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Preface

This book tells the story of my psychonautical exploits, from my early teen
experimentation with alcohol intoxication, all the way to my most intense and
dissociated experiences as a middle-aged adult, on a range of the most potent
psychedelic and dissociative substances. Of course | am not the only person to
have taken this path to inner discovery, by now there are millions who have
explored the psychedelic realm, and a handful of them have even documented
their experiences and the conclusions they have drawn from them. However in
my own psychonautical journeys there is something truly unique and profoundly
interesting that | have discovered which deserves to be shared, not only amongst
my fellow psychonauts, but with the world at large, because what | have
discovered is truly unique, with profound implications for the nature of our self and
our place in the world, and how the physical brain generates that spectacular
electric fluid magic lantern virtual-reality entity that we call mind. | have
accomplished an age-old dream of spiritual pursuit, | have found enlightenment in
the psychedelic experience, and it is an enlightenment not only of a purely
spiritual dimension, but one with very concrete implications for the physical world
known to science.

This book is not intended as an endorsement of the use of psychoactive
substances, and God forbid that anyone should seek to emulate my life. | do not
hold myself up as a role model to anyone. However this is a path | have chosen
for myself, for better and for worse, because this is my life, its the only life I will
ever have, and this is what | have freely chosen to do with it for myself. | did it
because | could, and there are not many who are in the position to do what | have
done. | sincerely hope that my discoveries will be of value to others. Truth be told,
| am not a particularly admirable fellow. In fact, in the modern politically correct
ideology, | am about as incorrect as | could possibly be. In an era when women
and minorities are held in high esteem, | am a white male, soon to be a dead
white male relegated to the back of the politically-correct bus. In an era when we
admire those who achieve greatness despite disadvantages of birth and
socioeconomic circumstances, | was born to wealthy parents with a silver spoon
in my mouth, and for much of my life | did not have to worry about working for a
living. In an era where hard work and achievement is most valued, | have led a life
of self-indulgence and idleness. This is the circumstance that allowed me to “turn
on, tune in, and drop out” for about a decade of my life, indulging myself in almost
daily intoxication under one substance or another. My motivation began as a
journey of self-discovery, pondering the primal question of what it is to be a living



conscious being. But as | began to make, at first, interesting observations, then
later, profound discoveries, | came to realize that | had something of great value to
offer, and my motivation gradually morphed into a scientific investigation, an
objective report of subjective experience, and its implications for the nature of
mind. | began to take careful notes either during, or shortly after my wildest trips,
and to ponder their implications for the nature of mind and brain. This book is a
report of my experiences in the wild and crazy world of psychedelic intoxication,
and of the implications | have drawn from those experiences. | hope you will find
them as profoundly moving as | have.



Chapter 1
A Budding Young Psychonaut

My very first awareness of the existence of mind-altering substances occured
when | was a boy, maybe 10 or 12 years old, back in the late 1960s, when | saw a
short news clip on television about that wild and crazy drug, LSD. They showed
some crazy fish-eye lens and kaleidoscopic scenes from the movie Easy Rider,
that depicts a warped and morphing world, with frenzied dancing to zany
psychedelic music and all kinds of crazy antics. We were told that users would
sometimes experience sounds as colors, or colors as sounds. Although this
television segment was, of course, a propaganda piece designed to scare anyone
away from ever wanting to do drugs, | remember thinking to myself at that tender
young age, “Boy, would | just LOVE to experience that!” And although it was
many years later before | even contemplated using controlled substances, of
course | indulged in all of those childhood intoxications, such as spinning round
and round till I was dizzy, hanging upside-down, and doing somersaults, or
holding my breath, or breathing too fast, etc. Spinning is the real “gateway drug”
that first introduces kids to altered states of consciousness that all children
indulge in, to greater or lesser extent. But what is the allure of these de-
capacitated mental states? Why on earth would we ever want to get dizzy, and
see the world spinning round and round when we know perfectly well that it isn’t?
Why do kids sit upside-down in an armchair, and imagine walking on the ceiling in
an upside-down world? Why can’t kids just stay right-side up? There is a very
deep and primal allure to the altered state of consciousness, that hints at a hidden
world of forbidden knowledge. All of the illusory phenomena that children
encounter, such as spoons that appear bent when inserted in a glass of water,
and the moon that seems to follow us as we walk, and the after-images observed
after viewing a bright light, suggest that all is not quite as it seems. That the world
we see is somehow imperfect, and contains curious glitches and anomalies that
suggest that the entire world of experience is a facade, an illusion, a
misrepresentation of something more fundamental. The allure is to try to peek
behind the curtain of the illusion and try to see what reality lies behind it.
Psychedelic drugs are just the “extreme sports” extension of this most basic
human urge to find the real truth behind experience.

