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The youth uprising now simply called the “Sixties” 
was fed by one of the greatest booms in publishing 
history. A heterogeneous horde of publications 
with radical tenets - anti-war, Black Power, 
women’s liberation, gay rights, labor rights, 
environmentalism, and psychedelic spirituality - 
were linked by the Underground Press Syndicate 
(UPS). Beginning as a loose confederation of five 
regional, independent papers in 1966, within a few 
years the UPS swelled to over 500 across the 
world, reaching a readership in the tens of millions. 
They “spread like weed,” said Thomas King Forcade, 
the UPS director, weed-dealer, and eventual 
founder of High Times.1 The metaphor was apt: the 
UPS also spurred the weed-legalization movement, 
and weed came to be its totem.

This syndicate galvanized a movement, but each 
UPS paper did its own thing: in its own city, town, and 
country. Sometimes UPS papers were at odds with 
each other, and at odds within their own staff. One 
thing they tended to have in common was the role of 
this plant in their collective rise and fall.

The first papers to confederate as the UPS2 were 
the Los Angeles Free Press, Berkeley Barb, East 
Village Other, The Paper of East Lansing, and 
Detroit’s Fifth Estate. The collective was formed 
for its power in numbers. Together, they sought “to 
create the illusion of a giant coordinated network 
of freaky papers, poised for the kill,” said Thorne 
Dreyer, editor of Austin’s the Rag.3

A snapshot of the UPS’s first year through its 
pages would include: Bobby Seale and Huey P. 
Newton’s founding of the Black Panther Party (the 
following year its own eponymous paper would 
join the underground press network); the launch 
of fired Harvard professors Timothy Leary and 
Richard Alpert’s manifesto for a psycho-chemical 
“inner-revolution”;4 the arrest of vigilers in Berkeley 
blocking truckloads of ammo headed for Vietnam;5 
Andy Warhol’s screening of Eat, Sleep, Kiss, 
Banana, and Blowjob to open a Velvet Underground 
residency in New York; the Committee for Free 
Beaches’ fight for nude bathing rights in California; 
poet and Fugs band-member Ed Sanders’s arrest 
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1. Underground Press Syndicate Directory, 1973.
2. The name UPS can be attributed to the editor of the East Village Other, Walter Bowart, who came up with it in a flash 
when asked by Time Magazine what his organization was called: a United Parcel Service truck drove by outside 
and Bowart responded, “Uh, UPS.” Abe Peck, Uncovering the Sixties: The Life and Times of the Underground Press 
(New York: Citadel Underground Series, 1991), 39.
3. John Burks, “The Underground Press,” Rolling Stone, October 4, 1969.
4. Berkeley Barb, May 24, 1966. 
5. Berkeley Barb, August 12, 1966.



in his East Village bookstore, Peace Eye, for 
publishing the homoerotic poetry of W. H. Auden 
(in court, Sanders argued obscenity doesn’t exist); 
and Dutch anarchist-theater group, Provo’s public 
happenings, which included an egg-throwing-at-
police contest in Amsterdam.

“I guess we agreed on some basic issues,” Ray 
Mungo, co-founder of the Liberation News 
Service (LNS), a kind of Reuters for the UPS, 
wrote in his 1970 memoir. “The war is wrong, the 
draft is an abomination and a slavery, abortions 
are sometimes necessary and should be legal, 
universities are an impossible bore, LSD is good 
and Good For You, etc., etc. - and I realize that 
marijuana, that precious weed, was our universal 
common denominator.”6

This also meant weed was a helpful means for 
US government agencies to crack down on 
the UPS. Journalist Chip Berlet, who wrote for 
the College Press Service, Denver Clarion, and 
Flamingo Park Gazette, said: “What underground 
journalist didn’t engage in manic sweeping and 
vacuuming in an attempt to remove every last 
marijuana seed from tiny cracks and crevices 
in his or her car, home, or underground 
newspaper office the night before publishing an 
article calculated to drive government officials to 
the brink of madness?”7

Both sides agreed: pot represented an 
adversarial position to the State. This relationship 
went beyond national borders. “Every week IT 

received news of about ten arrests for pot; many 
of those taken were friends… Theirs was a moral 
battle, not one based on the law. It was us against 
them,” recalled Barry Miles, founder of England’s 
first UPS paper, International Times (IT), and 
owner of the modishly-titled Indica Books.8

