learned how to carry herself properly, how to fold a suit jacket and tie a scarf over a summer raincoat, and how to apply makeup in tight spaces. After her graduation, she landed a job at National Airlines and then transferred to El Al, Israel’s first airline, known for employing the industry’s most beautiful stewardesses. El Al executives tapped Rosemary, who stood out even among her photogenic peers, to pose for the airline’s ad campaign in Switzerland. Under her beaming face, framed by a navy garrison cap emblazoned with a Jewish star, read, “Willkommen in Zürich!”

			In the off-hours, she read her way through the stacks of the Tenth Street Library, claiming that by the end of her decade in New York she had read every book there. Spines popped out of her bag: the Brontës and time-traveling science fiction stories; the French dramatist Antonin Artaud, whom she never quite understood. She read as she rode the subway, as she sat in traffic on buses, en route to the airport. Her feelings about literature were best described by writer and critic Anatole Broyard: “We didn’t simply read books; we became them. We took them into ourselves and made them into our histories…. Books were to us what drugs were to young men in the sixties.”

			Rosemary embodied the trend of intellectualization spreading across cities around the country—“the new consciousness.” While the straight world reacted to the shadow of World War II and the threat of nuclear apocalypse by making more babies, the horrors of the prior decade also nurtured a growing counterculture, which was anti-conformist in its quest for meaning. Accelerated by cheap paperbacks and foreign translations, the spread of Eastern philosophy and religion, the popularization of jazz music, and the proliferation of French art-house cinema, a new generation of college-age men—and women—felt compelled to buck against what they saw as an empty system. The Beats, as they were called, chased the divine, not through organized religion, but through art, literature, and drugs.

			There were few, if any, positive examples of bohemian rebel women to emulate in the popular culture. So Rosemary conceptualized her newfound freedom through the eyes of male writers. She recognized the double-edged nature of her quest not through the work of Simone de Beauvoir but from Beauvoir’s lover, the philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre: “I am condemned to be free.” And she found a justification for her self-mythologizing in the writings of Albert Camus: “Don’t lies eventually lead to the truth? And don’t all my stories, true or false, tend toward the same conclusion?”

			Rosemary moved way downtown into a brick brownstone in the East Village right next to Tompkins Square Park to live with the second man she would marry. The accordionist Mat Mathews was born Mathieu Hubert Wijnandts Schwarts in 1924 in The Hague. When he was sixteen, the Nazis invaded the Netherlands. Mat never talked about how many of his Jewish family members he lost during the war, but he suffered recurrent night terrors.

			When Mat immigrated to the United States in 1952 at age twenty-eight, he learned how to speak vernacular English in Harlem and took on a persona—aggressive, angry, fearless, and self-aggrandizing, traits that seemed to complement his steely-blue eyes and ash-blond hair. Most people fell into his thrall; he could make you feel special by tolerating you. A colleague described him as the ultimate hipster. Miles Davis loved him because he did not suffer fools and would tell anyone—didn’t matter who—to fuck off.

			Rosemary accompanied Mat to his gigs, watching him as he smoked a cigar while hugging his accordion, in apparent ecstasy, making it all look easy. He transformed in front of an audience, just like her father. Rosemary admired him from the seats, in her black shift dress, severe black bob, and thick black dancer’s stockings. Rosemary was a Beat chick years before Kerouac’s On the Road or William S. Burroughs’s Naked Lunch and before followers from all over the country descended on the West Village like locusts in black turtlenecks. But most women weren’t artists, writers, or musicians. They catered to men’s joys while remaining “girls,” who, as Jack Kerouac wrote in 1959, “say nothing and wear black”—the ideal woman of the era’s enlightened men.

			Like Rosemary’s father, Mat could not make a living doing what he loved. While her father worked the railroad and the levees and dreamed of being a magician, Mat begrudgingly cashed paychecks as a studio musician. His apartment, though, became a popular destination for a revolving door of jazz greats—Herbie Mann, Kenny Clarke, Carmen McRae. Mat introduced Rosemary to a whole new milieu you couldn’t just walk into as an ingénue from the streets.

			Rosemary, out of gratitude and genuine enjoyment, would spend hours assembling spectacular spreads of thinly cut prosciutto, Dutch cheeses, and egg salads. She socialized with the artists and scholars as easily as with “the mad ones,” as Kerouac called them, the downtrodden alcoholics and grifters who epitomized the Beat Generation. Rosemary filled the apartment with her charm and goodwill, knowing exactly when to speak and when to stay silent. His friends noticed. “Rosemary was a truly special person,” said David Amram, composer and musician who played horns on Mat’s 1957 album Four French Horns Plus Rhythm. “She was a wonderful woman who made the world a more beautiful place. That was her art. She elevated the world.”