Whenever you have an unreal experience, such as a dream, or a vivid
hallucination, or the dizzy spinning of the world that you know to be stable, there



are two alternative explanations for what you are experiencing. Either the
hallucination is an illusion caused by some kind of faulty wiring or design flaw in
your own brain, or you have somehow become able to see an invisible reality that
is every bit as real as the familiar physical world, and perhaps even more real.
Maybe it is the familiar world of consensual reality that is an illusion, and the
alternate reality is somehow more real than the one that we normally live in and
share with other people. If we are ever to get our metaphysics straight, we must
not come down on the wrong side of this most profound philosophical dichotomy.
In the case of dizziness the answer is clear: Obviously | do not cause the solid
ground underfoot to tilt and spin by simply turning myself round and round and
stopping suddenly. There is obviously something out of kilter in my head when |
am dizzy, not in the world. Nobody would argue that point. And yet very few of us
consider the profound implications of that observation. For it means that the world
we see around us is not the real world itself. Otherwise how could it spin and tilt
when we know for a fact that the world itself isn’t spinning or tilting? Under
hallucinogenic drugs the visual world tends to shimmer and waver like the bottom
of a swimming pool viewed through glassy surface waves. | know its not the world
that is wavering, even though | see it wavering, so the world | am seeing must be
a picture of the world not the world itself. But then if this is a picture, where is the
real world that it is a picture of? | eventually found the answer to this profound
guestion at the end of a long psychonautical odyssey, one that led me to sample
some of the most potent and exotic psychedelic substances known to man. What |
discovered was so profoundly moving and sobering, that it has affected me deeply
ever since.

My first chemical intoxicant was alcohol. We lived in Germany at the time, and the
first time | got profoundly drunk, it was on that excellent German Lager, Licher
Bier, fresh from the cask, served on long tables in the beer tent at one of the many
annual festivals of the village where we lived. (The Germans had a very
enlightened view of young people drinking beer, at the time) That beer went down
so smooth and cool, that | would drink one after another until | could drink no
more. When it came time to walk home through the dark village streets, | found
the world to be a very wobbly place. My body seemed to have much more
momentum and inertia than it normally has, and the world tended to tilt and topple
like the deck of a ship in a storm. | found it hilariously funny to see the world
misbehave in this way. And it seemed that my mind was very much smaller, |
could only hold one small thought in my head at a time, and that too | found to be
hilariously funny. When 1 lay in bed after staggering home | discovered for myself



