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Introduction


This they tell, and whether it happened so or not I do not know; but if you think about it, you can see that it's true.1
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I've always known who Michael Hollingshead was. Or I thought I did. He was the guy with the mayonnaise jar full of LSD-infused sugar paste who acted as midwife to Timothy Leary's first LSD trip in 1961 and helped give birth to the psychedelic revolution of the 1960s. He was famous, wasn't he? Yet when I was carrying out research for Albion Dreaming, my social history of LSD in Britain, other than a few references in Leary's books and histories of psychedelic culture I found hardly any information about this enigmatic character. For someone who played such a crucial role in the early days of LSD culture, Hollingshead's role was minimised, even written out of popular histories and memoirs of the era. Even his appearance was mysterious. The handful of poor-quality photographs available on the internet showing a stern, conservatively-dressed man of indeterminate age were at odds with the joyful, colourful culture he was central to. The circumstances of his arrival on the psychedelic scene in 1961 and his role within it exuded an air of mystery, amplified by the fact that Michael Hollingshead wasn't even his real name. So, who was Michael Hollingshead?

This lack of information, and the mystery which accompanied it, piqued my curiosity about his life before and after his fateful meeting with Tim Leary. As I dug deeper into the arcane reaches of psychedelic history, I found references to Hollingshead everywhere, Zelig-like, stalking the landscapes of western psychedelic culture's most iconic events. Look back to 1961 and there he is in Boston, Massachusetts, an enthusiastic catalyst for Leary's lysergic initiation and ascension to fame and guru-status. In 1962 you'll find him assisting with the legendary Harvard-Concord prison and Marsh Chapel psilocybin experiments, and in 1963 heavily involved with the little known but highly influential Agora Scientific Trust. In 1964, Hollingshead is trying to stage an LSD exhibition at the World's Fair in New York while simultaneously debating the founding of Sigma with beat poet and author Alex Trocchi, before collaborating with Leary again in LSD fuelled mischief at the infamous Millbrook mansion.

In 1965 Hollingshead returned to Britain, roaming swinging London like a sinister Austin Powers; making everything psychedelic baby by turning on the hip, the rich and the famous, whether they wanted it or not. If you were in prison during the 1966 and ’67 Summers of Love, you might have heard Hollingshead tell how he gave LSD to a Russian spy or how trepanation was the new method of consciousness change. In 1968 you'd find Hollingshead hanging out with the fabled Brotherhood of Eternal Love in the mountains and beaches of California, before flying to Kathmandu in 1969 to cause ripples on the hippie trail and start a psychedelic poetry magazine. Fast forward eighteen months and he's back in Britain, founding a hippie commune on a Scottish island with the aid of Franciscan monks before in 1972 creating the world's first multi-media predictive art installation in Edinburgh. Hollingshead later enjoyed daring psychedelic escapades in Tonga, Scandinavia and Europe before dying in mysterious circumstances in Bolivia.

These discoveries, and the intriguing information I unearthed about his life before he met Tim Leary, led me to realise I didn't really know Michael Hollingshead at all. Nor, it seemed, did anyone else. Many people thought they knew him, and to an extent they did, but with the exception of his daughter Vanessa, they only knew the Michael Hollingshead he wanted them to know. The real Michael Hollingshead was a highly intelligent, articulate and astute man with a powerful personality and the charismatic ability to influence and manipulate people and situations for his own ends. In whatever social scene he was involved, LSD related or not, Hollingshead made a significant impact, negative or positive, sometimes both, on almost everyone he met. He elicited strong reactions and emotions in people and was loved, admired and respected by some but feared and mistrusted by others. If you encountered Hollingshead's dark side you were in danger of losing your money, your mind or possibly both.

The information I discovered about Hollingshead has cast new light on many aspects of the worldwide psychedelic revolution. I decided to write his biography, not only to add his story to the growing body of literature on the social history of LSD, but to place him amongst the pantheon of British expatriates – Gerald Heard, Aldous Huxley and Alan Watts – who were seminal to the development of psychedelic culture.

I have been as comprehensive as possible in my use of the source material which underpins this book. Hollingshead is dead and thus could not be interviewed, although I have quoted from the few he gave during his life. Biographies often rely on the subject's relatives for background information, but at the time of writing Hollingshead has only two surviving close family members, his sister Janette and his daughter Vanessa. Because of the impact Hollingshead's exploits have had on his family Janette, perhaps understandably, was unwilling to discuss her brother's life beyond offering some very basic details. By way of contrast Vanessa, who has forged a career as a stand-up comedian and actress in America, was encouraging, wanting her father's story to be told warts and all, and contributed information and insight without which this book could not have been written. The long and tangled relationship between Vanessa and her father provides a unique personal perspective on his life and a valuable counterpoint to the views of people who knew him for a short time and thought they understood him.