			Rosemary learned how to get high properly with Mat and his friends. She received an education in not only how to smoke, snort, or inhale but what to expect and in which context to use. She learned to find pleasure in the sensation of her heart beating in her ears when she smoked cannabis in jazz clubs. And how to portion out correct dosing of the hash fudge she baked from Alice B. Toklas’s famous 1954 cookbook. Like a growing number of Americans, Rosemary was joining an emerging drug subculture, not for medical or spiritual use, but for pleasure, identification, and belonging.

			People’s minds were open, their pockets were filled with postwar cash, and flights were cheaper than ever, which gave smugglers ample opportunity. This is the era when the term “junkie” emerged. Aboveground drug use also skyrocketed in the 1950s as part of the golden age of biological psychiatry when pharmaceutical companies fattened into Big Pharma. Amphetamines—used by Americans in unprecedentedly large doses—were also the key intoxicant of the Beat movement. Modern life and postwar trauma caused a slew of ailments, and psychiatry prescribed rainbow-colored pills to cure them. People found relief from their local pharmacist or back-alley drug dealer. Rosemary opted for both: diet pills for the day; marijuana at night.

			Rosemary and Mat married in 1955—the same year Rosemary’s divorce from John Bradley was finalized—while Mat was touring out west in Ely, Nevada, a tiny mining town on the eastern edge of Highway 50, known as the loneliest road in America. Ely had become a popular spot for UFO sightings, but she noticed only the burned-out bus station, the drunken potato farmer in a stupor at a dirty slot machine, the broke short-order cooks, the whores stalking the bingo parlors—an unfortunate backdrop for nuptials. A justice of the peace married them with two strangers as witnesses, after which Mat and his band had to work two weeks to buy their tickets back to New York.

			When she introduced her new husband to her family, who had relocated to Southern California from St. Louis in her absence, they were perplexed. This strange hybrid of Jewish immigrant from the Netherlands who played the accordion and spoke like a jazz musician threw them. Still, Rosemary’s father agreed to help Mat learn how to drive until Mat was good enough to circle the block on his own, which he would do in the early hours of the morning wearing only his underwear. She had moved from air force stud to eccentric accordionist, and her family didn’t know what to make of it. But Rosemary did. Along with an attraction to talent, she had a need to bury her own greatness in men who in turn recognized this desire and wanted to break her for it.

			Mat could be petulant and mean. David Amram watched him regularly berate and humiliate Rosemary. “He treated her like shit,” he said. Mat was also habitually unfaithful—a fact she learned around the time that a handsome composer named Charles Mills started showing up at their apartment, clearly interested in Rosemary. Charles was a prodigy who wrote symphonies with pen and paper—like Mozart—even scrawling out notations on bar napkins. He started showing up at Mat and Rosemary’s apartment to share snippets of a symphony he had recorded. While he played the recordings, he would stare at Rosemary. He saw the goddess in her; she saw genius in him. And a reason to leave. Many women of the era remained in abusive relationships, but Rosemary wouldn’t. Charles was an exit ramp in the shape of a man.

			On the eve of a tour that would take Mat away from the city and his wife, Mat asked David Amram to keep an eye on Rosemary while he was gone. David took his job seriously—plus, he enjoyed being with Rosemary—so he picked her up in his convertible with the top down on a sunny day and took her to Wall Street. She’d never been. And who asked to join them? Charles Mills. Though David knew that Charles had the hots for Rosemary, he didn’t think she had the same feelings. Together they stared at the men in beautiful suits with crazed looks in their eyes and laughed: the freaks versus the squares. At some point, David adjusted his rearview mirror and saw Rosemary and Charles in the backseat holding hands.

			When Mat returned, Rosemary confessed to him about her dalliance with Charles, which had continued at their apartment after David dropped them off. She told Mat that she was in love with Charles, though even as the words left her lips, she knew it was a lie.

			Rosemary moved her belongings into Charles’s Lower East Side tenement apartment the next day. That night, she developed a rash and then a fever. When she began vomiting, the thought occurred to her: What if I’ve made a mistake?

			She and Mat divorced in 1956. Marriage number two, like marriage number one, had ended within a year. She was only twenty-one years old.

			Meanwhile, her lover Charles was possessed by an obsession with the famed Lakota warrior Chief Crazy Horse, the subject of his new symphony. Though there is no evidence Chief Crazy Horse consumed peyote, Charles devoured books about peyote cacti ceremonies of the tribes along the Rio Grande. Taking peyote was a sacred affair involving all-night dancing and drumming, working in service to something greater than the individual—like praying for the sick to be healed.