A Gallup poll in 1969 showed that student 
protestors were far more likely to smoke pot 
than non-protestors.9 Between 1965 and 1973, 
annual weed arrests went from 19,000 to more 
than 440,000.10 According to Forcade, UPS staff 
were busted for weed at 100 times the rate of the 
general hippie population.11 “Like, they’re out to get 
you, man,” he warned.12

On Forcade’s own paper, Arizona’s Orpheus, every 
staff member was busted over the course of a 
single year.13 When his office was hit in 1969, the 
cops broke the stereo, ripped down the posters, 
stole subscriber lists, and trashed the UPS Library, 
the world’s largest collection of underground 
papers.14 Obviously this was more than a hunt 
for drugs (Forcade claimed they planted acid). “I 
literally thought javelinas had been let loose in it 
as a joke. Later, I found it WAS wild pigs, but only 
figuratively,” Forcade wrote.15

It was an effective tactic. UPS staffers weren’t well-
paid, if at all, and couldn’t afford onerous legal fees. 
When agents couldn’t find weed, the pretext was 
enough to knock staffers about. “They got Al Capone 
for income-tax, not for bootlegging,” Brey Steiner of 
Dallas Notes said.16 
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Reflecting on this phenomenon in 1972, journalist 
Laurence Leamer asked, “Who among the estimated 
twenty million Amercians who have smoked marijuana 
is most likely to be arrested? The hip radical. He is 
the one whose very appearance categorizes him as 
a suspicious character. He is the one whose car is 
likely to be stopped. Scores of underground press 
people have been arrested. And since marijuana 
is as ubiquitous as crab grass in suburbia, the 
underground press people live with the pesky fear 
that today may be the day of the big bust.”17

Their stoned paranoia was warranted. 
Discovering they were being surveilled by the 
FBI in 1971, the Madison Kaleidoscope’s cover 
advised: “Paranoia is True Perception,” attributing 
the quote to toilet graffiti.18 The entire staff of the 
Ann Arbor Argus was nabbed for weed in 1970, 
so the paper had no choice but to fold. When The 
St. Louis Daily Flash published an evisceration 
of the local police chief in 1968, the editor, Pete 
Rothchild, was promptly hit for “suspected 
possession.”19 In 1970 the vice squad busted 
the office commune of Jackson, Mississippi’s 
Kudzu, wrecked it, and planted a single bag in 
the bedroom. Dallas Notes’ publisher, Stoney 
Burns, was sentenced to ten years and one day 
for a tenth of an ounce (the extra day added by 
the judge to prevent parole-eligibility).20 Michael 
Aldrich, editor of the Marijuana Review, found his 
Buffalo, New York commune’s phone connected 
to a reel-to-reel in the basement - so he picked 
up the receiver and filled the tape with lurid 
passages from Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer.21

John Sinclair, the White Panther’s Minister for 
Information and co-founder of the Ann Arbor Sun 
and Detroit’s Fifth Estate, scored ten years in 1969 for 
passing two joints to an FBI agent who had infiltrated 
the paper’s staff for six months. His jail dispatches 
became weekly columns. John Lennon wrote a song 
in his name: “They gave him ten for two / What else 
can the bastards do?”

The song also mentions Lee Otis Johnson, who 
scored worse as a Black Panther and leader of 
the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee 
(SNCC): a sentence of thirty years for passing one joint 
to a narc. The story of his abusive treatment in jail was 
blasted across the UPS. “They wanted him very badly,” 
The Southern Patriot reported. “They got him.”22

Overseas, John “Hoppy” Hopkins, the co-founder of 
London’s International Times, tried to convince the 
judge of weed’s virtues in his trial. “You are a pest to 
society,” the judge replied, and gave him nine months. 
The Dutch Provos created some of the earliest 
pro-pot publications as well as a competition called 
Marihuettegame: points were scored by getting 
arrested for tea, hay, catfood, or spices made to look like 
weed. They called the cops on themselves and invited 
the press to humiliate their confounded arresters.23

