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FOREWORD

Matthew Collin’s essential account of the eighties and nineties acid house explosion across the UK reads a lot like a dayglo spaghetti western. Altered State could be a Sergio Leone film with sound systems, the outlaws clashing with the establishment in speaker-shaking games of cat and mouse. It’s a classic tale, in part, except these rave cowboys have swapped their trusty steeds for Ford Fiestas and their chaps for neon sportswear, and are speeding around the M25 orbital instead of the prairie, trying to outrun the party poopers. Over in the Wild, Wild West Country, the free party pagans are channelling ancient tribal rites, set to repetitive beats. Meanwhile every major city is brimming with sweaty saloons, strobes in place of sawdust.

As epic as it is, the Britain depicted in the book feels barely recognisable now. It’s a time capsule of rule-breaking gatherings, anarchic energy and abandoned buildings. It’s a place before smartphones and social media, where pirate radio, flyers and dial-in hotlines were how to find the rave. Where you could live cheaply and play to excess. And it’s a book filled with colourful blaggers, bruisers, hippies and hooligans, as well as the pleasure seekers and idealists whose search for pills and thrills lit the match under a colossal youthquake. These acid house E-vangelists shared a DIY ethos: find an empty space, start a party, quids in. And this being the late eighties under Thatcher, an enterprising spirit too. They triggered a seismic cultural shift that could have only started in the UK during the late eighties where, the book explains, the ‘entrepreneurial, hedonistic and utopian’ coalesced.

It’s almost 40 years since the second summer of love swept through the nation and nearly 30 since this seminal text was first published in 1997. As club archivists DJ History wrote, ‘Altered State was a landmark. Here was dance culture taken seriously, and by someone who had lived it.’ The book’s title, of course, spoke to both the altered state of experiencing Ecstasy and how the UK was irrevocably altered by rave culture for ever after. Collin neither sensationalised nor glamourised, but he wrote with the gleeful knowledge that he’d been part of the biggest psychedelic awakening since the sixties, which laid the groundwork for clubbing and festival-ing as we know them today.

Rave, the club scene, nightlife, electronic music, EDM, however you want to define it, still dominates culture across the world. In the past ten years alone, we’ve seen the unstoppable supersizing of electronic music in North America (for more, read Collin’s 2018 book Rave On) and DJs replacing bands as festival headliners everywhere. More recently, streaming has helped to revive genres like drum ’n’ bass and there’s been an undeniable internet phenomenon of watching selectors play sets in front of a camera, this being the logical conclusion of the nineties’ superstar DJ era – partying as performance rather than participation. Bigger business than ever, a 2025 report found that the global electronic music industry is now worth a record $12.9 billion.1

The halcyon days depicted in Collin’s history, meanwhile, have been catalogued via social media, where grainy old clips and pics of what it was like to be ‘on one’ at the height of acid house have been reposted and repurposed. It’s part of a wider revived interest in the nineties across music, film and fashion, which fetishises the analogue world and romanticises early rave’s unselfconscious wild abandon, its breaking down of social barriers and, perhaps, just really good Es. It’s certainly eye-opening now to see footage of throngs of young people all on the same high, wearing the same clothing and experiencing the same thing, illicitly – this being the last wide-scale youth phenomenon to begin beyond corporate borders, before it was subsumed by licensing, laws and luxury flat blocks.

But Altered State remains remarkably relevant on many fronts. When Collin talks about the ‘post-hippie seekers’ believing that the human race was at a crossroads, ‘headed either for a new era of enlightenment or a dark future of environmental destruction’, he could just as easily have been talking about the prevailing mood now. Though unemployment rates are nowhere near what they were in the late eighties, there are parallels between the ‘drab, joyless’ country that Collin depicts and recent cost of living crises, the Brexit Britain mentality and the rise of the far right. Eco anxiety, the creeping paranoia of mass surveillance, the suppression of the right to protest: Altered State may be a blockbuster retelling of the rave revolution but it’s also a critical reminder that time is a flat circle, repeating itself for all eternity.

The political climate feels familiar, as does how culture has so often been reported: flattened, whitewashed, squeezed into a pithy soundbite. Altered State presents an important corrective, seeking to bust the simplistic myths around acid house that have accumulated over the years. Like the story of the so-called Ibiza Four, a group of suburban soul boys who went to the White Isle, exported its Balearic soundtrack back to London and supposedly kickstarted the entire scene. Accepted folklore like this overlooks the more complex truths of house music history, says Collin, excluding the role that Black and queer subcultures have played in its evolution.

A movement doesn’t happen in a vacuum, and this new and updated version of Altered State is full of even more breakout scenes – from Texas to Twyford and Glasgow to Goa – mapping out how cultural plotlines surface from the underground, tangle together and gather momentum. In recent years, there’s been a great effort to spotlight house and techno’s queer, Black roots, which chimes with the history celebrated in Collin’s book: he takes us from the eighties’ innovations of DJ Larry Levan at New York’s Paradise Garage and A Guy Called Gerald in the north of England, to the jungle and hardcore sounds that emanated out of inner-city London the following decade.

And what of the highs themselves? Collin’s discussion around MDMA and LSD was way ahead of the curve. He highlighted the psychedelic movement in brilliant detail, documenting the radical scientists, pharmacologists and psychiatrists who believed in these substances’ consciousness-raising potential. At the time, these kooks were dismissed, their drugs banned from the lab. But all these years later, the psychedelic renaissance is well under way. Following decades of limitations, there’s been a renewed interest among researchers (and the public) in the promise of using psychedelics to treat a range of mental health disorders – anxiety, addiction, PTSD – with numerous clinical trials afoot and new books on the topic being published.

Some areas of club culture, however, have sadly regressed. When I started working on the nightlife desk at listings magazine Time Out in the mid-2000s – under editor and photographer Dave Swindells, who appears throughout Altered State – dance music was experiencing another reinvention across the UK. Reminiscent of the heady days of ‘indie dance’ decades earlier and charted in this book (see: ‘Madchester’), rock and rave music were banging heads on the dancefloor – less baggy sway, more electrified mosh.

Then came the closures. Just as another revival was revving into action, mid-sized nightclubs started shutting quicker than you could say ‘private equity investment’, falling prey to a rapidly gentrifying capital. First, the triumvirate of The Key, The Cross and Canvas behind King’s Cross station, repurposed to make way for the area’s regeneration. Then Clerkenwell’s Turnmills, a subterranean maze of sticky brickwork, in 2008. The End in 2009. Clubs up and down the country began to call it a day. Every year since then, the same headlines have emerged: has UK nightlife lost its mojo? Can it be saved? Will it survive past 2030?

For the last decade, there’s been a permanent storm cloud hanging over UK club culture, greying its kaleidoscopic hue. It’s hard to deny the statistics: a recent study found that a quarter of late-night venues in the UK have shut their doors since 2020.2 The reason? Redevelopment, inflation, operational costs, the price of pints and tickets, and the popularity of festivals are often cited, alongside changing attitudes. These days, fresh-faced would-be hedonists are apparently spending more time on their phones and, amid a tougher economic climate that places importance on self-improvement, have swapped gurning in the club for green juices after the gym – shifts that have only continued following the pandemic of 2020–2021. A sobering thought, indeed.