			Despite the U.S. government’s attempt to ban and criminalize the plant, peyote landed in the West Village through the world of Antonin Artaud, the same playwright whom Rosemary had once struggled to read. Artaud had visited the Tarahumara people of northern Mexico and attended a peyote ritual. There he took “enough,” as one priest told him, “to see God two or three times, for God can never be known.” D’un voyage au pays des Tarahumaras, published in French in 1947, passed like a lightning bolt through New York’s literary avant-garde, inspiring works like Allen Ginsberg’s infamous poem ”Howl.” Aldous Huxley’s The Doors of Perception followed in 1954, an account of a revelatory experience with synthetic mescaline, one of the psychoactive compounds in peyote. Huxley, who had helped coin the term “psychedelic,” adapted from the Greek word for “mind manifesting,” extolled mescaline’s ability to induce the gravity of the “blessed Not-I” and “the miracle, moment by moment, of naked existence.”

			“The man who comes back through the Door in the Wall,” Huxley wrote, “will never be quite the same as the man who went out.”

			Tellingly, Rosemary’s favorite Huxley work was not Doors but his more obscure novel The Genius and the Goddess, about a woman married to a Great Man who finds her worth through sex. “I subscribed to ‘the genius and the goddess paradigm,’ ” Rosemary said. “I wanted genius men, and it was part of my heritage to be submerged, like the Jungian view of woman as reflective.” Rosemary tried to convince herself that she had found her own Great Man in Charles.

			But Charles was an addict. Desperately dependent on alcohol and Benzedrine, an over-the-counter nasal decongestant, Charles would crack open inhalers and swallow the amphetamine-soaked cotton balls whole to keep himself working, and drinking, for days on end. When one of his compositions was performed in Carnegie Hall, a career-defining feat for any composer, he was so blitzed that he wasn’t let in.
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			Charles wrote to a Texas nursery called Brown’s. For $8, you could get a hundred peyote buttons through the mail. A few weeks later, they arrived. Like many of the other male psychonauts of the era, Charles needed his woman to join him. Of course, she obliged with enthusiasm.

			Rosemary gagged on the bitter, metallic chunk as it slid down her throat; she hadn’t done a thorough enough job of pounding it down into a paste. A heaviness in her stomach came on first, followed by waves of spasms that laid her out flat on the bathroom floor. As the effects started to come on, and with them a kind of glow, she saw the world as if she were a distant observer.

			She scrutinized the low-rent tenement apartment, where she had somehow already been living with Charles for more than a year. She took in the piles of composition books and papers and cigarette butts strewn around the place, the dust and dirt and dinginess, with a stranger’s eyes. The decrepit apartment, her madman boyfriend, the drinking, the obsessions, the insanity, the degradation—all wrong. These cacti were meant to be used as sacraments. There was nothing reverential here. Rosemary had not inherited wisdom. There was no chain of knowledge passed down through a shared history. She had not been trained or chosen for this. She was on her own. Peyote made her see what had been right in front of her face: She had to change her life.

			She packed her bags the next day.

		

	
		
			Two

			The Book of Changes

			After her breakup with Charles, Rosemary crashed at the Chelsea Hotel, then briefly moved to a fisherman’s cottage in South Street Seaport before finally landing in a Greenwich Village town house apartment off Fifth Avenue with a working fireplace. Finally, a room of her own.

			She made unapologetic use of that room, fully embracing the sexual revolution. “I have trouble relating to anyone I’m not sleeping with,” she said. There was Kenneth Karpe, a jazz promoter consumed with get-rich-quick schemes, a doctor named Vincent, and a rumored dalliance with the baseball legend Joe DiMaggio.

			Sometimes she and her best friend, Susan Firestone, a fellow divorcée, attracted the same men. After Susan ended a brief affair with a married lawyer, she introduced him to Rosemary at a party. Perhaps feeling insecure about being compared with Susan, who was a college graduate, Rosemary bragged that she was related to the German philosopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, who shared her mother’s maiden name, and jumped into bed with the lawyer that night.

			Rosemary’s brother, Gary, recalls a vivid encounter during one of Rosemary’s visits to the family’s new house in California: As he was driving around town after a party, his headlights startled a couple passionately kissing, their bodies slamming against each other. Gary recognized his older friend Don, a James Dean–type cement truck driver whom he idolized. That’s how he does it! Gary thought. And then the woman turned to face the headlights. He realized he was ogling his sister.

			While enjoying the exhilarating tremors of the youthquake, Rosemary also experienced its aftershocks. She obtained an illegal abortion, which she only discussed in a self-reported medical history she wrote two decades later. Two friends remember her describing it as “botched.” Otherwise, Rosemary did not mention it. Another revealing absence.

			Through a few wives of her jazz musician friends, Rosemary heard about the artist and scientist psychonauts of the nineteenth century, who investigated the potentials of their minds by experimenting with various substances—hashish, cocaine, opium, and nitrous oxide. She read about their direct encounters with the mystical and the characteristics they shared, as outlined by psychologist William James: ineffability, transience, intuitive knowing, and passivity. Waking life was for James “but one special type of consciousness.” Rosemary already had learned from her flash of second sight at age eight that there were many others.