The more the government used pot to quash 
the counterculture, the more totemic its graphic 
representation became in the UPS, and the more 
sanctified its use. “It is difficult to understand the 
symbolic importance of illegal drug use for both the 
counterculture and its persecutors… But in the sixties 
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15. Gary Goodson (alias of Tom Forcade), “U.P.S. and Downs of Law and Order,” Rebirth, vol. 1, no. 2, 1970. Intro to piece: 
“This article was written by our brother Gary Goodson a few days after his bust last June [raided June 17; turned self in 
June 21]. The article was not released until now at his lawyers’ request out of fear of further harassment and possible 
further political pressure, which might have influenced the outcome of the trial. The trial is now over and Gary still has a 
clean record. His charges were dismissed on lack of evidence.”
16. Laurence Leamer, The Paper Revolutionaries: The Rise of the Underground Press (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1972), 143. 
17. Ibid.
18. Madison Kaleidoscope, January 20, 1971.
19. Geoffrey Rips, Unamerican Activities: The Campaign Against the Underground Press (San Francisco: City Lights 
Books, 1981), 102. 
20. Ibid.
21. Author’s interview with Michael Aldrich, March 16, 2020.
22. Southern Patriot, October 1968.
23. When Provo disbanded two members created the Lowlands Weed Company in 1969 and sold whole plants and 
seeds - only “dried tops” were illegal. They would be instrumental in Holland’s eventual legalization of weed. 

 

6. Ray Mungo, Famous Long Ago: My Life and Hard Times with Liberation News Service (Boston: Beacon Press, 1970), 22.
7. Chip Berlet, Insider Histories of the Vietnam Era Underground Press, Part 1. Voices from the Underground, ed. by 
Ken Wachsberger (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press 2011), 296.
8. Barry Miles, In the Sixties (New York: Vintage, 2003), 196. 
9. Joshua Davis, From Head Shops to Whole Foods: The Rise and Fall of Activist Entrepreneurs (New York: Columbia 
Studies in the History of U.S. Capitalism, 2017), 102.
10. FBI Uniform Crime Reporting Program (UCR), accessed June 12, 2022, https://crime-data-explorer.app.cloud.gov/
pages/home.
11. Peck, Uncovering the Sixties: The Life and Times of the Underground Press, 143.
12. Mel Howard and the Honorable Thomas King Forcade, The Underground Reader (New York: New American Library, 
1972), 166.
13. John McMillian, Smoking Typewriters: The Sixties Underground Press and the Rise of Alternative Media in America 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 120.
14. Howard and Forcade, The Underground Reader, 176. 



and early seventies, the use of illegal psychedelic 
drugs was an act not only of social rebellion but of 
political rebellion, since the state forbade it. It was 
a line drawn in the dirt by parents and police that 
millions of young people stepped across in defiance 
of frequently severe consequences,” David Dogget, 
founder of Kudzu, remembered.24

As pot now fast-tracks toward full legalization and 
a new social acceptability in the U.S. and Europe, 
its once incendiary status as a symbol of defiance 
is brought into odd relief. The emergent corporate 
market is less concerned with the bodies incurred 
or still incarcerated by the drug war, preferring to 
sanitize pot as an apolitical, wellness commodity.

Pot’s profiteers today do not reflect the Black and 
Latino populations strategically criminalized for 
pot well before hippies were targeted, and long 
after. Legalization has only highlighted the inequity. 
In 2017, 81% of weed business owners in the U.S. 
were white, 5.7% were Hispanic, 4.3% were Black, 
and 2.4% were Asian.25 In contrast to some states’ 
efforts to offer preferential licenses to those 
formerly incarcerated for weed-convictions, in 
other states if you have a record, you can’t join the 
industry at all.

As much as the UPS fought for pot, it also predicted 
this tepid outcome. “Normalization is a major form 
of social control,” Jock Young wrote presciently in 
London’s Oz in 1972. “It involves the swallowing up 
of deviant forms and practices and incorporation of 
them in a fashion that is supportive of the status 
quo and a rejection of anything that posed as a 
challenge to the system. Drugs contain within them 

no essence, their effects are the reflection of the 
culture which imbibes them. The endpoint will be 
the commodity marihuana, in packets of machine 
rolled joints… Suitably diluted to be little more than 
a tranquilizer.”26

The UPS was an antidote to the regular press, 
which at the time were regurgitating government 
positions on Vietnam, and ignoring the concerns 
of marginalized communities at home. Art Kunkin’s 
the Los Angeles Free Press (or The Freep) was 
one of the UPS pioneers, launched in 1964, its 
attitude implied in Kunkin’s characterization of 
it as “a reader-written paper.” The Freep’s profile 
rose with its coverage of the Watts riots - it was 
the only local paper blaming racist cops for the 
unrest, and the only one whose journalists got beat-
up by cops while reporting it.