But as we know from Collin’s book, the reality isn’t so straightforward. Glimpse the event listings on websites like Resident Advisor and you’ll find countless parties – usually smaller, granted, but then so was the legendary Shoom – with increasingly inclusive lineups and diverse crowds utilising a variety of venues, just like in the early days of acid house. New spaces, many with a grassroots, community focus, are opening all the time. And ravers who remember everything (or just about) the first time round are out in force – according to 2019 figures, over 3.7 million of over-45s in the UK are out partying at least once a week.3

I don’t think the UK will ever lose the desire to find euphoria when times get tough. Whatever comes its way – whether the Criminal Justice Act of 1994 or the club closures of today – and no matter how much the powers that be try to divide everyone, this altered state will always be one nation under a groove. The bootstrapping outlaws will always find a way to raise a rumpus – just watch out for the sheriff.

Kate Hutchinson, 2026
Journalist, broadcaster and DJ


PROLOGUE

A Night in the Eighties

We were handed the capsules at about ten o’clock. I cupped the little gelatin bullet in my palm and took a surreptitious look: it had an opaque white casing, just over a centimetre in length, slightly sticky with the heat and the perspiration of my fingers. It was just a capsule; its appearance offered no clues as to what its contents might bring. Well, here goes… I popped it into my mouth and crunched it between my teeth, feeling the gelatin splinter like cracked plastic and the white powder ooze out. Bitter, not like the queasy taste of paracetamol, but a sharper chemical tang which spread unpleasantly over the tongue and teeth. I washed it down with a mouthful of Coke, which didn’t quite rinse away the repulsive aftertaste, and we sat down at a table on the balcony overlooking the dancefloor.

Ten minutes and counting. We were both slightly edgy, trying to make small-talk, lapsing into fretful silence, both wondering what would happen next. Neither of us knew much – if anything – about this stuff, what it would do, what its after-effects were, whether it could harm us in any way. Where would it take us? Were there demons in this other world? Would we still be the same people afterwards? None of these thoughts took real shape, they just flitted around the corners of our consciousness.

Twenty-five minutes. Another sip of Coke. Rather have a beer, but we’d been told that this stuff didn’t really mix with alcohol. Sip the Coke. Sip, sip. Wait. Sip. Wait … was that something? A tingle? The lights seemed to shimmer strangely, just for a millisecond, a flutter in the belly, a tiny glow. I searched my metabolism for signs of weirdness. No?

Forty minutes. Almost imperceptibly, everything shifted, like an elevator accelerating upwards. An overwhelmingly powerful charge surged through my body, coursing through the veins and the arteries and the bones and the teeth, pushing me down into the plastic chair. Sit back … fuuuuck … sit back and hold on, let it carry me … My mind began to reassure my body: ride it, ride it, go with it. You’ll be alright, it’s good, it’s good, ride it.

Then it eased slightly, and I felt a desperate urge to talk – to voice the babble of feelings which were rushing through me. We exchanged a few, brief words, hardly a conversation, but it seemed infused with an intensity of meaning it never had before – like no conversation we’d ever had before. I understood his faults, his hopes, his dreams, his pain and joy, what he had been through, what we had been through together, what we had all been through, and I knew he felt the same. Now, in this moment, it was all resolved … it was going to be alright. Everything was going to be alright.

Then that wave crashed over me again and I was struck dumb … Oh … the feeling … sooooo strong … I couldn’t speak but my emotions raged more intensely than they ever had before. Need to be touched … my skin felt clammy but sensitised beyond belief. ‘Are you alright?’ Paralysed, I found it difficult to nod yes. ‘It’s OK,’ he held my arm. ‘It’s OK.’ The light caress felt glorious. We clenched hands. Sensuous. Great. ‘I’m alright.’ I tried to sip. Couldn’t. Not possible. The rush seemed to last for hours but it must have only been a few seconds.

Suddenly the music that had been pounding out of the speakers suspended above the dancefloor flashed right into focus, searing into the consciousness. It felt like the sound, each gorgeous slash of the riff, was slicing through every single cell in my body, transmuting its physiology. The drums seemed to sparkle in mid-air, reverberating as if in a cathedral … and the bass … it was as though I’d never heard it before. It resonated right through to the core, pulsing from both inside and outside simultaneously. The tune separated out into its constituent parts, a lattice of textures, each ringing with angelic clarity, each sliding right into me, locking, holding, releasing …

The pressure in my head lifted dramatically and I felt warm all over; stroking my arm gently I realised I’d broken a sweat without even moving. The world had opened up all around, the blank warehouse somehow changed into a wonderland designed just for us, glistening with a mystic iridescence I couldn’t see earlier. New world. New sound. New life. Everything felt so right. A huge, glowing, magical YES.

The friend who’d given us the capsules came back to our table. It was like seeing him again for the first time after a long absence; we’d all changed, but the elapsed time – could it be that it was only an hour? – made us realise how much we loved him and missed him. ‘Are you alright?’ he asked, gauging the response from our smiles. ‘The music’s great, isn’t it? You’ve got to stand up, you’ve got to move, we’ve got to go and dance. Otherwise you’ll just sit here all night.’

We stood up unsteadily, and as we negotiated the stairs down to the dancefloor, we began to slide into the contours of the rhythm, becoming immersed in it, the bass curling round the spine, which felt like it had been loosened of its inhibiting rigidity, like it had slipped the bounds of all that was holding it – us – back, and could just flow, loose, warm, alive … And in a second we were among the throng, synched right into the matrix of bodies and sound; transported, transformed, together. Alright, the feeling resonated through us as the drums thrashed upwards towards climax, let’s go …

Several decades have passed since that night in 1988, and it’s difficult now, with all the time gone by, to convey how all-consumingly thrilling the period documented in this book felt as it happened. During those years, it seemed that we were living through unprecedented events, exploring new realms of human experience, swept along by a surging rush of creative vitality. Or was it just the drugs?

Altered State chronicles the period when a combination of American dance music and MDMA catalysed a cultural upsurge in Britain. From the delirious hedonism of the acid house Summer of Love to the daredevil audacity of the illegal raves and the outlaw activism of the free party movement, this was a time when people were willing to take remarkable risks and defy the law to express themselves freely; a time when new sonic forms proliferated at dizzying speed as new technology democratised electronic music-making. But when Altered State was written in the mid-nineties, the culture that it chronicles had yet to reach its peak. It had already been transformed from an underground scene with roots in black and gay subcultures and the psychedelic avant-garde of the United States into a mass phenomenon that brought recreational drug use into the social mainstream and masses of British youth onto the dancefloor. But at that point, it was still evolving, still sending out cultural and political shockwaves, a decade after it began.

The reason for its longevity was clear: it was simply extraordinary. The combination of Ecstasy and electronic dance music seemed to have genuine transformative power to deliver experiences that changed the way we felt, the way we thought, the way we lived. The culture around it seemed to have an inclusive, open-access ethos rather than a defined ideology, and this was the vital force that drove it forwards. It was a culture with options instead of rules; a series of possibilities that people could use to define their own identities, possibilities that could be adapted to each individual’s social background and belief system. The recurring story was of people being inspired by the revelatory flash of a primal Ecstasy experience, then altering the trajectory of the culture by bringing in their own ideas and influences – fuelling its relentless dynamism and constant self-reinvention.

This was no freak storm that burst miraculously from the ether. It was shaped by time, place, and very specific economic and social conditions: the late eighties in Britain, the final years of Conservative Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s rule, when the socio-cultural reality of the country was redefined. It’s hard now to recall how powerfully Thatcher once dominated Britain’s political environment and how much her right-wing government divided its people. The Thatcherite fantasy was about breaking free from the past, entering a paradise of unrestrained market forces and entrepreneurial opportunities where materialism was elevated to a creed and collective action was deterred or outlawed. ‘There is no such thing as society, there are individual men and women, and there are families,’ Thatcher famously asserted. But acid house and the rave scene expressed deeply felt desires for communal experiences, celebrating social unity at a point when communities, and the idea of community itself, were under attack from the Conservative government’s policies.