I have also drawn on information provided by several of Hollingshead's ex-partners, and numerous friends and acquaintances, in the form of interviews, letters and contemporary recollections. Material from official and legal documents, books, newspapers and other media sources have added veracity and the background hum of authenticity to my research. Although Hollingshead lived in the pre-internet, email and mobile phone era he was a skilled communicator, and fully understood the importance of making and sustaining contacts with people he considered useful or influential. When not communicating in person, he was a prolific letter writer, maintaining lengthy correspondence with many friends and acquaintances. Fortunately, some of these letters have been saved by individuals or conserved in libraries and archives. Most of Hollingshead's letters were hand written and several pages long, their deciphering further complicated by his frequently convoluted language, ‘in jokes’ and habit of writing when obviously under the influence of LSD or other drugs.

Hollingshead's 1973 autobiography, The Man Who Turned On The World, is a mine of information, replete with his thoughts and opinions. But it is a far from comprehensive or trustworthy account. The memoir, which covers only nine years of his life, is often self-serving and is peppered with omissions, errors and extravagant claims for which there is no evidence. Hollingshead lived a peripatetic life, rarely living in the same place longer than 18 months and sometimes for only a few weeks. At a time when air travel was expensive, he travelled extensively, between Britain and America, in Europe and Scandinavia, and to Nepal and the South Pacific islands. He held at least three passports and the portions of the two I obtained were vital in tracking his movements and triangulating destinations, arrival and departure dates against other documentation. Even with the wealth of biographical and historical information available it has not always been possible to date with certainty some of the events I describe. This is due either to a lack of accurate documentation, or because people's recollections differ as to the month or year an event took place in. Adding to this jigsaw puzzle of shifting facts and fictions, Hollingshead and his contemporaries were using copious amounts of LSD and other drugs, so the problems of accuracy and veracity are multiplied. Despite these issues, every event described, and every quote used in this book, is referenced to a checkable source. Where there are time disparities or contradictory recollections, I have used the most probable date or version as true, while noting alternate possibilities.

Besides the problems inherent in interpreting the source material there is an ‘elephant in the room’ of any book dealing with the history of LSD. Until recently, few people have questioned the orthodoxy of LSD's discovery and the motivations of the personalities who steered the drug to become the driving force behind the psychedelic cultural explosion of the 1960s and beyond. However, since the early years of the 21st century a growing number of researchers have been carefully examining the accepted history of LSD, querying previously held certainties.

At a simplistic level this historical revisionism is being carried out by conspiracy buffs linking disparate facts and events in a join-the-dots fashion to create a picture which supports and reinforces their existing beliefs, but doesn't bear close analysis. But LSD's history is also being challenged by knowledgeable researchers many of whom, including Robert Forte and Mark Stahlman in America and Alan Piper in Britain, have themselves been involved in psychedelic culture for decades. Their research has revealed puzzling anomalies in previously held beliefs and certainties about LSD's history and diffusion through society. These anomalies strongly suggest that secret intelligence services, initially in America and Britain and latterly in former Iron Curtain countries, may have played a subtle but carefully-planned role in LSD's discovery and penetration of western culture. It is suggested these agencies introduced LSD into certain demographics for reasons ranging from observing how psychedelic drugs affect individuals to the intentional creation of the hippie counter culture with the aim of undermining and disrupting organised political opposition and radical social change.

Some commentators have shoehorned Hollingshead into this brave new world of heterodox psychedelic history, claiming he was an asset of the British secret intelligence services and a police and FBI informer. No evidence other than the anecdotal has yet been produced in support of these claims, but I have unearthed information suggesting there is at least a degree of truth to some of them. However, it is extremely difficult to prove unequivocally that someone was a police informant or worked for the intelligence services, and almost impossible to prove that they weren't.

Hollingshead's involvement with LSD and the culture it spawned is the central pillar of his life, notably between the years 1961 and 1984. But this book is about Hollingshead's life and times, not about the pharmacology or legality of LSD, although those subjects are touched on when necessary. There are a plethora of theories as to what LSD does to the mind but any attempt to define its effects and qualities is doomed to failure. For the purposes of this book, and to help readers unfamiliar with the drug to understand the psychedelic experiences described by Hollingshead and others, I suggest using Stanislav Grof's definition that “the best way of understanding LSD is to see it as an unspecific amplifier of psychological processes”.2 As regards the legal position, LSD is not and never has been illegal. It is, however, a controlled drug and human actions relating to it, including its manufacture, distribution and possession, are against the law and punishable by severe penalties.

Join me now on the trail of Michael Hollingshead, one of the most influential and enigmatic figures in the history of psychedelic drugs. It's a convoluted trail through an era during which millions of people believed they could improve themselves, society and the world around them by taking LSD and living by the experiences and insights it granted them. One dose of LSD changed Michael Hollingshead forever, but behind his psychedelic experiences and philosophising, was a complex, complicated human being trying to make sense of himself and the world around him. This is the story he left behind.