			She also embraced the legend of Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, a Russian spiritualist who communed with ghosts and co-founded the mystical Theosophical Society. A world traveler, a circus performer, and a noted trickster, Blavatsky introduced an ancient “secret doctrine” that united all mystical belief systems. The Theosophical Society believed in the power of thought—that there are invisible spirit worlds, astral planes, telepathic projections, where energy is exchanged and emotions vibrate at higher or lower frequencies. Rosemary also admired the Belgian-French opera singer and explorer Alexandra David-Néel, who disguised herself as a peasant to become the first Western woman to visit Lhasa, Tibet’s “forbidden city.” Like Rosemary, David-Néel harbored grand ambitions as a child. “Ever since I was five years old, a tiny precocious child of Paris, I wished to move out of the narrow limits in which, like all children my age, I was then kept,” David-Néel wrote.

			At the same time, Rosemary discovered an English translation of the I Ching, an ancient Chinese divination text that had, in 1950, been reprinted with a new foreword by the Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung. The I Ching, also called The Book of Changes, consists of sixty-four hexagrams based on the results of six throws of coins or yarrow sticks. Each throw corresponds to a broken or solid line. Some of these lines are moving, meaning that they are in the process of transforming into their opposite—a broken line into a solid one, or vice versa, resulting in an entirely new hexagram. The book, one of the oldest texts in human history, is a record of a moment in flux—a documentation of the invisible forces of chance and destiny. For Rosemary, the I Ching was indispensable: it was a way to make sense of a situation when she didn’t trust her own mind. She threw the coins before almost every single decision to come.

			In 1959, Rosemary landed an uncredited role in the naval comedy of errors Operation Petticoat. The movie was a hit. Rosemary walked away with a little pocket change and four keepsake photographs, two with the actor Tony Curtis. Rosemary, in her Parisian striped shirt and hair tied back in a kerchief, looks like a wealthy woman on vacation in St. Tropez.

			During publicity for Operation Petticoat, the superstar Cary Grant, one of the movie’s leads, went public for the first time about his use of an experimental mind drug called lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD). He told a reporter that LSD saved his marriage—shocking his handlers and igniting a burning interest in his audience. Grant became an early proselytizer of LSD’s benefits to the masses.
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			LSD wasn’t illegal—not yet. In 1938, the Swiss chemist Albert Hofmann, in search of a novel respiratory and circulatory stimulant for Sandoz Pharmaceuticals, synthesized the chemical LSD-25 from alkaloids found originally in ergot, a grain fungus, which can cause hallucinations and convulsions. Decades later, archaeologists would find traces of ergot in the vessels that held the potions made by priestesses in ancient Greece as part of the Eleusinian Mysteries, ceremonies performed in honor of the Greek goddess of grain, Demeter. Hofmann did not anticipate the full effects of his cold remedy until he accidentally ingested trace amounts of it five years after his discovery. For the next two hours, his world exploded. “Kaleidoscopic, fantastic images surged in on me…rearranging and hybridizing themselves in constant flux,” he wrote. “The world was as if newly created.” The LSD age had begun.

			By the middle of the 1950s, American psychiatrists had embraced LSD as another in a slew of new mind-changing medications, along with antipsychotics and antidepressants. Sandoz branded LSD with the clunky name Delysid and marketed it as a psychotomimetic, a drug that mimicked madness. Sandoz sent supplies of LSD to researchers with nearly free rein to decide how to use them. The decade of scientific study that followed revealed that LSD actually provided an experience that seemed to cure alcohol dependence, depression, garden-variety neurosis, even homosexuality, which was at the time considered a mental illness. It did not need to be used chronically, like most other psychiatric medications. For some, one time was enough for lifelong change. Psychoanalysts started using the drug as a way for patients to thin their egos and release their subconscious, allowing for childhood or unresolved trauma to emerge. Analysts for women used LSD to treat the epidemic of “frigidity,” a diagnosis attached to 40 percent of women during the 1950s, using the drug to thaw their “castrating and unfeeling” natures, as one male psychotherapist wrote. It was much easier to prescribe drugs than to try to figure out what caused the existential crises facing the modern middle-aged housewife.

			LSD was also one of the many drugs that the U.S. Army tested as a truth serum as part of the CIA’s clandestine MK-ULTRA experiments on humans, which started in secret in 1953. MK-ULTRA dosed military personnel and civilians—often without their knowledge—to see how these drugs “destroy integrity and make indiscreet the most dependable individual,” according to one of the few surviving reports. This included pairing high doses of LSD with sleep deprivation and electroshock on unwitting psychiatric patients in Canada; secretly recording dosed male patrons at brothels in San Francisco; and studying LSD as a torture device in detention centers in Japan, Germany, and the Philippines. More subtly, the CIA also provided funding (whether directly known by the recipients or not) to many of the academic and medical institutions studying brainwashing techniques and psychedelics in this era.