Inevitably however, the culture was itself influenced by the prevailing libertarian capitalist doctrine of economic freedom. It provided an outlet for entrepreneurial impulses, even amplified them, enabling people to get involved, to participate rather than simply observe or consume, to do something, whether it was recording a track in a bedroom studio, organising a warehouse party or selling a bag of pills (although criminal entrepreneurialism wasn’t exactly what Thatcherite ideology envisaged).

Simultaneously, the huge increase in recreational drug use in Britain from the late eighties onwards, catalysed by Ecstasy, ensured that the mainstream of youth culture became intimately connected with illegal activity. As drug use became normalised, criminality was democratised. What the author Irvine Welsh called the ‘chemical generation’ was also a generation of lawbreakers. With so many people consuming so many illegal drugs, inevitably there were casualties – and a powerful backlash from the tabloid media, the police and the British government. Three separate pieces of legislation were introduced during the nineties in an attempt to contain the culture; one of them even tried to outlaw electronic dance music, if it was played in certain circumstances. All of them were unsuccessful.

Altered State is a book about Ecstasy and its impact on British society, not a history of dance music in the UK, although clearly the two are intertwined. It’s a partisan insider’s account, written as the events it documents were still unfolding, and it inevitably reflects the period in which it was created: the reckless enthusiasms, the exaggerated impulses and the wild optimism of the early rave years. Some of the ideas expressed in these pages may now seem incredible, even ludicrous, but those were different times, and we lived differently then.

The first edition of Altered State was published in 1997. Since then, huge amounts of new information about the era have emerged, deepening understanding and shedding new light on hidden narratives. The big picture has widened, and continues to do so. But some elements of the story have long been clear: the acid house Summer of Love wasn’t Year Zero for dance music culture in the UK, although it certainly felt like a new beginning to many people involved. A whole range of scenes and subcults had thrived in Britain previously – from soul to punk, disco to reggae, industrial music to electro and hip-hop – and all of them exerted some kind of influence on acid house.

It’s also well-known that house music was being played in some British clubs several years before MDMA became widely available. But as chemical and stylistic influences were imported from Ibiza and New York, a new cultural movement was codified. Like so often in the history of British youth movements, music, fashion, clubs and drugs were combined into an alluring package – a shiny, smiley archetype that appealed to the popular mainstream and went on to enrapture the world. But none of it would have happened in the way it did without the fierce energies summoned by the people on the dancefloor who brought it all to life.

Like all cultural movements, acid house and the rave scene were shaped by the attitudes of wider society at the time in which they emerged. The scene proclaimed progressive ideals of equity and inclusivity, then sometimes failed to live up to them. It was male-dominated, with white males reaping many of the benefits. But it also created a vibrant social world in which misfits, outcasts and nonconformists could thrive, where alternative ideas and identities could be explored and where new musical concepts could be researched and developed.

Some of the characters who appear in Altered State have enjoyed remarkable creative careers in the decades after the period documented in this book. Others have fallen into disrepute, betraying the principles of tolerance and empathy they once so fervently preached. Several inspirational figures are no longer with us. This edition of the book does not take advantage of hindsight to memorialise fallen heroes, nor to retrospectively condemn those who later turned out to be villains; their misdeeds are well-documented elsewhere. But it does widen the geographical scope to show how the drug swept across the country from 1988 onwards, helping to stimulate a nationwide explosion of creative activity. Nevertheless, the original book’s core narrative has not been fundamentally reshaped to offer a revisionist reinterpretation of events according to contemporary perspectives. It remains a product of its own era, the late twentieth century, reflecting how it felt at the time it happened and how the people involved saw what was happening around them when they were truly living it.

But what did it all mean? This is a question that’s been asked again and again since the early years of acid house, and perceptions of the culture’s significance have inevitably shifted as the years have passed. It was initially seen by its blissed-out instigators as a fuzzily envisioned, neo-hippie utopia of loved-up togetherness: the ideological equivalent of a group hug. (On the American rave scene, this was defined as ‘PLUR’: peace, love, unity and respect.) At its heart was a concerted attempt to suspend normal transmission, if only for one night; to establish liberated territory where freedom of expression could flourish before external reality intervened: a temporary autonomous zone, to use the phrase that was in vogue back then. To its detractors – and there were many in those early years, when dance culture was often derided as frivolous and trivial – it was seen as little more than narcotised sensation-seeking; mindless hedonism set to moronically repetitive machine music.

Decades on, multiple interpretations have proliferated. Clubs have been theorised as sanctuaries for marginalised and oppressed communities; outposts of socio-cultural resistance; catalysts for creativity and testbeds for new musical styles; sites of collective and individual transcendence; liberated zones providing freedom for self-expression and access to other realms of consciousness. All these interpretations can be valid, and more. Clubs are also spaces for pure hedonistic abandon – escape hatches from the confines of ‘normality’, Saturday night fever-dreamlands, places for carefree revelry where joy is the purpose and the reward, with no deeper meaning sought. But they can be sites of risk and danger too, particularly when drugs are involved; a culture based on illicit substances will always have to negotiate problems caused by criminality and excess.

Since the period documented in this book, dance music has continued to mutate and thrive, and people have continued to take illegal drugs in nightclubs. In the globally networked era of smartphones and social media, the culture has grown bigger than ever could have been envisaged back in the eighties, although Ecstasy has long ceased to be the major defining factor in its continuing evolution. Altered State relives that moment in time when it all felt new and special; the moment when the culture was being invented, weekend after glorious weekend, by its own participants. It’s the story of what happened when sound and chemistry combined to conjure inspiration so powerful that it changed minds and lives, setting off a wave of creative energy that continues to reverberate even now, decades afterwards.

So then, yes: let’s go …


1

The Technologies of Pleasure

‘Where once there was frustration, alienation and cynicism, there are new characteristics among us. We are full of love for each other and are showing it; we are full of anger at what has been done to us. And as we recall all the self-censorship and repression for so many years, a reservoir of tears pours out of our eyes. And we are euphoric, high, with the initial flourish of a movement …’

Carl Wittman, Refugees from Amerika: A Gay Manifesto, 19701

New York City at the turn of the seventies. The end of the civil rights era, the twilight days of the hippies. At 1.20 a.m. one hot summer night in June 1969, the New York Police Department raided a gay bar called the Stonewall Inn on Christopher Street in Greenwich Village. Police harassment of gay bars was common practice, but this time something snapped and people fought back; an outbreak of righteous anger sparking off a full-scale riot that continued through the night. ‘Queen power exploded with all the fury of a gay atomic bomb,’ declared one New York newspaper.2

The uprising heralded a rising mood of militancy in the golden age of pre-AIDS euphoria. ‘The Stonewall riots were a watershed for gay people,’ wrote historian Ian Young, ‘and when the dam broke, a lot of idealism, anger and longing burst out of their social restraints …’3 As late as the sixties, homosexuality had been considered a medical condition, a pathological state, an aberration; gays and lesbians were isolated and almost invisible. Now this outpouring of repressed energy would amplify the new politics of the gay liberation movement.

