Dope in the arts -- A. personal history


"Graham what is this marijuana business? Is it just some fad?"  Edward and I were in the Army Reserve in California.  In his real job he was a banker with a high society wife, Noel. 
"I think it's more than that."  Noel's sister loved Bob Dylan, who sang "Everybody must get stoned..." The Beatles sang "Lucy in the sky with diamonds."  People briefly wondered what the words meant, but soon they knew. Everybody was, or knew somebody who was turned on.  I had smoked a little marijuana, with little effect, and I offered to find some so Edward could try it.  Other guys tried too.

Drugs changed our army company.  Brax became the guy you called if you were on a bad trip with LSD or mescaline.  David went from being a good, honest Mormon boy to being a good, honest drug dealer.  Edward gave up his banking job, and Noel, and drove a taxi.  He is a storyteller, and he loved the tales he heard driving fares around the questionable parts of San Francisco.  His voice recalls the drug scene. Farid looking at a blank wall and saying "Oooo, the colors"  The time when I was languidly making a point with a gesture like this he said, "Graham, are you tuna fishing?"  It's only funny if you are stoned.  It was hilarious.

Artists have always lived on the fringe. Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Poe were alcoholics. Baudelaire and Coleridge loved opium, absinthe and hashish.  Usage among common people was nothing new in America either.  A century ago Coca Cola included real cocaine and mothers gave babies opium to help them sleep.  Our government outlawed most drugs and in 1919 we even outlawed alcohol for a disastrous 14 years.  By the 1960s, however, alcohol was the legal drug and most adult Americans had been convinced by government that other drugs were evil.
But kids in the '60s were convinced that their parents didn't know anything about war, sex, or how to live.  They were ready to "Turn on, tune in, and drop out" from their parents' boring lives.  
I was in the middle.  I wore a white shirt and tie to work every day, working for the dominant computer company, IBM.  IBM believed in the war in Vietnam. The Army needed computers to make the war work.

"Graham, do you want to go to Vietnam?"  
"Yes"

"If we pay you double?"
"Yes!"

"If we let you travel as far as Europe 
twice a year?"
"YES!!"

They finally convinced me.  After 18 months, my first trip home, I could not find Edward or anybody else. Their phone numbers didn't work.  They were not in the telephone book. I tried every time I got home, first from Vietnam and then from Germany, but I could never find anybody. 
By the 1970s the novelty had worn off of drugs. Far from being wonderful and liberating, they were seen as fun at best, but mostly a drag. They were a big problem in Vietnam. Soldiers got so stoned that they could not handle their weapons. They were ineffective in battle and killed fellow soldiers and friendly Vietnamese by mistake. I was worried about what had happened to my Army friends.

I was in touch with friends from university. Lee Coldren, the heaviest LSD user, was a Rhodes scholar has had a full career as a US diplomat. No problem there. On the other hand, Joel Beck destroyed a promising career as a cartoonist using methamphetamine.  He died.  Marijuana is not so dramatic. It simply makes you mellow, makes you satisfied with things the way they are. Braxton and David never did anything with their lives – it appears they were too comfortable getting stoned and watching the wallpaper.  My son Jack sums it up "Dad, I have nothing against the dopers here in college, but if you don't, like, totally waste your life with them, they have no use for you."
I know something about statistics. Students have been taking standardized tests for 90 years now. Test scores fell dramatically in the 1960s, and they have not recovered. Teaching has changed, people are stupider, or drugs have had an effect on our entire younger generation. You can make a case for all three, but only drugs changed society as rapidly as the scores fell.

In 1998 my Jack and I went to Nicaragua as volunteers, building houses for poor people with Habitat for Humanity. Dorothy, the leader our project was a delightful old Bolshevik who was married to a retired policeman, Lou. 
"What does Lou do in retirement?" 

"He locates missing people." 
"How much it cost?"

"$100."  
"He has a client!" 

Edward has a name worthy of a banker -- Edward Innskeep Cunningham Kinney. Braxton Jeffrey Holly is also quite singular.  Lou first located Brax.  He was amazed" How did you  find me?"  Brax lives an alcoholic life in a cottage in the wilderness of Oregon and tries to be invisible. Somewhere, however, he had registered ownership of a car or a piece of land, and Lou traced him. Brax told Lou that he had been to Edward's second marriage in Florida in the 1970s.

"You son of a bitch" as I answered the phone one midnight. Lou had called Edward, forgetting that it is three hours later on the East Coast. The instant he had my number Edward called me. He had been making the same kind of attempt over the years to locate me.
Edward is an artist and photographer as well as a storyteller. He had taught himself computer graphics when they were first developed, and he is now the dean of the school of computer animation at the Savannah College of Art and Design. He teaches those smart Oriental kids who put out the amazing movies like "A Bug's Life" and "Toy Story". His second wife, Susy, loves him dearly, and they have a son and grandchild. Whatever visions drugs may have given him early in his life, he does not need them anymore. We both regret the friends like Brax who were lost to drugs and alcohol, and others, maybe even ourselves. who never realized their full potential.
Ukraine is lucky for what it does not have -- a culture of cocaine, marijuana, LSD, barbiturates, ecstasy, amphetamines, and the other drugs that are common in the West.  Before you do, you can learn from us about what does not work. Prohibition , outlawing alcohol, was so stupid that even the United States changed its mind.  Outlawing other drugs has been an equal disaster for us.  Our prisons are full, neighboring countries hate us, and drugs are as common as ever.  Countries like Holland, Switzerland, and Portugal have legalized most drugs, with few bad results. 
"Drink is the curse of the working class," thundered Marx.  "Work is the curse of the drinking class" seems to be the Ukrainian response.  Drink is a fundamental to Ukrainian culture. You can try to give people something better to do than just drink, and to control drunk driving, but you will never get rid of it.  But you have to recognize that using drugs is part of human nature, be thankful you are dealing with a drug that everybody understands.  You can even let yourself appreciate the art that troubled, alcoholic souls produce for our enjoyment.  Edward and I enjoy a drink together as he asks, "Graham, how's the tuna fishing in Ukraine?"  
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