Notes


1 Neihardt, J.G, Black Elk Speaks, University of Nebraska Press,  2014, p.3
2 www.psychedeliclibrary-library.org/grofpref.htm




Sorrow and Dreams


I know what you did, I know what was wrong. Nobody else here does. And so, the great experiment begins.1
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The town of Darlington, County Durham, in the north east of England, has its origins as an Anglo-Saxon settlement but remained relatively unknown until the 19th century. Daniel Defoe, author of Robinson Crusoe, visited Darlington in the 18th century and was unimpressed, dismissing the place as having “nothing remarkable but dirt and a high stone bridge over little or no water”.2 But the industrial revolution, which began shortly after Defoe's visit, was to change Darlington dramatically. Coal, which had been mined in the area for centuries, was suddenly in huge demand to fuel the furnaces needed for ship building and heavy industry, and large collieries sprang up across the region. By the mid-19th century Darlington was an important centre for mining, engineering and railway manufacturing, leading to an increased population and, by the 1930s, it was a thriving and prosperous town which attracted tradespeople of all kinds from across Britain.

It was this growing prosperity which led Michael Shinkfield's great grandfather, William Shinkfield, and his wife Anne, to leave Blakeney in Norfolk in the mid-1860s to move north, settling in Jarrow. The youngest of their six children, Robert, completed his apprenticeship as a grocer in Jarrow and, with his wife Mary, moved to Darlington. Robert and Mary had nine children, seven sons and two daughters and it is their second youngest son, William Ewart Gladstone Shinkfield (WEGS), born in 1898, who is of interest.

WEGS, a Colliery Clerk with the National Coal Board, was a devoted family man who enjoyed playing football but was, like so many men in the industrial north east of England, a heavy drinker. He met Edith Ridehaugh, from Harrogate, and on 14 March 1931 they married, possibly in haste, as their first child, Michael John Shinkfield was born just over six months later, on 30 September. When Michael was very young, the Shinkfields lived at 6 Hillside Road but by 1937, following the birth of two more children, they had moved to a three-storey, mid-Victorian house at 23 South End Road in Darlington. Michael attended Beaumont Street school before passing the 11-plus exam and moving on to Darlington Grammar School. No school or family records exist from his childhood and even Michael's younger sister Janette remembers little about the boy destined to become the ‘black sheep’ of the Shinkfield family.

Had it not been for an incident which took place when he was fourteen years old, Michael Shinkfield might never have left Darlington, become an advocate for psychedelic drugs or achieve the notoriety that he did. Exactly what this incident was is unknown, but it was such an embarrassment to Michael's parents that they rarely spoke of it. Those who knew what happened, Shinkfield's parents, aunts and uncles, are now dead, and it was kept secret from his sister Janette, but Shinkfield family legend, passed down to cousins and to his daughter Vanessa, offers some clues.

According to his cousin Beth Shinkfield, Michael was a rebellious teenager. That's not unusual as most children go through an unruly phase in their teens. The mystery is exactly what behaviour this rebellion, an urge invariably driven by hormonal development, brought about in Michael. In his 1973 autobiography, Shinkfield (by then writing as Hollingshead) didn't mention his childhood at all, choosing instead to begin his story in 1960. Was the omission of the first twenty nine years of his life because he was trying to hide information which might have cast him in a poor light? It's extremely possible, likely even; being evasive and lying to serve his own ends were core elements of Shinkfield's future personality.

At various times until his death in 1984, Shinkfield occasionally shared selected childhood memories with his daughter Vanessa. He told her that his relationship with his father, a heavy drinker who frequently indulged in domestic violence against Shinkfield's mother, was a difficult one. One of the more disturbing stories was of the day he came home to find his father assaulting his mother. Shinkfield immediately intervened to defend her, but she became angry at what she saw as his interference and told him to stop. This reaction is not uncommon in domestic violence cases and was widespread in the past, when women were less able to extricate themselves from abusive relationships and unwilling to report domestic violence to the police, or friends, for fear of being judged or punished.

The fourteen-year-old Shinkfield couldn't understand his mother's reaction to his attempt at protecting her and the incident (there may have been more than one) had a profound effect on his psyche at a pivotal time in his emotional development. Many years later he told Vanessa, “When my mother did that, I locked the door and threw away the key”,3 metaphorically disowning parents who were unable to display the affection toward him and between themselves that he expected. It was around this time that Shinkfield's own behaviour changed dramatically, and the unknown incident which resulted in his forced exile to Red Hill School in East Sutton, Kent, almost 300 miles from Darlington, took place.