Amidst the heady mood, New York’s underground gay clubs experienced a creative upsurge. The Sanctuary in the Hell’s Kitchen district was a temple to joyous decadence; a ‘cathedral of Sodom and Gomorrah’. In his portrait of the era, Disco, author Albert Goldman compared its decor to a Witches’ Sabbath, with a huge painted devil flanked by a host of angels locked in sexual communion. Drinks were sold from chalices, Goldman reported, and pews were arranged around the walls, while the DJ, Francis Grasso, would play from an altar above the dancefloor. Grasso helped pioneer the technique of seamlessly mixing one record into another; he would layer the orgasmic moans from Led Zeppelin’s ‘Whole Lotta Love’ over heavy percussion, cutting the bass and treble frequencies in and out to heighten the energy level, segueing from dirty James Brown funk and sweet-voiced soul to rock’n’roll, then on into hypnotic African drums and chants.

‘Francis was like an energy mirror,’ wrote Goldman, ‘catching the vibes off the floor and shooting them back again recharged by the powerful sounds of his big horns.’4 Many of The Sanctuary’s dancers would load up on LSD, amphetamine pills or mood-altering Quaaludes, and the men’s room became an orgy of rutting males hyped by the libidinous atmosphere. A new militancy was evident, too; when the police raided the club, hundreds would chant ‘Fuck you!’ in unison. By the time it was shut down in 1972, after a state official described the club as a ‘supermarket for drugs’ and a ‘menace to the community’, The Sanctuary had not only influenced the soundtrack of New York nightlife, but its very shape and form.5

One of the most influential dance clubs of the early seventies wasn’t actually a discotheque at all: The Loft began in a Manhattan loft apartment inhabited by a bearded, idealistic LSD aficionado called David Mancuso, who had been profoundly affected by the ideas of psychedelic guru Timothy Leary. The hippie gatherings that Mancuso had been organising at his home since the sixties, where he played ‘journey tapes’ to soundtrack acid trips, had evolved into dance parties. Every Saturday night from February 1970 onwards, Mancuso would fill the space with brightly coloured balloons and throw it open to a crowd of devoted acolytes, a glorious rainbow mixture of black, white, Latino, gays and turned-on straights, who would dance themselves into a delirious trance until well into Sunday. He would lay on a buffet and provide juice, but no alcohol, and play music he loved – songs of passion and spirituality, a bridge between psychedelia, soul and the disco era – through a lovingly tended sound system.

Mancuso had very specific beliefs about how music should be presented. ‘He wanted to trip people out, to lay them under a spell,’ suggested Albert Goldman. ‘Many people regarded him as a magician.’6 ‘Loft babies’ felt part of a special society of initiates (attendance was by invitation) who were experiencing a unique communal happening. Mancuso saw it as a mystical experience. ‘The Loft is a feeling,’ he once declared.

Black and gay clubs have constantly nurtured new developments in popular culture and music, creating stylistic innovations that then filtered through to straight, white society. Mancuso’s free-spirited musical selections at The Loft, and the open-hearted, empathetic environment for self-expression that he created, set standards that other clubs were to follow. David Morales, later to become one of New York’s pre-eminent DJs, would come down from Brooklyn with a spare set of clothes to change into and party at The Loft until Sunday afternoon; he remembers dancers on acid slipping into ecstatic reveries under Mancuso’s spell, their limbs and brains synched into the matrix of percussion and melody. ‘Dancing at The Loft was like riding waves of music, being carried along as one song after another built relentlessly to a brilliant crest and broke, bringing almost involuntary shouts of approval from the crowd, then smoothed out, softened, and slowly began welling up to another peak,’ journalist Vince Aletti wrote at the time.7

Another Loft devotee was Nicky Siano, who became celebrated for his wildly expressive DJ sets at his own club, The Gallery. Siano, who had witnessed the Stonewall uprising first-hand, saw the energy generated by the gay liberation movement channelled into the city’s nightlife. ‘Clubs like The Gallery and The Loft had an environment that promoted love, tolerance and camaraderie, and in there people were able to flourish, they were able to become what they wanted to become,’ he says. At The Gallery, he recalls people dancing so hard that the floor would shake: ‘You cannot imagine the level of excitement on that dancefloor, it was like you were just going to explode. People were jumping up and down and screaming so loud that it would drown out the music sometimes.’ The underground disco scene of the early seventies wasn’t only about the music, Siano insists: ‘The names of clubs like The Haven and The Sanctuary also reflected what was going on at the time. They really were a refuge for people who were disenfranchised and needed to bond.’

Lush, orchestrated disco from Philadelphia International Records was the dominant club sound of the period. MFSB’s ‘Love is the Message’ was its inspirational height, a song of joy and hope with careening wash of strings locked to a compulsive bassline. Philadelphia International’s combination of sumptuous orchestration and funky syncopation was emulated by Salsoul Records – but this New York label would also herald another step forward. In 1975, disco producer Tom Moulton, one of dance culture’s first remixers, started to make test pressings of his mixes on album-sized 12-inch vinyl. Moulton was already re-editing and stretching songs into more energetic, percussive forms; now he had the format to enhance his experiments yet further.

The 12-inch single, the first new record format in almost 30 years, was revolutionary not only because it sounded so physically powerful over huge speakers, but it gave dance music a new dynamic: both length and depth. Remixers could extend the breakdown – the few bars where the instruments dropped out leaving just bass and drums to carry the pulse – into a mesmeric drum ritual, like the African drums and Latin percussion records that Mancuso used to fire up The Loft. The first commercially available 12-inch was Walter Gibbons’ remix of ‘Ten Percent’ by Double Exposure on the Salsoul label. Transformed from a three-minute single into a nine-minute epic, it was aimed direct at the club underground of New York City. Salsoul’s themes seemed to speak intimately to the gay community: passionate, sensual, charged with sexual energy and the ecstasy of release.

Disco continued to accelerate into the future. From the mid-seventies onwards, a series of records began to emerge that used electronics to revolutionise the form: Giorgio Moroder’s productions for Donna Summer, Patrick Cowley’s recordings with Sylvester. Disco absorbed the futuristic textures of European electronic music and the stark minimalism of German synthesiser quartet Kraftwerk, whose records were embraced by black American dance music innovators. ‘I don’t think they even knew how big they were among the black masses back in ‘77 when they came out with Trans-Europe Express,’ hip-hop pioneer Afrika Bambaataa explained. ‘I thought that was one of the best and weirdest records I ever heard in my life … It was funky.’8 With producer Arthur Baker, Bambaataa and the Soul Sonic Force reimagined Kraftwerk as electronic funk, adding rapped lyrics and catalysing a whole new musical genre: electro.

By the end of the seventies, disco had boomed, then almost went bust. What had been an underground culture was increasingly commercialised as it became America’s predominant nightlife scene, and a backlash started to gain strength. The release of the film Saturday Night Fever in 1977 had brought disco to the mass market, ironing out its depth and complexities in the process of commodification, shedding its black and gay context. The fictional tale that Saturday Night Fever was based on, Tribal Rites of the New Saturday Night by Nik Cohn, was a portrait of working-class youths who poured their frustrated dreams into a frantic outburst of weekend lunacy; an enduring theme of nightclub culture. But although the film helped to turn disco into a multi-million-dollar business, it also made it seem like a fad, as record companies pumped out increasing numbers of commercial disco mixes in an attempt to profit from the phenomenon while it lasted. A campaign against disco began, led by rock DJs on radio stations across the US, characterising the music as superficial and inauthentic – a crusade that had a noxious smell of racism and homophobia. It culminated in a ‘Disco Demolition Night’ rally during a baseball match at Chicago’s Comiskey Park in July 1979, when explosives were used to blow up thousands of disco records in an attempt to kill off a culture that its detractors despised.