			Meanwhile, LSD also infiltrated Hollywood via the psychiatrist to the stars Oscar Janiger, who had administered the drug to more than nine hundred people by 1962, including Cary Grant. At this time, LSD was still considered an innocuous, relatively inconsequential drug outside the twined worlds of medicine and Hollywood—a pharmaceutical tool offered to the privileged few who could afford the time and expense (upward of $5,000 a trip, in today’s dollars) of eight-hour LSD therapy sessions.

			That is, until LSD escaped the lab and jumped off the analyst’s couch and into the minds of people like Rosemary and her friend Susan Firestone.

			Susan had been the one to suggest that Rosemary try acid. Susan had dabbled with LSD with her boyfriend, the painter Allen Atwell, who tripped at an experimental psychological research center in Millbrook, New York.

			To prepare for Rosemary’s first time, the two friends had rearranged her apartment, drawing the curtains, lighting candles, and building a fire in the fireplace. A bouquet on the table, placed there for the occasion, was likely inspired by Huxley’s musings on flowers during his mescaline trip in The Doors of Perception. They cobbled together a shrine made of iconography from Eastern and Western religions that they felt augmented the “set and setting,” a term popularized by Susan’s boyfriend Allen’s friends at the research center in Millbrook.

			Rosemary noticed a new saltiness in her mouth. The flames of the candle started flickering in unison with her inhales and exhales. She fixated on her heart beating in her chest, in her ears, and into her fingertips. She became enthralled by a sudden appreciation of how the organs of her body functioned—the tissue clenching and releasing and pulsing. She felt overwhelmed by the world within her body. It was not an entirely pleasant sensation, being this aware. Senses merged. She felt absorbed by all the patterns in her apartment until the concept of intensity seemed moronic.

			There, in her living room, an overwhelming vision came to her: the Hindu goddess of birth and destruction. Rosemary described what she saw: “Eyes upturned, crescent moons cradling the sun. Armed and militant. Dancing upon lovers, flailing the abyss.”

			Mother.

			Kali.

			Generatrix.

			A woman who destroys in order to create.

			Though unreal, the Kali visitation felt true. She had glimpsed the power of her own mind. She described the encounter: “Before my first psychedelic experience, I didn’t have the feeling of belonging anywhere, even not in my own body…. I always felt I was alien.”

			She was preparing her mind for something. For what, she didn’t yet know. “It was part of my journey back home,” she later said, “and it was only the beginning.”
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			By 1964, she had lost her stewardess job, an inevitable outcome for an occupation with mandatory retirement before age thirty-two. Over the years that Rosemary worked in the airline business, six stewardesses had killed themselves after being fired for aging out, one despairing about being “old and useless.”

			Rosemary, however, did not see herself as useless. Instead, she felt underutilized and bored, tired of her friends, New York City, and the person she had become.

			So Rosemary repeated a long-established pattern and put her future in the hands of yet another man who wasn’t worthy of it. Allen Eager, a genius like the others, who had mastered the tenor sax and played alongside Charlie Parker and Stan Getz, was even more “wounded than the rest,” she wrote. Allen became Rosemary’s new project.

			Like so many people for whom the difficult comes easily, Allen took it all for granted, redirecting his energies outside music to car racing and carousing. By the time he and Rosemary hooked up, he had drifted into obscurity. He was “the epitome of graceful dissipation,” Rosemary wrote. And his preferred kind of dissipation came from intravenous heroin use.

			He hung with a fast crowd of “acid gypsies,” as she called them, who came over to her house, played her records, destroyed her furniture, and drew on her walls. Allen had also visited the experimental center in Millbrook through his ex-girlfriend, the oil heiress Peggy Hitchcock. Hitchcock had also dated the center’s lead researcher, the psychologist Timothy Leary, who, after having been fired from Harvard, continued studying the effects of psychedelics on cohabitation, creativity, and attachment. Allen had joined one experiment conducted in a stone chalet bowling alley, where a group took acid at regular intervals for two weeks. There he had learned the hard lesson of the diminishing returns of upping dosages. Everyone hated one another by its conclusion.

			But when Allen invited Rosemary to join him for a weekend to visit the acid commune in the woods, Rosemary said yes.

			In January 1965, Rosemary wandered the fifty-plus-room mansion, smoking a joint, in search of a session, in which a dozen or so people dropped acid simultaneously with a guide. She found one and settled in next to a stranger, whom she watched devolve from a man into a baby. As she held him in her arms, he became an ovum in her womb.

			Tellingly, the one article Rosemary had clipped out a month after her first visit to Millbrook came from its lone female voice, Lisa Bieberman. The article, “Psychedelics: Who Says You Can’t?,” published in The Realist in February 1965, promoted a responsible, open-borders approach to psychedelics. Bieberman’s mission—the true democratization of psychedelic use for all—would stay with Rosemary long after Bieberman grew disenchanted, leaving the movement behind to become a Quaker.