In lieu of the details, speculation about the incident which led to Shinkfield being sent to Red Hill School is redundant, but it must have been a serious one. Unless a child, especially one from a respectable and aspiring working class family, had committed a serious crime it was unusual for them to be removed from their home and almost unheard of to be sent to somewhere like Red Hill. In that era of educational conformity, when schools were bound by strict rules and codes of conduct governing every aspect of school life, Red Hill School was an anomaly. When it opened in 1934 founder Otto Shaw described Red Hill as “a private boarding school for a limited number of difficult children”,4 Shaw's ethos being “the strong belief that to understand is to cure”.5 Following the 1944 Education Act, when the school was officially recognised by the Ministry of Education, its description changed to “a grammar school for the education and psychological treatment of maladjusted boys of very high intelligence”.6 In a school prospectus from the 1940s, Shaw claimed that Red Hill had “a reputation for success with sexual cases, asthma, nervous afflictions, stealing, untruthfulness, aggressiveness, bedwetting, night terrors, apathy to school work, backwardness at school and speech difficulties.” 7

‘Maladjusted’ might have been the term used to categorise children sent to Red Hill in the 1940s, but in the 21st century such children would be described as having undergone Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE). That term was coined in 1985 to describe traumatic experiences occurring before the age of 18 which leave deep and lasting impressions and negatively affect future behaviours. One study suggests, “children who experience stressful and poor-quality childhoods are more likely to develop health-harming and anti-social behaviours, more likely to perform poorly in school, more likely to be involved in crime and ultimately less likely to be a productive member of society.” 8 Of course, not all children who suffer ACE develop these behaviours, but the fact that Shinkfield clearly suffered several ACE should be borne in mind and set against his personality and behaviours described in this book. ACE don't excuse negative behaviour patterns, but they do offer a reason for them.
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Selection of pupils for Red Hill School was initially via referral from a local education authority, in Shinkfield's case the Darlington Educational Authority. Red Hill School was funded solely by local education authorities, and considering there were hundreds of thousands of children between the ages of 14-18 in 1945, that Shinkfield met Red Hill's criteria speaks volumes about the gravity of the transgression that caused him to be sent there. Red Hill had a capacity of fifty five pupils with an annual turnover of twelve. Up to a thousand referrals were received each year and only the most appropriate referrals were admitted. The school's over-arching principle was that of a therapeutic community. Otto Shaw was influenced by Freudian insights into so-called maladjusted behaviour and how these insights could be transferred into practice. For ideas Shaw looked to people like the radical educator A.S. Neil, founder of Summerhill School, who provided an anti-authoritarian, therapeutic environment which encouraged the emotional as well as the academic development of children. As Red Hill was independent of local authority control, Shaw was free to experiment with educational and behavioural techniques that state schools would never consider.

Before accepting a potential pupil Shaw had to be certain they met specific criteria, which were assessed by the referral paperwork rather than in an interview. The first criterion was that the applicant must be agreeable to psychoanalysis. The second criterion was that the applicant must be intelligent. Red Hill School would not accept pupils who had an IQ of below 130, and the average IQ of a 14-year-old (Shinkfield's age on admission) in the general school population of the 1940s was between 90-110. Another criterion was that the School did not take anyone who had been diagnosed as, or was exhibiting, schizophrenic, psychotic or psychopathic behaviours. From this we can deduce that Hollingshead was intelligent, with an IQ of at least 130, and that the issues which led to his referral to Red Hill were rooted in behavioural or personality problems, not any form of diagnosed mental illness.

Approximately half of all Red Hill pupils underwent psychoanalysis during their stay. The remainder were treated by careful guidance, advice, friendship and constructive criticism. All the school's pupil records were destroyed except for a handful to which access is restricted for a hundred years from date of their creation. Shinkfield family oral tradition suggests he did undergo psychoanalysis and he told his daughter Vanessa that he often had sessions but was able to deceive and outwit the therapist. Whether it's true, or an early example of Shinkfield's self-aggrandisement, his claim reveals his attitude to the psychoanalysis carried out at Red Hill. Rather than accept it, Shinkfield seems to have actively worked against it and tried to understand its techniques so he could use them on others. Shinkfield even told some people that he had received psychoanalysis from Sigmund Freud's daughter, Anna, who at the time was working in London and had connections with the school.