But just as it seemed that disco was being persecuted for its own spectacular success, evolving technology was changing its very nature. Electronic instruments and studio mixing techniques seemed infused with possibility, giving fresh impetus to the sound. Black American music had always been at the cutting edge of invention, from the electric guitars of the Chicago blues players to the cosmic jazz of Sun Ra and the space-age big bands of Parliament and Funkadelic, and now disco’s emphasis also started to shift, as the music moved on from the surging, string-driven grooves of Salsoul and Philadelphia International. The record labels that exemplified this increasingly electronic dance sound were Prelude and West End. Both employed the finest remixers of the moment to lace the grooves with synthetic effects that echoed the deep space of Jamaican dub. Many rock critics regarded disco as frivolous and banal – ‘Disco sucks!’ was their battle cry at the height of the late seventies backlash – yet here were disco mixers traversing the frontiers of the possible, auteurs who attempted to heighten consciousness using sound, virtuosos whose instrument was the recording studio itself: DJs like François Kevorkian and Larry Levan.

The Paradise Garage, the club where Levan played from 1977 until its closing night in 1987, was a former car park in New York’s SoHo district. It had a remarkable sound system, custom designed by the city’s premier sound technician, Richard Long, and lovingly refined by Levan. ‘From overhead comes the heavy pounding of the disco beat,’ wrote Albert Goldman in 1978. ‘When you reach the “bar”, a huge bare parking area, you are astonished to see immense pornographic murals of Greek and Trojan warriors locked in sado-masochistic combat running from floor to ceiling. On the floor of the main dancing room are the most frenzied dancers on the disco scene: the black and Puerto Rican gays, stripped down to singlets and denim shorts, swing their bodies with wild abandon, while from their hip pockets flow foot-long sweat rags that fly like horses’ tails.’9

Levan, born Lawrence Philpot in 1954, was a graduate of David Mancuso’s Loft and Nicky Siano’s Gallery, and one of the finest ever conjurers of the psychoactive power of dance music to create a vision of spiritual utopia. ‘Larry Levan used music as a unique storytelling vehicle that transported his audience on a collective journey, reaching to the roots of their emotions and releasing unparalleled waves of excitement and energy,’ suggested the Paradise Garage’s backer Mel Cheren and François Kevorkian.10 Although ‘garage’ music, which took its name from the Paradise Garage, later came to mean uptempo house music with a gospel-style vocal, Levan had an incredibly eclectic taste, playing anything that captured the transcendent, life-affirming feeling he cherished: disco, soul, funk, reggae, post-punk rock, European electro-pop, even German kosmische synthesiser epics like Manuel Göttsching’s ‘E2-E4’. ‘He would experiment with records that most people wouldn’t go near,’ says Cheren.

Levan mixed records as if he was trying to work the drugs that were percolating through the dancers’ brains – trying to play their body chemistry. As pure mood enhancement, his mixes of Taana Gardner’s drugged-out, metallic ‘Heartbeat’ or the Peech Boys’ shimmering ‘Don’t Make Me Wait’ were utterly sublime, staking out new frontiers for the post-disco sound of the early eighties. ‘The way people party now, the drugs that are in the street, everything has got to be wild and crazy and electronic,’ Levan once insisted.11 Although drug-taking was far less open than it would become in British clubs, an astounding pharmacopeia of substances was being consumed in the name of pleasure on the gay scene of the time – pleasures that Levan freely enjoyed. His club buzzed with energies of all kinds: musical, sexual, chemical – and spiritual. ‘He was brilliant,’ says Cheren. ‘He wasn’t an easy person but most artists aren’t. He was very self-destructive – but there were a lot of DJs at that time that were very self-destructive.’

The final night of the Garage on 26 September 1987 marked the end of an era, the last gathering of a clan who for decades afterwards would insist that the sense of nocturnal spirituality that Levan engendered had never been surpassed. Artist Keith Haring, whose iconic graffiti covered the building’s walls, returned from Japan just to be there. ‘Under the spell of Levan’s narcotic mix, people seemed to transcend human limits,’ journalist Frank Owen wrote. ‘Men crawled around on their hands and knees howling like dogs, while others gyrated and leapt as if they could fly. After a 24-hour marathon, an exhausted crowd gathered in front of Levan’s DJ booth and pleaded, “Larry, please don’t go.”’12

After the Garage closed, Levan’s prodigious appetite for drugs, particularly heroin and cocaine, reached critical levels. He spent his rent money on pharmaceuticals and sold his precious records. ‘When Larry knew the Garage was going to close, he freaked. He went on a self-destructive binge,’ recalled DJ David DePino.13 In the years that followed, Levan’s New York career imploded and his health deteriorated. On 8 November 1992, he died of heart failure. He was 38.

Chicago and Detroit

The almost devotional intensity of the atmosphere in the black and Latino gay nightclubs of New York created a template that has been employed, knowingly or not, in dance cultures ever since. Marginalised from the American socio-economic mainstream and prevented from expressing their identities, gay black and Latino dancers found their release in the clubs, the only spaces where they could truly be themselves and play out their desires without fear or inhibition. The explosion of creative energy was enormous; the bonding too. Compounded by drugs, the rhetoric of unity and togetherness that echoed down through the decades was forged in these clubs: disco and house both mixed secular invocations of sexual abandon with spiritual yearning for a ‘better day’ when ‘we will all be free’.

Larry Levan had started his career playing music at New York’s Continental Baths, a huge hotel basement venue where Bette Midler also got her break, accompanied on piano by a young Barry Manilow. The Continental Baths was one of the most opulent of the gay sex sanctums known as bathhouses, most of which were shut down in the eighties by the city’s health department as AIDS devastated the gay community. It was primarily designed for orgiastic abandon, complete with saunas, showers and hundreds of private rooms – but it also had a dancefloor where men could sweat out the physicality expressed in the music.

Levan’s friend, a South Bronx-born ‘Loft baby’ called Frankie Knuckles (real name Francis Nicholls), was also a DJ at the Continental Baths. Knuckles had worked with Levan before, as assistants to Nicky Siano at his Gallery club. Levan and Knuckles’ role at The Gallery was to decorate the club and ensure the vibe was high. ‘Part of our job description was spiking the punch,’ Knuckles said. ‘We’d be given tabs of acid and we’d spike the punch with them.’14

In 1977, the 22-year-old Knuckles was invited to move to Chicago to play at a new club, The Warehouse: the place that would give house music its name. ‘It was predominantly black, predominantly gay,’ he remembers. ‘Very soulful, very spiritual. For most of the people that went there it was church for them. It only happened one day a week: Saturday night, Sunday morning, Sunday afternoon. In the early days between ‘77 and ‘81 the parties were very intense – they were always intense – but the feeling that was going on, I think, was very pure.’ Pure, but also psychedelic, Knuckles acknowledges: ‘A lot of acid.’

Like most disco DJs, Knuckles was spinning the anthems of Philadelphia International and Salsoul. But he also began to experiment with the raw material of sound itself – taking records apart, re-editing them on reel-to-reel tape, extending certain parts, slicing out others, rearranging the flow to ‘give my dancefloor an extra boost’. This had already been done back in New York, but in Chicago it was shockingly new. Soon Knuckles had the biggest reputation and best crowd in town. As producers started employing more electronic effects to entrance and exhilarate dancefloors, Knuckles began adding pre-programmed rhythms from a primitive beatbox to his mixes. In 1984, having left The Warehouse to set up another club, The Power Plant, he purchased a Roland TR-909 drum computer from a hyperactive young DJ from Detroit called Derrick May. During the week, he would play around with the box, laying down beat patterns which he would run live on Saturday night, weaving the harsh, distinctive 909 clatter in and out of records, using it to segue between tracks or to crank up the bass kick at a crucial point in the song – anything to make his dancers jack their bodies harder. While The Power Plant didn’t attract a ‘heavy drug crowd’, insists Knuckles, many were taking MDA – methylenedioxyamphetamine, a close relative of Ecstasy– ‘enough that it made a difference’.