the well known phenomenon of “the spins”, where the foot of my bed would slowly
tilt up to some crazy angle, and then suddenly jag back to level, only to tilt up and
jag down, again and again and again, just like the spinning world you see when
you are dizzy, except this time spinning head over heels instead of round and
round. Alcohol intoxication is now such a familiar experience to me that it can
never again seem so crazy or funny again. Just as with dizziness, once | have
been through the experience enough times for it to become familiar, | learned to
shrug it off. “I'm just dizzy,” or “I'm just drunk.” Once we know how it will feel, we
can compensate for this error in perception, and not trust our vision when we see
the world acting crazy in that way. And there we discover one reason why
evolution has provided us with an instinctive desire for intoxication. If you were
always careful never to spin around and get dizzy as a kid, then maybe the first
time you ever felt dizzy would be when you were running to escape some mortal
danger, and needed to spin around quickly to escape, for example racing down a
spiral staircase. Or perhaps you trip and fall while running down hill for your life,
and tumble a few turns before getting back on your feet. Without the benefit of
your childhood spinning experience, the sudden unexpected dizziness would
render you helpless, incapable of escape. So one purpose of this craving for crazy
or intoxicated experience, which for lack of a better term we might call intoxophilia,
is to expose us to more extreme sensory conditions in order to help us map out
and compensate for any sensory distortion. And once the mapping is complete,
we are no longer in awe of the disorienting experience, it becomes as predictable
and uninteresting as the wobbling of the bottom of a swimming pool.

The automatic compensation for perceptual distortion is something very primal,
and occurs at an unconscious level. We do not decide to figure out dizziness for
the sake of our future survival, we are instinctively enamoured of its absurdity, the
obvious sensory violation of what we know to be true, as we are of a good joke or
absurd statement. But as soon as we understand and can predict the effect then,
like a joke re-told, or a magic trick revealed, it becomes no longer interesting,
because it is no longer unexplained or magical. Our perceptual processes are
built up upon layers and layers of this kind of compensation for perceptual error
and distortion, that must have first begun in the earliest days of our infancy. Young
infants are captivated by the game of “peek-a-boo,” presumably because they
initially believe that an object that disappears has also ceased to exist. It is
another perceptual illusion that things can disappear while in fact continuing to
exist invisible to our experience, and the infant gets bored with the game only



when it has figured out that all is not as it seems; that things can continue to exist
even when we don't see them.

One of the most noteworthy aspects of this compensatory process is how it seems
to erase itself from our experience as soon as the compensation is complete. If as
an adult, after spinning around we are asked “Do you feel the earth moving?” we
are inclined to say “No, it is perfectly solid and stable — although | am a bit dizzy.”
It takes a bright camera flash to over-expose our retina enough for us to notice the
after-image. But the retina does not only leave an after-image for very bright
lights, it leaves a faint after-image of every image that it records. Young infants
must be constantly confused by the after-image of the previous view whenever
they shift their gaze, just as we are confused by the after-image of the camera
flash when we first experience it. | remember many years ago | was exploring the
unlighted dungeon of a castle in Germany, feeling my way along in absolute pitch
blackness. | finally came to a room in the basement of a round tower that had a
small arrow-slit window, exposing a tiny chink of the bright sunlit sky outside in the
otherwise pitch blackness of the dungeon. And almost immediately | saw a bat! It
was flying this way and that in crazy figure 8's with incredible speed and in
absolute silence, but there was something unreal and ethereal about that bat that
captivated my attention. Eventually | discovered that it was a dynamic after-image
on my retina, caused by the movement of my eyes. If | shifted my eyes to the right,
for example, | would see the after-image of the slit window flit off to the left, due to
the motion of the patch of light on my retina caused by the eye movement, a
dynamic variation on the static after-image. And when | instinctively tried to follow
the after-image off to the left, it caused another one this time flitting off to the right,
and that was the cause of the crazy back and forth flight. But if | stopped moving
my eyes, | would see the last after-image darting quickly while fading, like a
skyrocket on the fourth of July, then all was still again. And once | discovered the
explanation for this mysterious phenomenon, it was no longer surprising or
disturbing, In fact, on subsequent visits to that dark cellar | hardly noticed the
effect at all, and could only replicate the illusion with some conscious effort. So the
reason | saw the magical bat was not simply because the stimulus was bright
enough to over-exposed my retina, but because my perceptual system had not
yet learned to compensate for an after-image of such great brightness and
contrast.