The innovation of the UPS was that each 
was locally oriented, but operated under an 
agreement of non-proprietary content, granting 
free reprint rights to anything that appeared in 
any other member paper. The imperative was to 
spread the word and bolster the movement.

The same articles, essays, poems, and 
photography appeared in multiple papers across 
the globe, and so did the illustrations. A wonky 
maximalism pervaded the page, gaps crammed 
with “spot illustrations” that thread through 
columns - a consistent motif being pot. Joints 
and the seven-pointed leaf served as section 
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Page from Helskini, Finland’s Tähti, 1972

24. Wachsberger, Insider Histories of the Vietnam Era Underground Press, Part 2, 144. 
25. Marijuana Business Daily, September 11, 2017.
26. Oz Magazine, November 1972.



UPS mastheads from East Lansing Joint Issue and Houston’s Space City! UPS mastheads from San Francisco Good Times and San Jose’s Red Sky Blue Sky



UPS mastheads from East Germany’s Vollmond and Rome’s Stampa Alternativa UPS mastheads from Berlin’s Der Metzger and Hundert Blumen



breaks, or randomly disrupted text. Every kind of 
animal, vegetable, and Disney character popped 
up getting high. Pipes are clenched in fists. A little 
girl waters a baby plant. Obsessively-detailed, 
excrescent letter-forms spell the word “stoned”.

Weed was decorative, adding a touch of flair to 
the mastheads of countless UPS titles. It could 
be a goofy doodle of a woman riding a joint like 
a rocket to entertain the stoned doodler. It was 
also a rallying cry: weed literally emblematized 
activist groups, like the Yippies, White Panthers, 
Motherfuckers, and New Nation Sisters.

UPS publications adopted a newspaper 
format, not just because newsprint was cheap, 
but subverting those formal conventions 
communicated its challenge to the perception 
of factual news. “What I was trying to do was to 
create credibility,” Max Scherr of the Berkeley 
Barb said. “The way I did it was by looking like 
a newspaper and printing mind-blowing facts 
down in straight columns.”27

Offset-printing was a new technology, more 
accessible than the typical newspaper letterpress, 
and it detonated old graphic limitations. The 

Spot illustration from Holland’s Kabouterkrant, No. 9, 1970 

Spot illustration by Kerry Fitzgerald in Space City!, Vol. 1, No. 9, 1969

14

Emblems for activist groups:
Up Against the Wall Motherfucker

White Panthers
New Nation Sisters

Yippies
Woodstock Nation27. Leamer, The Paper Revolutionaries: The Rise of the Underground Press, 33.
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Illustration in the Marrahwanna Quarterly, artist unknown, 1967

UPS shirked the linearity of standard industrial 
machines’ hot-type. Offset meant layouts could be 
cut up and arranged by hand, then photographed 
to become plates.

In San Francisco’s Oracle, for example, the art came 
first, and copy arranged around it. Technicolor bled 
through the newsprint paper. “When the stoned 
freaks looked through the pages, it was the colors 
that really did them in,” an LNS piece gushed.28

The Oracle was created high and intended to be 
read high. Ink fountains were split and a method of 
squirting paint from ketchup bottles into the press 
was invented by local artist, Hetty Maclise. Perfume 
went in, too. “Most of the artists would conceive 
and manifest their designs in a state of expanded 
awareness,” editor Allen Cohen said. “The Oracle 
would go from hand to hand and mind to mind in the 
evocative states unveiled by marijuana and LSD. It 
was a centering instrument for that intense, aesthetic, 
and expanded perceptual universe…”29 

This de-professionalized approach was ideological. 
Journalists were also designers, illustrators, 
street-sellers, community organizers, and activists. 
Austere New Left politics were granted allure by 
the psychedelic graphics, and psychedelia made 
politically credible. These two schools would forge a 
dynamic co-mingling (when they weren’t bickering 
in meetings).