Knuckles wasn’t working in a vacuum. Chicago had its own superb dance mix show on WBMX radio: the Hot Mix 5 DJ quintet – initially Farley ‘Jackmaster’ Funk, Kenny ‘Jammin’ Jason and Mickey ‘Mixin’ Oliver, Ralphi Rosario and Scott ‘Smokin’ Silz – were turntable virtuosos who excelled at rapid-fire cut-and-dice collages. Soon they too were using drum machines, as was Knuckles’ rival over at the Music Box club, the iconoclastic Ron Hardy.

Hardy, who died from an AIDS-related illness in 1992 after a long heroin addiction, was an alchemist who conjured with pure, clear energy. He had been perfecting his art in the city’s clubs since the mid-seventies. ‘I’d never been to a party where the DJ had such a control over the people, where they would dance and scream, at some points cry and, depending on how high they were, pass out from pure excitement,’ says Cedric Neal, a Music Box regular. ‘The way Ron Hardy played records, you could tell how he was feeling. The sequence he played them, how long he played them. You could tell if he was depressed because him and his loverman had had a fight. You could know if he was up and happy or if he was just high, out of his mind because of the drugs. Frankie Knuckles was more refined in his spinning, more orderly. Ron Hardy was more raw. He just had an energy over the people that made them the moment: people were living for the moment. That’s all that mattered, in that time and space, was the moment.’

‘Ron Hardy was the greatest DJ who ever lived,’ says Marshall Jefferson, another Music Box regular, a post office worker who was soon to become an inspirational house music producer. ‘Everybody hated him, he was mean and nasty, a drug addict, he had a huge ego. But oh man, he was great.’ Sometimes Hardy would let the beats batter and crunch for ten long minutes, jacking his crowd ever upwards, before dropping into the song itself. This was no longer disco, it was something else. The dancers at The Warehouse had labelled Frankie Knuckles’ luscious soul blend ‘house music’; now the phrase was being applied to this abrasive new sound: house.

At Hardy’s club, a no-alcohol ‘juice bar’ venue that pumped until noon, there was an underlying symbiosis between psychedelic drugs and music that helped transform sound into magic, disco into house. ‘There was a juice bar because it was illegal to serve liquor in underground clubs,’ says Cedric Neal. ‘There was a lot of PCP [phencyclidine piperidine, or Angel Dust], happy sticks [joints dipped in liquid PCP] and a lot of acid.’ Stacey Collins, who worked the door at the Music Box, named MDA and LSD as the crucial mood intensifiers: ‘Those were good days for drugs,’ she declared. And for Hardy too: ‘Whatever he played, he was God … He was awesome. Damn, he was awesome.’15

What exactly constituted ‘the first house track’ has long been a point of contention, and various Chicago producers tell different stories. Jesse Saunders’ ‘On and On’ was perhaps the first to be commercially released on vinyl in 1984; it was made with young producer Vince Lawrence, who had raised money to buy his first synth by working as an usher at Chicago’s Comiskey Park stadium and had witnessed the carnage of Disco Demolition Night. Lawrence later joked that this attempted destruction of disco had actually helped to fund its regeneration as house music. Around the same time as ‘On and On’, Frankie Knuckles was also playing tapes of his mixes of exquisite Jamie Principle tracks like ‘Your Love’ at The Power Plant. Before long, not only Knuckles, Hardy and the Hot Mix 5 crew, but the dancers they inspired – Adonis, Chip E, Marshall Jefferson – were translating the new sound first onto tapes, which they would bring to the Music Box or Power Plant for Hardy or Knuckles to play, then onto vinyl, putting out roughly pressed 12-inches on Chicago independent labels like Trax and DJ International.

Years afterwards, it’s difficult to remember just how radical these early house recordings sounded at the time. Raw, exciting, charged with adrenaline, relentless percussion and stark, insistent bass patterns, they seemed to represent a violent break with the string sections and soaring choruses of disco; although of course they were simply a continuation of that tradition. ‘House music wasn’t nothing but disco, and proof of that is to listen to all the early house records,’ said Farley Keith Williams, alias Farley ‘Jackmaster’ Funk. ‘All we did was steal people’s music, like my first EP, Funkin’ with the Drums, that was just MFSB [the key Philadelphia International group], we pulled a bassline from them and then added something else to it. House music ain’t nothing but a harder kick drum than disco, that’s it.’16

When technology developed by major companies reaches street level, it is reimagined and repurposed. ‘The street finds its own uses for things,’ science fiction writer William Gibson once suggested.17 Using drum computers marketed by Roland of Japan in the early eighties, which by this time were available cheaply on the secondhand market, Chicago’s young musical hustlers wrenched out possibilities that the manufacturers had never envisioned. The TR-707, TR-808 and TR-909 models were treasure troves of synthetic percussion, their sizzle and boom locking into the mood of the clubs. Over a big sound system, they reverberated through flesh and bone. This was do-it-yourself music; anyone could join in, you didn’t need a diva’s vocal cords or a Salsoul orchestra; you could just fire up your box and go. Technology had thrown the creative process open.

One night Ron Hardy played a track that was strange even by his own standards. Then he played it again. And again. And again. Everyone wanted to know what it was; this crazy buzzing noise that churned and writhed and twisted like an alien language. The tape had been put together by a young Chicago house freak, Nathaniel Pierre Jones – later to become better known as DJ Pierre – and a couple of his friends, Herb Jackson and Earl ‘Spanky’ Smith. During a jam session, the trio were messing about, getting drunk and tweaking the control dials on the Roland TB-303 Bass Line, a bass guitar simulation machine that was a commercial failure when launched in 1981 and then discontinued by Roland after three years. The sound that they teased out of the box seemed to emanate from another dimension, and they quickly captured it on tape.

The recording, ‘Acid Tracks’ by Phuture, would make the 303 an exalted totem of dance culture. DJ Pierre, who didn’t take drugs, said it was named for its raw, ‘acidic’ feel, and its sound would define house music’s first sub-genre: acid house. The origins of the term itself are again subject to conflicting stories. Some suggested that it was inspired by the LSD that the dancers at the Music Box were taking; Marshall Jefferson insists that it just sounded so weird that it was like a simulated trip: ‘It was a mood, it didn’t mean drugs.’ Whatever the truth, the phrase felt right and it stuck.

Across the state border in Detroit, Michigan, another nexus of activity was developing that would have an equally powerful effect on the club culture of the coming decade. Since 1981, Juan Atkins and Rick Davis, a Vietnam veteran who called himself 3070, had been making records as Cybotron. They were an Afro-futurist electro duo, heavily influenced by Kraftwerk’s Trans-Europe Express and Parliament-Funkadelic, with roots in both the black American funk tradition and post-punk European synth-pop music.

Atkins went on to introduce two young friends, Derrick May and Kevin Saunderson, to electronic music: Yellow Magic Orchestra, Giorgio Moroder, Gary Numan, and of course Kraftwerk. Later, in return, May and Saunderson, both committed clubbers, switched Atkins on to what was bubbling at the Music Box over in Chicago: the cathartic velocity of the Windy City’s new electronic disco. They were all deeply inspired by the idiosyncratic broadcasts of Detroit radio DJ The Electrifying Mojo (Charles Johnson), whose mind-expanding late-night programmes ranged from P-funk and Prince to post-punk bands and the early electronic dance music from Detroit.