			The second time she visited Millbrook, on May 1, 1965, Rosemary packed a bottle of sweet woodruff-infused German wine and a heavily underlined book by the Viennese philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein. There’s something perfectly orchestrated about bringing a text about the limits of communication and perception—key quotation: “What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence”—to a house dedicated to testing them. She was sending a signal. A book like that was a mating call for a certain type of man. Perhaps she even suspected she’d see that man that night.

			Timothy Leary spotted Rosemary as she walked into the estate with a group of friends. She wore tight bell-bottoms and a button-down shirt tied at the waist, exposing a strip of creamy skin. His knees buckled. It wasn’t merely her physical beauty but her shoes—her high-top tennis shoes. He had worn the same ones back at Harvard with his tweed suits. When he spotted the Wittgenstein book poking out of her bag, he joked that she was an undercover narc—the Feds had nailed his taste in women. Hook, line, and sinker.

			Timothy waited for Rosemary to notice him. She walked over, held up her bottle of sweet wine, and asked if he had an opener. He brought her into Millbrook’s cluttered kitchen, past its walk-in freezer, and rifled through drawers until he found a corkscrew.

			“You are the kindest man in the world,” she said. “I’d like to come back.”

			“Anytime,” Timothy replied. And he meant it—the sooner the better.

			But Rosemary didn’t take him up on his offer. She had a boyfriend, and despite his clear interest (and hers), she knew that Timothy was married. She didn’t need him. Not yet.

			Rosemary returned to New York and tried to forget the instant connection she shared with the alluring silver-haired psychologist who was about to throw away his reputation to become the martyred star of the emerging psychedelic movement.

		

	
		
			Three

			A Real Visionary

			Timothy Leary’s first glimpse behind the veil occurred spontaneously, without psychedelics, like Rosemary’s.

			In 1959, while on sabbatical in Spain with his two children, the thirty-eight-year-old recent widower experienced what he called “the death-rebirth experience” after he developed a sexually transmitted disease from a prostitute. His scalp burned. Blisters blossomed on his cheeks. His ankles ballooned and his pus-filled eyes swelled shut. He sent twelve-year-old Susan and ten-year-old Jack away to stay with family friends as he endured these agonies alone in a hotel room. “I died. I let go,” he later wrote. “I slowly let every tie to my old life slip away.”

			Leary awoke the next morning on a chair, wrapped in his Burberry trench coat, still shaking but improved. He wrote three letters: the first, quitting his job as a psychologist at the Kaiser Foundation Hospital back home in California; the second, cashing out his insurance policy; and the third, outlining his new philosophy of consciousness.

			Timothy Leary’s life as a prophet had begun.
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			Few would have seen that last turn coming. Born in Massachusetts in 1920, before the invention of sliced bread and car radios, Leary learned to navigate a chaotic household headed, at least nominally, by an alcoholic. Timothy “Tote” Leary, an army dentist, abandoned his family for good when his namesake son was thirteen and Leary, an only child, displaced his rage onto his mother, Abigail. He resented her, he would later say, because of the great burden of her lofty expectations. Abigail wanted her special son to follow the family line and become a priest, like her beloved uncle. She scraped her pennies together to give him the best education possible, and he, in turn, seemed eager to thwart her. Leary would say he sought women who were nothing like his mother, yet he would spend his life shaped by and resentful of the women devoted to him.

			In his first and only year at West Point in 1940, Leary was court-martialed for drinking in public. During the interrogation he named the other cadets who had also been drinking. Though he was eventually found not guilty, his peers ostracized him for months. It was a defining moment as an outsider. He would dedicate his psychology career to making sense of the invisible forces that shape an individual—brain, behavior, and, most important, relationships.

			Leary left West Point after a year to study psychology at the University of Alabama until he was expelled for spending the night with his girlfriend in the women’s dormitory. Now without a deferment, Leary was drafted into World War II, but never fought. The army instead placed him at Deshon Hospital in Pennsylvania as a psychometrician, where he administered psychological tests to veterans. At Deshon, Leary experienced the allure of augmented reality when a raven-haired audio technician named Marianne Busch mistook him for a patient and tested his hearing. Unbeknownst to him, Leary actually had hearing loss, the result of a shot fired too close to his ear during basic training. Marianne fitted him for a hearing aid. The world not only sounded different; it had irrevocably changed. They embarked on a wild affair and married less than a year later.

			The Learys had two children—Susan in 1947 and Jack in 1949—and moved to California, where they built their dream house in the redwoods of the Berkeley Hills. Though the house was relatively modest, it had a grand, open feel—modern, future thinking, communal—thanks to its orientation toward the sliding glass doors at the back that looked out on the bay, even to the Golden Gate Bridge on a clear day.