Although records of individual pupils are unavailable, some traces of Shinkfield's years at Red Hill have survived; a photograph taken in November 1946 shows him in the back row of a group of pupils, looking confident, his right arm firmly gripping a younger boy in front of him. According to pupils who remembered him Shinkfield was outgoing, self-confident and able to mix easily with children of any age or sex. Tony Cook, who shared a dormitory with him, recalled he was secretary of the school's social committee for a while and instigated the annual Red Hill School Halloween party. He was also very active in school theatre productions, playing the key Shakespearean role of Henry VIII to Cook's Catherine of Aragon. Cook remembered an occasion when Shinkfield combined his imagination with his mimicry and acting skills: “There was a polio scare and four of us were isolated in a sickroom, where we spent our time pretending to be escaped Russian salt miners, cod accents and all!’ 9

Shinkfield could be mischievous at times and took part in the usual schoolboy shenanigans such as tuck shop raids and night time sorties to steal fruit from nearby orchards. Sometimes there could be an ‘edge’ to him in his interactions with other people; a talent for calculated confrontation when he pushed people too far, with occasionally painful results. For example he used his vocal mimicry skills to imitate staff member Paul Pollock's central European accent, goading him until Pollock lost control and knocked out one of Shinkfield's teeth. These behaviours, including the desire to organise, the ability to act and mimic, a penchant for deception and the ability to provoke people to extremes, became embedded in Shinkfield's personality and would be frequently used throughout his life.

Red Hill gave Shinkfield the opportunity to develop his literary and artistic side, skills which he excelled at and enjoyed immensely, and it was there that his first writings were published. Pupils were encouraged to write their own newspapers and magazines as part of the creative, therapeutic process, and in 1948, Shinkfield contributed four pieces – more than any other pupil – to the 44-page The Christmas Review. ‘Fire Burn and Cauldron Bubble’, ‘The Weather for December’, ‘Dr Margaret Phoebe's Column’, and Steiner10 were short items, the first two being about exaggerated antics at the school and a spoof weather forecast, while the latter two pieces survive in name only. Short and slight these early writings might have been, but they demonstrated Shinkfield's ability to translate his powerful imagination into words. He also had a talent for visual art, dabbling in a variety of media.

Art was very much encouraged by Otto Shaw, who saw it as a vital form of therapeutic expression: “Is not the artist better for releasing some of that pent and distorted emotional energy on paper?” 11 Shaw was very proud of the art his pupils created and went to great lengths to enable the public to view and purchase it. Between 1946–52 he arranged three ‘Magic Eye’ exhibitions at the prestigious Cooling Galleries in London's New Bond Street. The 1948 exhibition, which ran between 26 January and 6 February, was billed as “A Second Exhibition of Imaginative Paintings and Drawings made by children at Red Hill School, east Sutton, near Maidstone, Kent”, and featured two pieces by Shinkfield,12 a painting called Dream and a charcoal sketch called Sorrow. The originals are lost but their titles hint at themes which haunted him throughout his life; his dream of being famous, influential, loved and valued, and his sorrow at how these dreams were constantly thwarted and frustrated, invariably by his own behaviours. The drive to write and create art was strong and until his death Shinkfield was a writer, poet, journalist and chronicler, and produced all kinds of art to accompany and enhance the psychedelic experience.

Although a boarding school, Red Hill was unable to provide accommodation all year round and it was an expectation that during at least some of the holidays pupils would make other arrangements. Where they believed it safe to do so the school encouraged pupils to visit parents during holiday periods and Shinkfield returned to Darlington on several occasions. One photograph of him, taken in his parents’ garden in June 1948, shows him looking happy and relaxed, standing next to his younger siblings Janette and David.

Overall, Red Hill seemed to have a positive effect on the young Michael, but school days don't last forever and in 1949 he had to leave. For a young man in the late 1940s there was little choice of occupation and he was conscripted into the armed forces courtesy of the National Service Act (1948), which was compulsory for all men under the age of 21 unless they were conscientious objectors or in an occupation deemed an essential service. Shinkfield was conscripted into the Royal Air Force (RAF) at RAF West Kirby no. 5 on the Wirral, where he did his 8-week period of basic training, before being posted elsewhere. Shinkfield's National Service records have not been retained by The National Archives at Kew in London, but his sister Janette believes he was stationed for a while at RAF Dalcross in Scotland after leaving West Kirby. RAF West Kirby veteran's society have no information about Shinkfield other than a faded black and white photograph taken in 1949 showing him uniformed and armed, standing to attention outside a Nissan hut.

After being de-mobbed from the RAF in the early 1950s Shinkfield moved to London, family legend suggesting he worked for Thomas Cook Travel Agents, although there is no substantive evidence for that claim. He did, however, follow up his school acting debut by becoming involved in a small London theatre company, where he befriended John Beresford, who would become key in Shinkfield's transition from the straight to the psychedelic world. Beresford, then training to be a doctor at London Hospital Medical College, was the previous boyfriend of one of Shinkfield's girlfriends and remembered Shinkfield as having a talent for mimicry, “he could take off someone with a different accent than his own, with a remarkable memory for the nuances of that accent”,13 the same talent that earned him a punch in the face at Red Hill! Beresford believed Shinkfield was attempting to break into the theatre world, but nothing came of that ambition. Beresford, Shinkfield and three girls shared a flat in Hampstead. Years later, Shinkfield remembered the newly qualified Beresford as being, “the most unusual doctor I'd ever met”.14

In September 1951 Shinkfield obtained his first passport and moved, for reasons unknown, to Denmark. The move suggests he learnt Danish and Norwegian during his National Service because only French was taught at Red Hill, and Danish and Norwegian were not on the English school curriculum in the 1940s. In Denmark he was soon able to secure paid employment at the University of Copenhagen, teaching English to Danish students. It was at the University he met Ebba Riis-Peterson, with whom he fell in love and married in 1952.