There is a well known side-effect of psychedelic intoxication known in the drug
culture as “trails.” If you get good LSD then you will see them. Trails are an after-



image on the retina seen whenever an image moves across its surface, not only
bright lights like a camera flash, or a chink of skylight in a pitch black dungeon. For
example if you move your hand in front of your face under LSD, it leaves faint
trails from the finger tips, just like a video image on a monitor with a high
persistence phosphor. But the interesting thing about these trails is that they are
almost completely invisible without LSD. Or are they? Actually | can sort of see
them when | pay close attention, now that I know what to look for, thanks to my
extensive experience with LSD, although they are never quite as clear or vivid as
they are when viewed under LSD. But there is another factor involved. | have now
done LSD so many times that | don’t really see trails any more under its influence.
With an effort of course | can see them again under LSD, and under LSD they are
always clearer and brighter than in the sober state. But | have now seen them so
often that | would normally not even think to look for them while tripping, any more
than | would look for the magic bat in the dungeon. For the novice experimenter
with LSD, the trails jump out at them as something that is hard to ignore. But with
increasing familiarity with the experience the phenomenon fades and tends to
disappear altogether. And this in turn leads me to propose Lehar’s Law of
intoxication: you can only really learn from an altered state of consciousness while
it remains novel and unfamiliar. As soon as the effect becomes familiar, it virtually
disappears from consciousness, and the intoxication loses its paradoxical and
magical quality. This is a very sad fact of life for the devoted psychonautical
adventurer, because it means that the most interesting and intellectually fulfilling
experiences of psychonautical exploration are necessarily and inevitably
transient. You cannot continue to be surprised indefinitely by perceptual distortion
and illusion. After a while, even the most extreme psychedelic experience
becomes a kind of hum-drum routine. And perhaps this explains why most
teenage drug experimentation generally ends at adulthood. Don’t get me wrong, it
can still be pleasurable and intellectually rewarding. Its just that | can no longer
justify my drug taking as exploration or experimentation, it has now become just a
sensory pleasure, like a nice glass of wine, or a fine brew of beer.

In fact, Lehar’s Law applies not only to the intoxicated state, it actually applies to
all of conscious experience. As young infants we are all natural born scientists
trying desperately to make sense of a confusing and chaotic world. We are
captivated by the sparkling of water, or the glistening of a crystal, or the mirror
shine on a pot or a kettle. We are endlessly fascinated by balloons that defy
gravity and fall upwards instead of downwards, fun house mirrors that distort our
reflection, pinwheels that turn magically in the wind, and kites that tug and twirl



like a living thing. It is only after familiarity sets in that these toys become boring,
because they can no longer astonish us with their magical and unexplainable
behavior. Water sparkles because its just water, and a diamond sparkles because
its just a diamond. The world becomes a much more boring hum-drum place to
the adult, where things generally behave exactly as expected, even if that
expected behavior is itself sometimes somewhat bizarre. And of course this is
very adaptive in the evolutionary sense, because it allow us to focus our attention
on the greater challenges of the world, like learning how to milk the maximum
push from the wind in a sailboat, or learning how to do a loop-de-loop in an
airplane, or that endlessly challenging task of trying to fathom the unfathomable
depths of other people’s minds. But if our field of interest happens to wander to
the metaphysics of perception and consciousness, then this very useful aspect of
human perception suddenly becomes a great hindrance to observation of the
nature of our experience in its raw unfiltered form. When we try to see our
experience of the world, all we see is the world itself. Or at least so we think, as
long as we continue to fall prey to the Grand lllusion of consciousness. This is
where psychedelic drugs can help to pry open again the innocent eyes of
childhood.