			By his early thirties, Leary had received a PhD in clinical psychology at Berkeley and was running a research lab at Kaiser Foundation Hospital, an impressive feat for a man so young. Despite this early success, Leary was, in his own words, becoming “a middle-aged man involved in the middle-aged process of dying.” He watched football, drank martinis, grew a paunch, and had affairs. An original mind becoming a cliché.

			People called the Learys “the Fitzgeralds”—like the famously toxic literary couple. Their fights were explosive. Marianne, blackout drunk, would wander the neighborhood without shoes. Leary openly dated a colleague, the Kaiser Foundation secretary Mary Della Cioppa, and planned to leave his wife and children for her.

			On October 22, 1955, his thirty-fifth birthday, Leary woke up to find a note left on Marianne’s pillow: “My darling, 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 frantically searched the house until he spotted the closed garage door. He could smell exhaust. When he pried the door open, he found Marianne in the front seat of the car in her nightgown. Six-year-old Jack ran out in his pajamas and saw his mother’s limp body. Leary called out for Susan, eight years old, to run to the firehouse to get oxygen. Marianne died on the way to the hospital.

			Within months, Leary had married his paramour Mary in a ceremony in Mexico that might or might not have been legit. The marriage ended a year later.

			In 1957, he established himself as a serious contributor to personality theory with his highly regarded textbook Interpersonal Diagnosis of Personality. In the book, Leary described how identity is formed by relationships and the need for love and power (or their opposites, hate and dependency). Leary laid out his belief that social interactions revolve around game playing: the jail trains the prisoner to behave like a criminal; the sullen introvert teaches others to reject him; the psychiatrist takes on the veneer of authority over the lost patient. He believed that psychiatrists had very little—if any—ability to alter these predetermined roles. The power to adapt or improve landed squarely on the individual. He dedicated the book to Marianne.

			The textbook and its resulting four-hour interpersonal assessment, visually depicted as four quadrants, called the Rose of Leary, would be used by employers in health care and government agencies to anticipate how personality types will behave in different social settings.

			In the spring of 1959, after his illness-induced “breakthrough breakdown,” as he called it, in Spain, out of a job and working on a new book, Leary moved his family to Florence. A chance encounter in Italy with the famed Harvard psychologist David McClelland, an expert in motivation and personality, led to an offer for Timothy to take a lecture position at the university. McClelland would later say he was impressed not only by Leary’s work but also his charm. Timothy packed up his children again and moved them to a house in Newton Centre, enrolled them in school, and bought himself an Ivy League tweed jacket.

			The summer after his first year at Harvard in 1960, he traveled to Mexico and found God, the devil, and all of cellular history after eating seven musty magic mushrooms. While ten-year-old Jack chased an iguana, Leary’s life shifted course. It “was above all and without question the deepest religious experience of my life,” Leary said. “I learned more about psychology in the five hours after taking these mushrooms than in the preceding fifteen years of studying and doing research in psychology.”

			A more experienced friend suggested that he read The Doors of Perception, and like Rosemary he immediately felt drawn through a Door that had always been there, like discovering a new room in a childhood home. “You are never the same after you’ve had that one flash glimpse down the cellular time tunnel,” Leary wrote. “You are never the same after you’ve had the veil drawn.” When he returned to campus, his new aim was to broaden and deepen the human experience by studying psychedelics.

			Within a year, Leary launched the Harvard Psilocybin Project. With full support of the department, he recruited a small army of devoted professors and graduate students, notably the ambitious twenty-nine-year-old assistant professor Richard Alpert. A rich kid whose father ran the East Coast railroad system, Alpert, who would later take the name Baba Ram Dass, seemed bred for his fancy position in his tailored suits and black-rimmed glasses. But he couldn’t shake his impostor syndrome. He also had a hidden life. Alpert spent his nights in the shadows, cruising for men in parks and public restrooms. That is, until Timothy moved into a repurposed typist’s closet next to his corner office on the psychology floor and introduced him to psychedelics. Timothy, a decade older, became Alpert’s mentor and surrogate father. “Now here is a man who is a real visionary,” Alpert thought.

			The third spoke in the Harvard wheel, a graduate student named Ralph Metzner, provided the intellectual rigor. Metzner, born in Germany but educated in Great Britain, earned a reputation as a reliable, learned, and practical sounding board for many of Leary’s ambitious ideas. As the writer Eve Babitz, who dated Metzner, wrote, “I cannot believe that either Timothy Leary or Richard Alpert ever got in the way of Ralph Metzner doing the hard part.” Metzner’s first experience with psychedelics, on a high dose of crystalline psilocybin, brought him nearly to suicide. The hazy hallucinatory lines coalesced into a “deadly mechanical spider’s web.” The roar of a passing train made him yearn for it to “barrel through the house and kill me.” His first call was to Leary, who helped soothe him over the phone. Though it was humbling, Metzner said he never regretted that experience; to the contrary, it helped him realize the importance of providing a framework around which to guide and integrate these altered states. This would remain a lifelong interest.