Vanessa Hollingshead remembers her father boasting of the adventures he and Ebba had on their honeymoon, driving across Europe, staying at the best hotels and negotiating free or reduced accommodation because Shinkfield claimed he was writing travel brochures. It's easy to imagine how the tall, well spoken Hollingshead could pull off such a deception, moving on quickly, often across borders, before his ruse came to light. Honeymoon adventures aside, the Shinkfields’ marriage soon began to disintegrate. Shinkfield was a heavy drinker and when friends visited, he would often play mind games, frequently bragging about non-existent achievements and over exaggerating past exploits. He and Ebba often argued; trivial disputes about tidiness, for instance, escalating to household items being thrown from windows, before the inevitable reconciliation and the love-hate cycle beginning again.

Whether through love, financial necessity or a combination of the two, Ebba and Michael remained married and together for most of the 1950s and a son they named Timothy was born on 11 December 1953. A passport entry for 1 June 1952 suggests Shinkfield was working for Scandinavian Student Travel Services at that time. Other passport entries for the 1950s show he was coming and going from Denmark on a regular basis, to the Netherlands, Germany, Finland, Belgium, Norway and France. Shinkfield made several visits to England in the 1950s, accompanied by Ebba on at least five occasions and for up to several weeks at a time, visiting friends and relatives in and around Darlington. He was always popular with his young cousins on home visits and was given the nickname ‘Uncle Muncle’.

At some point in the late 1950s Shinkfield and Ebba visited his old Red Hill schoolfriend Tony Cook, telling him he was now working in broadcasting. This suggests his frequent visits to England were to carry out paid research for some of the radio shows he presented or co-presented on Danish radio between 1956 and 1958. These were either documentaries such as Exploring Soho, The Changing Face of Oxford Street and London Street Music or English classes for students of varying abilities, such as Advanced English: by Radio/University Professor Ingeborg Nixon, assisted by Michael Shinkfield. He even ran a series about British literary greats, including An Introduction to the Writings of W. Somerset Maugham.

His other travels in the second half of the fifties revolved around two major writing projects, his first since the amateur scribblings of the Red Hill days. The 62-page A Student's Guide to Copenhagen was published in 1957 by Danmarks Internationale Studenterkomite (DIS). The 118-page A Student's Travel Guide to the Netherlands, was published by the Netherlands Office for Foreign Student Relations in 1958. Shinkfield's writing, teaching and broadcasting jobs were well paid and consistent, but time consuming and he was often away from home for days or weeks. Ebba couldn't always go with him and these absences added to their already fraught relationship; they finally separated in 1958. Almost immediately, Shinkfield left Denmark and his teaching and broadcasting jobs and flew to London, taking up residence at 14 Cliveden Place in Belgravia, a three-minute walk from Pont Street where he would later create the LSD-drenched World Psychedelic Centre.

Shinkfield might not yet have heard of LSD when he returned to London, but it was there he became involved with three men – Alex Trocchi, Brian Barritt and Desmond O’Brien – who were all involved in the drug world, who would become significant influences on his future trajectory. Trocchi was well-known, infamous even, in the early 1950s, having edited the Paris based magazine Merlin, which published Henry Miller and Samuel Beckett among other literary and beat luminaries. Trocchi would become famous in his own right as the author of several books, many erotic and pornographic in nature, as well as conventional novels like Young Adam. He was a heavy drinker and a heroin addict, a habit picked up in Paris, and in London he became a well-known heroin dealer to support his habit. Hollingshead, already a big drinker, discovered he had a taste for heroin and began to buy from Trocchi.

It was at Trocchi's flat that Shinkfield first met Brian Barritt, who recalled, “My first meeting with Michael Hollingshead… was in pre-acid days, round at Trocchi's place while we were both waiting to score”.15 Around the same time, Shinkfield met Desmond O’Brien, the disowned ex-Etonian black sheep of a wealthy Cheshire family, who had fallen into crime, hard drinking and drug taking. O’Brien and Shinkfield became good friends and spent time carousing together in London's nightlife. Shinkfield later told his partner Auriol Roberts stories of him, O’Brien and Trocchi visiting clubs and drinking establishments frequented by wealthy young debutantes with the intention of exploiting them for sex and money. Shinkfield told Roberts he didn't consider himself an addict at that time though he was regularly using both heroin and cocaine, often together; one tale involved him and Trocchi injecting a mixture of cocaine and heroin in the toilets of a Mayfair hotel during a society ball.