A woman once told me that as a child she had often had the disturbing impression
that she was separated from the world by some kind of invisible film or membrane.
She remembers complaining to her father that she felt she could never touch the
world directly, but only indirectly, through this transparent and trans-sensory
membrane. In his most excellent book Understanding Comics, Scott McCloud
(1993) recounts an observation from his early childhood illustrated in Figure 1.1,
where he first discovered the missing hemifield phenomenon, that the perceived
world only exists where we look. These peculiar perceptual anomalies are
eventually passed off as illusions, and usually forgotten altogether as an adult. But
these peculiar chinks in the facade of perceptual reality are very real. In fact, they
are a more real and accurate view of the true nature of our experience than the
illusory world that we think we inhabit. The reason why | took psychedelic drugs
was in order to return to the perceptual innocence of childhood, to give me a
second chance to notice these phenomena, and make a record of them now that |
knew them for what they were, so that | could learn from them about how my brain
represents world information.
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Fig. 1.1 Young Scott McCloud discovers the missing hemifield phenomenon.

High School Experiences

It was in the last two years of high school that | first discovered psychedelic drugs
and marijuhana. At first | was a staunch opponent of drugs, as | had been warned
against these things by my parents and the larger culture. My mother would regale
me with horrific stories of kids who took their first toke of a marijuana “cigarette”
and then jumped out a five story window thinking they could fly. She told me about
wily dealers who would lure unsuspecting children; “The first one’s free, kid!” But
when the lure of intoxophilia finally came to tempt me it was not at all as | had
expected. It is a strange fact of modern American culture that it is easier for kids to
buy drugs in high school than it is to procure alcohol, because alcohol comes from
liquor stores that check your ID, whereas illicit drugs come from a friend of a friend
who doesn’t care how old you are. And therein we see the folly of prohibition.
Would but that we had learned our lesson from the failed experiment of alcohol
prohibition, but alas we are collectively condemned to repeat that sad and violent



history all over again and again. What really surprised me when | first found drugs
was that it was not through some seedy middle-aged man with a trench coat on a
street corner, but through young kids like me in school, kids that | knew and loved
and admired. | was absolutely astonished when 1 first discovered how many kids
in my class were smoking marijuana and even taking LSD, because they exhibited
none of the drastic and horrific symptoms promised by all the scare stories | had
heard. In fact, they seemed like normal healthy intelligent kids, who had maybe a
bit more sense of adventure and curiosity than their more conservative peers. It
was the stark contrast between the way that drug users were presented in the
media, and my own personal experience of them, that led me to question the
conventional view of drugs. In eleventh grade | purchased and voraciously
consumed a book called “The Marijuhana Papers” (Solomon 1968) where |
discovered that the scare stories were a pack of lies, and that marijuhana was no
more harmful than having a few beers at a bar. It came as a profound shock to me
that this intensive propaganda war against drugs was a tissue of the most
fantastic exaggerations and outright lies, and that millions were being deceived by
it on a grand scale at a cost of millions and billions of dollars.

Now lest it should seem that | am advocating drug use, | should hasten to
emphasize at this point that that is not at all my intent. The picture painted by “The
Marijuana Papers” was itself a mild distortion of the facts, skewed in its own way
to promoting marijuana use, although the level of distortion was on a different
order of magnitude, being more of an emphasis or tilt, as opposed to the outright
lies and bald propaganda of the prohibitionist agenda. Marijuana is neither good,
nor it is evil. It is merely a tool that can be used for both good and for evil. True
there are some who succumb to its influence and become helplessly “addicted” in
the sense of feeling a compulsion to get stoned every single day. That is a real
and present danger of marijuana, and an even greater danger with other more
powerful drugs. Andrew Weil (Stafford 1992, Forward p. llI-11) a recognized
authority on a vast range of psychedelic substances, has the following unkind
appraisal of marijuana.

Marijuana is somewhat more irritating than LSD oescaline, capable of causing
respiratory problems in those who smoke it excelsiVhave yet to see good evidence
of other ill effects on the body, but | have seenemd of cases of marijuana
dependence. Compared to the true psychedelicssposidious in lending itself to
regular and frequent use, a pattern that easilytuinto an unproductive and stubborn
habit, providing few of the interesting effectstthavice smokers experience.