Their ideas were also shaped by the black middle-class party scene in Detroit: hip young African-American revellers who adored European fashions and new-wave electronic dance sounds from bands like Depeche Mode, Yazoo and Visage. The lyrics to ‘Sharevari’, a formative Detroit electronic track made in 1981 by A Number of Names, which fetishised ‘designer chic’, L’Uomo Vogue and ‘fine white wine’, illustrated the scene’s aspirational urges.

After Cybotron split, Atkins, May and Saunderson all launched solo projects, Atkins under the name Model 500, Saunderson as Reese and May as Rhythim is Rhythim. Forced into self-reliance by a lack of US record company interest in cosmic black electronic funk, they started releasing tracks on their own independent labels, joined by like-minded Afro-futurist frontiersmen from the Detroit area, Eddie ‘Flashin’ Fowlkes, Blake Baxter, Anthony ‘Shake’ Shakir, Santonio Echols and James Pennington, alias Suburban Knight. As well as science-fiction films like Star Wars and Ridley Scott’s android fantasy Blade Runner, they were fascinated by the idea of a new computer world replacing industrial society as framed in Kraftwerk’s records and futurologist Alvin Toffler’s book The Third Wave. The young producers saw themselves as what Toffler called ‘techno rebels’; forerunners of the society of the future. Twenty years earlier, the thriving Motor City had spawned Motown’s feel-good, up-time soul; now the auto factories were laying workers off, and their new music reflected the changing social dynamic. Atkins said it was ‘a result of our environment’, like a soundtrack to a weird night trip through the shattered urban landscape of their economically devastated hometown. ‘Detroit is a post-industrial city; industry is closing down and technology is coming to the forefront,’ he declared. ‘Our music is a phoenix rising from the ashes of the crumbling industrial state.’18

While the Chicago house producers were jacking up a new form of disco fervour, Detroit’s ‘first generation’ electronic dance musicians were translating the electric dreams of European synth-pop into visionary American club music. They used whatever equipment they could lay their hands to create sparse, kinetic funk with drums like thunderbolts and melodies charged with emotive power. It sounded, as May memorably commented, ‘like George Clinton and Kraftwerk stuck in an elevator with only a sequencer to keep them company’.19 Ahead of the release of a high-profile Virgin Records compilation album that would bring them acclaim in the UK, May had argued that their style should be named ‘high-tech soul’. But Atkins had the final say, and they called it techno.

California, Texas and Washington DC

Out of New York, Chicago and Detroit came sounds that would change the world of popular music: garage, house, techno. Elsewhere in America, seekers of new sensations were also attempting to release new energies, but in a totally different field. Instead of sound, they worked with chemistry.

At the end of the sixties, many feared that the psychedelic experiment had failed. The acid instigators, Timothy Leary and Ken Kesey, had been hunted down and imprisoned, as had the legendary acid chemist, Augustus Owsley Stanley III. The acid rock icons, Hendrix, Joplin and Morrison, were dead. Richard Nixon was in the White House. The Vietnam War continued. Hippie culture had been bought up and sold back to young people in the form of albums, clothes, posters … Amerika had not fallen. The tail-end of the period in the psychedelic frontline state of California was marked by a severe comedown. But if this was an end, it was also the beginning of a more realistic and pragmatic mind-expansion movement, one that would concentrate on low-key lobbying rather than wild, utopian manifestos, on underground laboratories producing small amounts of bespoke psychedelics for adepts rather than nationwide drug distribution networks; on keeping private rather than going public. This clandestine movement would later be described as the ‘neuroconsciousness frontier’, and the focus of its hopes would be a legal drug with the chemical name 3,4-methylenedioxymethamphetamine – MDMA.

The chemical structure of MDMA was first documented by Anton Köllisch, a chemist at the Merck pharmaceutical company of Darmstadt, Germany, which patented it in 1912. Methylsafrylamin, as Merck called it, was another product of a fertile German chemical industry that had previously given the world morphine and cocaine. It was created as part of attempts to make new blood-clotting pharmaceuticals, not as an appetite suppressant, as some accounts have suggested, and it might not have been tested on humans until decades later. After World War Two, MDMA surfaced again as one of many drugs investigated by researchers working for the American military in the fifties for potential use during the Cold War. Experimental Agent 1475 was given to guinea pigs, rats, mice, monkeys and dogs by scientists to gauge its toxicity. Some of the drugs tested for the US Army rapidly appeared on the streets – most notably LSD – but MDMA was largely ignored until it was resynthesized by a Californian chemist called Alexander Shulgin.

Born in 1925, Shulgin, the son of Russian émigrés, had served in the US Navy during World War Two and studied chemistry at university before deciding on a career as a psychopharmacologist. In 1960, he sampled mescaline for the first time, and discovered a vivid, miraculous world which would define his future trajectory. ‘It was a day that will remain blazingly clear in my memory, and one which unquestionably confirmed the entire direction of my life,’ he wrote afterwards. ‘I understood that our entire universe is contained in the mind and the spirit. We may not choose to find access to it, we may even deny its existence, but it is indeed there inside us, and there are chemicals that can catalyse its availability.’20

Shulgin took a job with Dow Chemical Company, and began to experiment with the molecules of substances that resembled mescaline, measuring their effects not on animals but on his own body. Although he was prodigiously productive, cooking up a whole stream of new compounds, by 1966 his relationship with Dow had soured: the substances he was interested in, psychedelic drugs, were neither marketable nor respectable, particularly considering the climate of the times, with America gearing up for a nationwide moral panic over LSD. He resigned and established his own laboratory at his home in Lafayette, California, in an outbuilding down his garden path, an alchemist’s lair from where he would generate a relentless flow of new mind-altering drugs for the next 30 years, hundreds of which are detailed in his autobiography cum pharmacological cornucopia, PiHKAL (‘Phenethylamines I Have Known and Loved’), and its follow-up, TiHKAL (‘Tryptamines I Have Known and Loved’), both written with his wife Ann.

Shulgin believed that pharmacological exploration could yield more effective tools to open the ‘doors of perception’. He saw no benefit in testing his ‘materials’, as he called them, on rats and mice. How would that give any indication of the labyrinthine workings of the human mind? Instead, he and Ann drew around them a circle of adepts who would exhaustively work through all the new substances coming out of his backyard lab. These communal drug sessions were highly civilised affairs, a very bourgeois nirvana: a handful of friends would gather at one of their homes, each bringing food, drink and sleeping bags for an overnight stay. The trippers might wander in the leafy garden, browse through art books, or listen to some classical music on a cassette player; if the mood took them, couples could retire to a bedroom and make love. Afterwards they would submit reports detailing the drug’s effects.

In time, the bearded, smiling, courteous, sandal-wearing ‘Sasha’ would become the beloved figurehead of a new psychedelic generation, although his natural modesty and cautiousness would never allow him to revel in this role; reportedly, he hated being described as the ‘Godfather of Ecstasy’. But how was Shulgin permitted to continue his research? After all, he was manufacturing and taking endless numbers of psychoactive substances which were or would soon be illegal, without any preliminary animal testing. And yet he had a US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) licence to possess and analyse any drug he chose to; a result of his usefulness as an expert witness and consultant to the DEA and his membership of the Bohemian Club, a bastion of the Republican Party in San Francisco. A DEA lab chief officiated at his wedding, and in 1973 he even received a citation from a government drugs agency for ‘significant personal efforts to help eliminate drug abuse’. In later years, the situation would become even more peculiar. The DEA, having picked up a new substance on the streets, would often bring it to Shulgin for analysis – and it would sometimes prove to be one of the ‘materials’ he had cooked up in his backyard.