With his University of Copenhagen employment over, his writing and broadcasting left behind in Denmark and his drug and drink addiction worsening in London, Shinkfield needed another job and a new start. In August 1958 he applied to the American Embassy in London for a non-immigrant visa and in December flew into New York City where he met Dr John Beresford who had moved there in 1952 and was now an Instructor in Paediatrics at the prestigious New York Medical College. After a brief stay with Beresford, Shinkfield returned to London for several months before making the decision to permanently move to America. On 8 September 1959, he boarded the Greek Line passenger ship ‘New York’ at Southampton, the passenger manifest listing his occupation as lecturer, and his marital status as single. The first statement was dubious, the second a lie because in 1959 Shinkfield was still legally married to Ebba Shinkfield.

Shinkfield was twenty-seven-years old when he arrived in New York. The choices he had made, the lies he'd told, and the opportunities he'd seized all conspired to bring him to America. Here he thought he could carve out a new life, re-invent himself, erase his past and be anyone he chose. He had no idea that within a couple of years, Michael Shinkfield would morph into another version of himself, with a different name, and become a key player in the biggest consciousness-changing movement in the history of the world.
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An Englishman in New York


It was a very strange first trip indeed.1
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In 1959 the ‘British invasion’ of America, bringing new ideas in culture, fashion and music, was still some years distant but, ahead of the pack, Michael Shinkfield maximised the role of ex-patriate Englishman for fun and profit. His native Geordie accent and dialect were gone, replaced with an upper-class southern English pronunciation which, coupled with his tall, striking appearance, intelligence and quick wit assisted his integration into New York life. He rented a flat above Jim Paul Eilers’ Showplace, a recently-opened nightclub on West 4th Street, just off Washington Square in hip Greenwich Village, and began to look for work.

Within weeks of arriving in New York Shinkfield visited the Oxford University Press offices and met Sophie Naimon, a twenty-nine-year-old secretary and honours graduate of Brooklyn College of Music. Their mutual attraction turned into a whirlwind romance, Sophie becoming pregnant soon after their first meeting. In early March 1960 Shinkfield received the decree absolute for his divorce from Ebba Shinkfield, enabling him to marry Sophie a few weeks later in Manhattan and spare their child the stigma of illegitimacy. He renewed his friendship with Dr John Beresford, who was now Director of the Paediatric Teaching Programme for Second Year students at the Medical College. At work Beresford was conscientious and highly respected, the epitome of a straight employee. Out of work, he had developed an interest in psychedelic drugs after reading Aldous Huxley's mescaline experiences in The Doors of Perception. He decided to try mescaline and had no difficulty ordering a supply from Hoffmann La Roche pharmaceuticals who delivered it by same-day courier. Beresford enjoyed the mescaline and, looking for similar experiences, became involved with a small coterie of New York drug users who were also fond of the psychedelic experience.

Beresford's friend Tony Cox, who later married Yoko Ono, introduced him to Chuck Bick who operated a mail order drug service and kept a wide selection in his basement on the Lower East Side. Cox also introduced Beresford to Eric Loeb, owner of what was arguably the world's first psychedelic shop, situated on East 9th Street in Greenwich Village, which opened four days a week to sell unregulated substances including mescaline, peyote, harmaline and ibogaine. Beresford was in his element and was soon taking mescaline and other drugs practically every weekend. Besides buying drugs from Bick and Loeb, Beresford obtained psychoactive substances from pharmaceutical companies like Hoffmann La Roche and Light & Co. Although he enjoyed their effects, Beresford wasn't convinced that pleasure alone was reason enough for taking psychoactive drugs. As he became familiar with the dosage and effects of the various drugs he began to feel as if he were being guided, or impelled, to use them, developing “a vague sense that something important was taking place”.2 This is reminiscent of the “peculiar pre-sentiment” 3 Albert Hofmann experienced in his early experiments with LSD; the sense of an unknown purpose behind the revelations evoked by the drug. Beresford told Shinkfield of his mescaline experiences and this piqued his interest as to what psychedelic drugs might have to offer.

Meanwhile, Shinkfield had begun work as the Executive Secretary of the Institute for British-American Cultural Exchange (IBACE), “This grandiose title meant I was in the service of a semi-official British propaganda agency in the field of international cultural relations.” 4 IBACE, about which little is known, was constituted in New York as a not-for-profit organisation on 2 November 1959. Its board of directors boasted several well-known people such as poet W.H. Auden, literary critic Lionel Trilling, and millionaire New York patron of the arts Huntington Hartford. John Beresford became involved with IBACE, albeit briefly, as Secretary and Treasurer. He found IBACE to be innocuous, remembering little about the organisation other than attending parties at Huntington Hartford's luxurious flat, where Auden read poetry while Shinkfield schmoozed with journalists and decimated the expensive wine cellar.