Those are harsh words indeed for my favorite intoxicant. But | harbor no illusions
about the vaunted weed. Weil is right, and | am myself an example of one who
falls easily into a pattern of frequent use, so | am well aware of the downside of
this substance in particular, and of all intoxicants in general. Recreational drugs, of
necessity make you feel good, and since they do, they tend to make you consume
them all the more, which can lead to a vicious cycle of ever increasing use. But in
defense of marijuana | am inclined to argue that the reason why it tends to
produce dependence is exactly because it is such an ideal drug. | found it possible
to kick an adolescent addiction to cigarettes, (although it took many years and
several failed attempts) because tobacco is such an unrewarding drug; it feels
more like an itch to be scratched than an actual pleasurable indulgence. |
eventually kicked the cigarette habit by demonizing tobacco in my own mind,
seeing it as a dirty, smelly, and parasitic habit. Alcohol too is somewhat
disappointing after the initial novelty wears off, although it is intrinsically more
pleasurable than tobacco could ever be. But marijuana is in a different class of
intoxicants. It produces the most marvelous mental confusion and a feeling of
euphoric pleasure all over. Although | no longer use marijuana so much for
psychonautical exploration, I still love it as an old friend that has given me endless
pleasure for many years, and it continues to give me pleasure, which is why |
choose to continue consuming it. | will not regret all that pleasure even if it
eventually costs me a few years from the tail end of my life. | would not
recommend drugs of any sort to anyone who is not otherwise inclined to try them.
Drugs are not for everyone. But | would fight to the last breath in my body for the
right of free people in a free society to dose themselves with whatever intoxicating
concoction they choose, providing of course that they do so in a manner that does
no harm to anyone other than themselves. It is not by accident that the Bill of
Rights proclaims a right not only to life and liberty, but also gives prominent billing
to the pursuit of happiness. For what worth is life if we cannot pursue happiness in
it, each in our own individual way?