			Out of hubris or fear, Leary avoided LSD. That is, until British LSD evangelizer Michael Hollingshead appeared on Harvard’s campus. Hollingshead was a mystery, a charlatan and confidence trickster—worse, maybe. “If you encountered Hollingshead’s dark side you were in danger of losing your money, your mind or possibly both,” his biographer Andy Roberts wrote. No matter, Hollingshead will forever be memorialized as the man who turned Leary on when he offered a lick from his infamous acid-laced sugar paste–filled mayonnaise jar.

			LSD was supercharged compared with psilocybin. Psilocybin is an earthbound trip, while acid shoots you straight into outer space. Leary saw himself as a “pathetic clown, the shallow, corny, twentieth-century American.” The world became a literal stage—two-dimensional, flat. He watched his son sitting in front of the television and his daughter spinning her rock ’n’ roll records like every other teenager. Humans were nothing but puppets. Leary walked around in a daze for days, fully consumed by the fear that if nothing was real, if it was all for show, then life had no meaning. It would take several more trips for him to discover the amoral comedy buried in nihilism: if nothing really matters, then he might as well have some fun.

			A series of now famous experiments commenced. The Harvard Psilocybin Project sent the psychedelics to artists, writers, and jazz musicians in New York City—Jack Kerouac, Dizzy Gillespie, Allen Ginsberg, and William Burroughs—to study the effect on creativity. One recipient of the Harvard researchers’ magic pills was the jazz saxophonist Allen Eager, who had just started dating a beautiful, young ex-stewardess named Rosemary Woodruff.

			The Concord Prison Experiment, which started in 1961, investigated how psilocybin use altered the behavior of prisoners at a maximum-security penitentiary in Massachusetts. The team tripped with the inmates to test the drug’s effects on recidivism. The results were overwhelmingly positive, with return imprisonment rates reportedly cut nearly in half. In 1963 the results of the Good Friday Experiment, which tested psilocybin’s ability to induce religious ecstasy, were also published. Two groups, one control and the other receiving psilocybin, attended a Mass on Good Friday at Boston University’s Marsh Chapel. Almost every participant who received psilocybin reported profound mystical experiences. Psychedelics, in other words, provide a bridge between secular scientific theory and spirituality.

			The majority of the experimentation occurred at Leary’s home. Leary, Alpert, Metzner, and about fifty others facilitated drug trips for more than two hundred people. The sessions took place in the supportive “relaxed and natural atmosphere” of Leary’s living room with guides, who would almost always trip with their subjects. The guides would ensure that the space contained comforts: “easy chairs, rugs and cushions” and a “wide range of recorded music, books, paintings, and prints,” approved lighting, and an array of food and drink options. Some were interviewed as they tripped. The subjects would then integrate their experience by filling out trip reports and questionnaires about their subjective experiences. Graduate students eagerly offered themselves up as guinea pigs.

			In Leary’s house, the Harvard group developed the concept of set and setting—the project’s most important contribution to psychedelic science. Set denoted a person’s mindset or baggage coming into the session—personality type, mood, and expectations. Setting described the environment that surrounded the individual, everything from established cultural norms to the other people present to the color of the couch cushions.

			Researchers found a clear imbalance of power between guides and the guided. “The nervous system, stripped of all previous learning and identity, is completely open to stimulation (and here is the joy, the discovery, the revelation), but it is also completely vulnerable. Naked suggestibility,” Leary later wrote. Guides held almost godlike sway—at least during sessions. “A frown. A gesture. A word…and whoom! you are catapulted into unexpected orbit.” Boundaries dissolved between observer and participant. At least seven women declared their love for Leary after tripping with him.

			Allen Ginsberg wandered around Leary’s house naked and tripping. An ex-con from the Concord Prison Experiment lived in Timothy’s attic, along with Michael Hollingshead. All the while, Susan and Jack went about their lives as typical teenagers. Sometimes the Leary kids would become unwitting participants in their father’s experiments. During one session, a colleague on a high dose of psilocybin pills aggressively crashed Susan’s slumber party and refused to leave. Leary, also drugged, debated whether to intervene. Eventually he came to the painfully obvious conclusion. “She doesn’t want you there,” he said and forced the adult student out of his teenage daughter’s bedroom. At this point his children avoided their father’s drugs. “I was afraid I would get high and I would not come back to my normal level of consciousness,” Susan said.

			Alpert and Leary took on the roles of psychedelic parents to their graduate students. “I took care of the kitchen,” Alpert said, “the children, the relations with the administration and the bank statements and the neighbors and the garbage and the dogs and the whole thing that Jewish mothers do. But man, his was the vision.” Like a good wife, Alpert handled
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