Some conspiracy theorists and revisionists of psychedelic history believe IBACE could have been a front for an intelligence service such as MI6 or the CIA, but no evidence other than the anecdotal has been offered to substantiate this. The lack of information about IBACE and Shinkfield's unqualified description of the company as being a “propaganda agency” appear to have been the genesis for this rumour. Shinkfield's IBACE office was in the plush Huntington Hartford building in New York where his work was varied, including selecting American students for scholarship programmes at British universities and placing British students in American universities. Using his English charm Shinkfield was a successful fund raiser for IBACE, meeting representatives from wealthy institutions like the Rockefeller Institute and the Carnegie Foundation. Besides benefitting IBACE, Shinkfield's fund-raising activities opened doors into New York's elite and wealthy society circles where he forged many useful connections.

Shinkfield and Beresford were having regular discussions about the possibilities other psychedelic drugs might offer and decided it was time to try LSD, which had been receiving increasing media coverage. It's at this point that Shinkfield's life goes, as they say in the psychedelic subculture, down the rabbit hole, his experiences and memories often diverging from those of his contemporaries and making any absolute ‘truth’ about what happened a shimmering lysergic mirage. Shinkfield and Beresford are dead and neither left a contemporaneous record explaining how or why they obtained what has become known as the ‘Magic Gram’, their initial supply of LSD, or how Shinkfield contacted Tim Leary.

The accepted historical narrative of the acquisition and distribution of the Magic Gram has been based on the first written accounts by those involved, Leary's 1978 book High Priest and Shinkfield's 1973 autobiography The Man Who Turned On The World. Both narratives have since been endlessly repeated, embellished and intertwined, but have never been questioned to any degree. John Beresford rarely spoke about the Magic Gram and never published his version of events, which is quite different to that of Shinkfield's or Leary's. By analysing the earliest references, including John Beresford's recently-unearthed comments, fresh light can be shed on this Ur-moment of psychedelic history.

Shinkfield's account of how he came to obtain the Magic Gram begins with his claim to have telephoned Aldous Huxley for advice about where to obtain mescaline. Considering Beresford already had a source, the account Shinkfield gives in his autobiography seems dubious. Years later Shinkfield changed his story, stating he contacted Huxley in his capacity as Secretary of IBACE to invite him to become a Director, an offer Huxley declined. In his original account Shinkfield claims the conversation about mescaline turned to psychedelic drugs and LSD, which Huxley recommended with some caveats: “It is much more potent than mescaline, though Gerald (Heard) and I have used it with some quite astonishing results, really.” 5 Suitably enthused, Shinkfield claims he then discussed buying LSD with Beresford who allowed him to order a gram of LSD from Sandoz Pharmaceuticals in Switzerland, using hospital letterheaded paper, claiming he needed it for bone marrow research. The receipt for the Magic Gram of LSD no longer exists so when it was ordered is unknown; Shinkfield gives various dates, placing its acquisition between 1959-60. In his autobiography he claims it was seventeen years after Albert Hofmann's 1943 discovery of LSD's effects, “New York City, seventeen years later…a small package from Switzerland arrived…” 6 Elsewhere he remembers a similar date “It arrived in 1960 – at the end of ’59” 7 and in a 1975 interview he says he obtained the drug “In 1960, Aldous Huxley told me he had achieved amazing results with LSD…” 8 Based on those dates the Magic Gram arrived in early 1960, but Hollingshead had only just arrived and settled in New York at that time, which argues against that date. And if this approximate date is correct it's a puzzle why he chose to wait at least eighteen months before approaching Leary. In Magic Grams, Peter Stafford's unpublished collection of interviews with psychedelic celebrities, Shinkfield adds to the mystery when he says he ordered it six months before he introduced the drug to Leary, which suggest they obtained it in the late spring of 1961. This makes much more sense than them obtaining it in the late ’59, early ’60 period, and it is just possible he and Beresford became confused about the dates over the years.

Beresford's recollections differ slightly, but meaningfully, to Shinkfield's. In Magic Grams he doesn't mention Shinkfield's involvement at all, merely stating that the acquisition of the LSD was part of his belief that he was being guided to investigate psychedelics and ordered it because, “If I don't do it, it probably won't get done.” 9 Beresford's family believe Shinkfield had little or nothing to do with the acquisition of the Magic Gram and that he effectively stole both the drug, and the credit for obtaining it, from Beresford. There is enough doubt and contradictory evidence in Shinkfield's narratives to believe that they are not totally accurate and that Beresford did indeed play a far more significant role than has been previously acknowledged.

According to Shinkfield, the gram of LSD arrived from Sandoz in Switzerland (Beresford later said Sandoz in New Jersey, no one is certain), well packaged, and with a bill for $285 (Beresford said $269).
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