Weil is also right that regular use of marijuana produces few of the interesting
effects that novice smokers experience. But that is largely because of Lehar’s
Law, whereby familiarity inevitably breeds indifference. | still remember my early
experimentation with pot, and the wonderful experiences that it gave me. By the
time | first tried pot, | had read “The Marijuana Papers” from cover to cover,
including a number of different peoples’ accounts of their experiences with
Cannabis. When | finally tried Marijuana myself, | was astonished to discover that
the experience was completely different than | expected from those accounts. The
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drug experience is truly ineffable, as impossible to describe as is consciousness
itself, so no written account of a drug experience can ever prepare you for the real
thing. And as with the case of consciousness, every experience is unique and
different, depending on such variables as set and setting, past experience with
different substances, one’s natural basic wiring, i.e. whether one tends to be up
and happy, or down and depressed, or panicky and fearful, and it even depends
on one’s basic philosophy of life, whether one believes in magical spiritual
realities, or whether one is a hard-nosed materialist. So you should not expect
your own experience with any intoxicant to be similar to the experiences of others
as you read about them in books, and that includes the descriptions of different
intoxicants described in this book. Your experience is almost guaranteed to be
profoundly different than that of anyone else, even when you and the other person
are sitting right next to each other having consumed the same dose of the same
substance. This might lead one to conclude that the psychedelic experience is
hopelessly subjective and can offer no useful observations about objective reality.
But the same criticism can, and has been, raised against introspective analysis of
consciousness itself. Many psychologists and neuroscientists believe that
introspection is also hopelessly subjective, and that it offers no useful
observations about the brain. | have always found this argument baffling, for if
conscious experience is mediated by physical processes in the physical brain,
then how could it possibly not provide direct evidence for the nature of those
underlying neurophysiological processes? And since the drug experience is itself
a variation of conscious experience, how could it not also offer valuable insights
into the workings of the human mind and brain? The only way that the properties
of consciousness could be irrelevant to neurophysiology would be if we could see
the world directly, unmediated by the representational machinery of the brain, as
many neuroscientists and psychologists today apparantly seem to mistakenly
believe. But ever since our first childhood experience of dizziness and other
perceptual illusions, we can see quite plainly, if we only give it a thought, that the
world of experience is not the external world viewed directly, but is an internal
replica of that world, and that is why it is subject to all of those illusory effects. In
my first book, The World In Your Head (Lehar 2003) | showed how the properties
of conscious experience can be used to deduce very specific properties of the
representational mechanism in the brain. In this book | focus on the potential of
psychotropic substances for further and deeper exploration of the properties of the
human mind and brain.
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There was one observation that | made during my early marijuana experiences
that has had a profound influence on my concept of mind. Perhaps the strangest
thing about the marijuana high was that from the outset, it seemed to be
hauntingly familiar. It was like a case of deja vu, | felt like | had been there before,
long ago and far away. But where? And when? Was this deja vu itself merely an
illusion, as deja vus so often are? | think not in this case. | noticed that | could see
myriad patterns in things. On a piece of inlaid walnut paneling | saw faces,
mountains, birds, clouds, and all manner of things just like the shapes children
see in clouds. And then it came back to me, a memory from my long ago
childhood. | can place my age to no more than 7 or 8, because that was when we
still lived in Canada. And | remember very vividly that the profiles of certain trees
seen across the street looked to me like cartoon characters. And every time |
looked at them, they were usually the same characters. That one there was goofy,
and those three were the snap, crackle, and pop characters from the cereal box.
When | looked at the tile floor while sitting on the toilet | would stare at the marbled
patterns in the linoleum, and | would always find my old familiar images; the
cowboy over here, the black girl with blond hair over there. My head was just filled
with images everywhere | looked. And it's not just me. Take a look at the best
children’s literature, and you will see that same theme again and again in a million
variations. A cartoon car sprouts a face, with its headlights as eyes, and its
radiator grille becomes a toothy smile. Trees sprout faces, and so do dishes,
forks, and spoons, and they often sprout arms and legs and go off dancing in a
geometrical ballet of periodic motion. It was then that | made my first significant
psychonautical discovery: that the drug experience is similar to the experience of
early childhood. The more powerful the drug, the farther back it takes you, and the
more primitive the experience becomes. This observation is of acute interest to
the student of mind, because it allows us to relive some of the perceptions of
childhood before our compensatory mechanisms learned to remove them from
experience.

In my senior year of high school | graduated to LSD and mescaline, although at
the time | believed that they might be doing permanent damage to my brain, so |
only did them a total of three or four times. | had not yet heard that the
prohibitionist case against LSD was as spurious and unsubstantiated as that
against marijuana, and that | would not become a genetic cripple with damaged
DNA just from tripping on LSD. | remember brief flashes from that confused
experience that made a deep impression on me, and | swore to myself at the time
that when | was an old man and had no further professional use for my brain, |
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would find some LSD and try it again, because the experience was so profoundly
moving that it was even worth a little brain damage! At the tender age of 18 | did
not yet have the life experience to make much sense of the LSD experience. |
remember seeing the room as filled with geometrical patterns in the form of lattice,
grid, starburst, and arabesque patterns of the most exquisite complexity and
extravagance, as described by the subjects of Heinrich Kllver's experiments
(Kluver 1966). And | saw wild distortions of space, as the world around me
seemed to be too big, or too small relative to its normal size, and the overall color
or ‘cast’ of the whole scene seemed to drift from pink to yellow to green, as if
viewed through colored glass of constantly changing color. And | saw clearly the
fading after-image of the previous scene whenever | shifted my gaze, that gave
the distinct impression that | was viewing the world indirectly, as if through an
invisible film or membrane. But perhaps the most profound effect of all of my
psychedelic experiences was that they began to unhinge my mind from its
comfortable naive realism, i.e. the belief that the world we see is the world itself.
Under LSD it became perfectly clear that this was a distorted image of the world,
but exactly what that really meant took me many more decades to figure out.