This freedom would not last, however. In 1994, DEA officers knocked on the Shulgins’ door with a warrant to search the premises. They were accompanied by police officers, a ‘decontamination unit’ and a fire truck: it was a raid. Ann Shulgin believes that prominent people at DEA headquarters in Washington DC were ‘extremely agitated and annoyed’ about the way her husband was disseminating his knowledge through their book PiHKAL, and were determined to silence him. Shulgin was stripped of his licence and fined $25,000 – although this didn’t end his pharmacological quest.

Shulgin had first synthesised MDMA at Dow in 1965, but did not actually try it until years later. When he did, although he was a veteran of psychedelic experiences, he was astounded by the sensation. ‘I found it unlike anything I had taken before,’ he reported. ‘It was not a psychedelic in the visual or interpretive sense, but the lightness and warmth of a psychedelic was present and quite remarkable.’21

MDMA works on the neurotransmitters which affect pleasure – chemicals in the brain like serotonin or oxytocin. It is related to the psychedelic mescaline and the amphetamines (as well as plants like nutmeg), and has been called a ‘psychedelic amphetamine’, yet it neither induces hallucinatory visions nor encourages the same soul-searching and potentially scary mental manifestations as LSD. To stress the difference, it has been called an ‘empathogen’ (empathy-generating). Empathy is the sensation of experiencing someone else’s feelings as your own, and this was the effect that Shulgin, and the psychotherapists who followed his lead, celebrated foremost. MDMA seemed to help people to open up and really talk, to enable honesty without fear or conditioning getting in the way. It induced a powerful impression that everything was all right with the world. Yet what no one really hit on at first was that it also had an incredible effect on the body, seeming to free up the spine and limbs. When combined with rhythmic music, it hooked the mind into the textures of the percussion and the outline of the melody, as certain sounds were massively intensified by the drug.

It’s unclear when human use of MDMA began, although there were a handful of reported police seizures in the US in 1972–73, and Shulgin also passed on samples to associates, some of whom are reported to have tested the drug. In 1977, Shulgin introduced a veteran psychologist friend to MDMA. Leo Zeff was readying to retire, but he too was smitten by the drug, and, re-energised, started holding group MDMA sessions for initiates and then travelling the United States, introducing it to other psychologists and psychiatrists and tutoring them in its therapeutic potential. It was estimated that this Johnny Appleseed of MDMA turned on hundreds of his fellow professionals, who in turn passed the knowledge onwards.

The therapeutic community distributed the drug widely over the course of a decade. Therapists would give their patients MDMA during their sessions to break down mental barriers and enhance communication and intimacy. The patients might be suffering from post-traumatic conditions, phobias, neurotic disorders, drug addiction or even terminal illnesses, and a large proportion felt that the drug sessions helped them, eased their ailments or improved their self-esteem. These were progressive therapists with a grounding in the evolving philosophies that descended from the sixties, the kind of people interested in spiritual practices, the Human Potential Movement, Gestalt awareness, and ecology – the gamut of ideas lumped together under the reductive, catch-all tag ‘New Age’. One of them, psychiatrist George Greer, who was first given the drug by Zeff, declared: ‘Anything that psychotherapy is useful for, I think MDMA would be useful for, too.’22 Many believed that MDMA could go one step further, too: make healthy people feel even better, happier, more positive about their lives. As Alexander Shulgin noted: ‘There was something akin to snake oil – in the sense of an apparent cure for anything that ails you – about this elixir called MDMA.’23

But there was a general agreement among therapists using MDMA that it should be kept away from public scrutiny, and no scientific papers on the impact of the drug on humans were published until as late as 1978, when a study by Shulgin and pharmacologist David Nichols noted that it offered ‘an easily controlled altered state of consciousness with emotional and sensual overtones’.24 Controlling the impact of MDMA on society would ultimately prove more difficult, however.

In the early sixties, author Aldous Huxley had disagreed with Harvard professor Timothy Leary as to the potential uses of a new chemical sacrament, LSD. Huxley favoured a cautious, low-key approach: quietly enable the ‘brightest and the best’ to become enlightened, progress slowly and get the establishment on your side, don’t attract the wrath of law enforcement or scandal-hungry media. In contrast, Leary believed that everyone should have the opportunity to tune in and turn on: LSD for all! Right now! It was Leary’s methodology that prevailed, with the results that Huxley feared; LSD became a recreational drug, not used for intellectual contemplation or scientific study, but for pure kicks, and within a few years it was criminalised and academic researchers were barred from investigating its potential. This couldn’t be allowed to happen again in the eighties, the psychedelic therapists believed – MDMA was far too precious a treasure to lose. Perhaps this time, they thought, common sense might prevail.

‘The neuroconsciousness frontier, circa 1983, reminded me a lot of the psychedelic movement, circa 1962,’ wrote LSD historian Jay Stevens of the new MDMA enthusiasts. ‘There was the same quality of excitement, the same mix of therapeutic and metaphysical interests, the same cautious optimism.’25 Timothy Leary, who reportedly married his fifth wife Barbara Chase immediately after sharing his first MDMA experience with her in 1978, presciently tagged MDMA ‘the drug of the eighties’, although he too urged that the lessons of LSD should be learned and the drug should be kept quiet: ‘Let’s face it, we’re talking about an elitist experience,’ he wrote. ‘XTC is a drug that is known, by word of mouth, by sophisticated people who sincerely want to attain a high level of self-understanding and empathy. We’re talking about dedicated searchers who are entitled, who’ve earned a bit of XTC. This is why the general public hasn’t heard of it. No one wants a sixties situation to develop where sleazy characters hang around college dorms peddling pills they falsely call XTC to lazy thrill-seekers.’26

But MDMA, like all killer applications of technology, had its own unstoppable dynamic. It couldn’t remain secret for much longer. The adepts were enthused: they were telling their friends, and their friends were telling their friends. Already, MDA had been documented within the hippie enclaves of California and had spread into the gay club scene of the seventies, with usage documented at clubs like the Music Box in Chicago and The Trocadero in San Francisco. It even had street nicknames: the ‘love drug’, the ‘Mellow Drug of America’. In 1970, MDA had been declared illegal in the US under the Controlled Substances Act. By the late seventies, there was also a small recreational market in MDMA.

People who distribute drugs often play a key role in determining how they are used; their beliefs are perpetuated through their distribution networks. The ‘Boston Group’, the first distributors of MDMA in the early eighties, were of the elitist, therapeutic school; like the earliest manufacturers of LSD in the sixties, they did it out of sheer belief in the drug’s utopian potential. MDMA would come supplied with ‘flight manuals’, instructions on how to best enjoy your trip, what to drink, what vitamins to take and how to negotiate the comedown, showing concerns for health and physical safety which would, significantly, be lost as the drug became a consumer product. The flight manuals were written in mellowed-out California-speak: MDMA, declared one of them, ‘is a tool for reaching out and touching others in soul and spirit. If responsibly used, strong bonds of unity and love can be forged that strengthen everyone involved. Celebrate in life, choose to evolve, create peace.’27 Central to the flight guides’ concerns was establishing a safe, stable environment in which to take the drug: programming the trip for optimum outcome.
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