This book is not an autobiography, so | will not bore you with the details of my
confused and chaotic rise from adolescence to adulthood. Suffice it to say that |
abandoned drugs and quit cigarettes, and took an interest in other things,
confining my indulgences to the legal intoxicants of alcohol and caffeine. | did on
rare occasions encounter the odd joint being passed around at a party, and
whenever that opportunity arose | would take a toke or two “for old time’s sake”
before passing it on, but made no effort to procure a private supply. Years later my
aimless and wandering career track eventually led me to go back to school and
get a PhD in “Cognitive and Neural Systems,” i.e. neural network models of how
the brain works. | had spent a few years doing computer image processing, and
artificial vision, and | was intrigued by the vision problem, and how the brain
makes sense of the visual stimulus on the retina. | had learned from my image
processing work that this is a formidable undertaking, for although it is easy
enough for a computer to find low level features like edges in an image, trying to
put those edges together into a coherent picture of what you are looking at
remains a great unsolved problem of computer science. | was intensely curious
about how the brain pulls off this astounding trick. And | began my own
investigation of the mind with a basic assumption that | was to discover would give
me an inside track in my study of the problem of vision. | naturally assumed that
conscious experience must offer valuable clues to how visual information is
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represented and processed in the brain. How could it possibly be otherwise? At
some level, perhaps due in part to my adolescent experiences with LSD, | knew
that the world of experience is a distorted picture of the actual world, although |
had not yet pursued the implications of that idea to their logical conclusions. But
one thing | did know was that | remembered my LSD experiences from many
years ago, and | knew for a fact that the psychedelic experience would certainly
offer powerful clues to the secret of biological vision. When 1| joined the PhD
program therefore, | made a concerted effort for the first time in years, to locate
some LSD, and to consume it specifically for psychonautical purposes, i.e. as a
tool for exploring the mechanism of conscious experience.
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Chapter 2

Graduate Studies in Psychonautics

Astronauts are not selected from people with a fear of heights or of danger,
astronauts are selected from those who love flying and love the thrill of danger.
And mountaineers come from the ranks of those who love mountains and the thrill
of heights. So it is perfectly natural that psychonautical explorers emerge from the
ranks of those who love the psychedelic experience for its own sake, and are only
too happy to find a useful purpose for their pleasurable passtime. | confess
therefore that the first and principal reason for my consuming psychoactive
substances was and is because | just love the psychedelic experience! | love the
wild confusion of mental state that challenges every fiber of my being, and | even
love the terrifying feeling of dissociation when you cannot even find your own
body, but live like a disembodied spirit, unsure whether you will ever return to a
state of normal existence. For me these experiences are like the thrill of the
fighter pilot, who knows well the dangers of his trade, but considers the risks
worthwhile in return for the sheer exhiliration and mental challenge of engaging in
mortal combat against another human being in an airplane. A fighter pilot who
also finds a noble cause to fight for, such as the defense of his land and liberty, is
doubly pleased to be doing something he enjoys so much for such a noble and
lofty goal. And so it was that | was doubly pleased to find that | could indulge my
curiosity in alternate states of consciousness while in pursuit of the noble cause of
investigating the human mind and brain.

Return to Alternate Reality

| was over thirty years old in November 1988 when | first did LSD again since my
high school years. But this time | was equipped with more life experience to help
make sense of the psychedelic state. Like many of the best things in life, drugs
are wasted on kids who are not mature enough to really understand the insights
they have to offer. And yet curiously, the cultural pattern seems to be that kids
experiment with drugs through high school, and some continue on through
college, but then they usually quit and go straight as soon as they get serious
about their careers and family life. Many of these ex-druggies then turn into
virulent anti-drug crusaders in a vain attempt to protect their own children from the
very pleasures that they had indulged in in their own youth. Returning to drugs in
later life, you can rediscover some of the wonder and confusion and vivid vitality
of youth that is inevitably lost as we learn more about the ways of the world.
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My old friend Peter su