Proto-UPS publications had been cultivating a 
weed sensibility since the turn of the decade. Ed 

Sanders mimeographed Fuck You: a Magazine of 
the Arts in 1962, which declared its committment 
to “God through cannabis.” Also influential was 
The Realist, founded by Paul Krassner in 1958 
after he’d written for MAD magazine (later he 
authored the “Brain Damage Control” column 
in High Times). The first mimeographed issue of 
the Marrawanna Quarterly was released in 1964 
by d.a. levy, who disseminated stoner verse until 
1967, when he was arrested for obscenity and had 
his press confiscated.

Like regular newspapers, the UPS syndicated comic 
strips too, the most globally adopted being Gilbert 
Shelton’s Fabulous Furry Freak Brothers, detailing 
the mishaps of a trio of scuzzy pot heads and their cat 
in the endless pursuit of scoring more weed. As the 
title of Robert Crumb’s Head Comix indicated, it was 
geared toward heads. Spain Rodriguez’s Trashman 
was a horny, street-fighting, mystic revolutionary. “I 
don’t know how exactly it came about,” Rodriguez 
recalled. “It was one of those nights that I would be 
up all night being stoned and listening to the radio 
and drawing.”30

In reaction to the “boy’s club” of UPS cartoonists, 
a group of female UPS artists banded together to 
publish Wimmen’s Comix in 1972. Stoner narratives 
appeared among strips about abortion rights and 
lesbianism. In Shelby Sampson’s comic in the second 
issue, she gets high, gets the munchies, then gets an 
eye-injury from watching the toaster too closely when 
the pita-bread pops out.31 Sharon Rudahl’s Tales 
from Sativa is set in a future utopia, where a heroine 

28. Thorne Dreyer and Victoria Smith, Liberation News Service, March 1, 1969. 
29. Wachsberger, Insider Histories of the Vietnam Era Underground Press, Part 1, 145.
30. Spain Rodriguez, Street Fighting Men: Spain Vol. 1 (Seattle: Fantagraphics, 2017), 276. 
31. Wimmen’s Comix, Issue 2 (San Francisco: Last Gasp, 1972), 4.



named Sativa, leaves her commune in the woods on 
horseback, picks wild-growing weed, then sets out to 
save a corrupt city by raising its consciousness, but 
only after getting high and having graphically detailed 
sex with her Jesus-looking partner.32

The art collected in this book shines a light on some 
less famous names in the stoner-art canon, and on 
many who weren’t names at all, as no signature 
was attached to a ton of UPS illustrations, though 
they would be reprinted across multiple papers 
around the world.

Articles had fake bylines, or jettisoned them entirely 
to signify the dissolution of ego in the service of the 
collective. UPS prose wasn’t terse and detached 
reportage, but mercurial, intimate, florid, and 
stream-of-consciousness, not always concerned 
with readability, just as the layouts weren’t always in 
the service of legibility.

There was nowhere else to read an analysis of the 
drug experience, however dubious its clinical merit. 
Drug reports included going rates, recent busts, 
cultivation tips, political provocations, and whatever 
else the writer felt like tossing in, in columns such as 
“Advice to Dopers” in Space City!, “Dope O Scope” in 
the Ann Arbor Argus, “The Old Head” in the Madison 
Kaleidoscope, “Highwitness News” in The New 
York Ace, “The Witch Report” in London’s Frendz, 
“The Grass Prophet” in the San Francisco Express 
Times, “Dope News” in West Germany’s Päng, and 
“Pot Pourrie” in Holland’s Iets.

Another condition for membership in the UPS was 
providing all other UPS member-papers with copies of 

your paper. UPS offices became access-points to the 
global counterculture in cities and small towns. Each 
one was a scene. Ray Mungo saw the LNS office of 
1968 in New York City as, “a good place to hang out as 
well as work, a place to smoke dope and sleep on the 
floor, and play records, where there were no bosses or 
authority-chain and you could sunbathe on the roof.”33

Some editorial teams lived collectively and were 
paid equally, with editorial roles rotating according 
to a roster. Support came from local communities. 
The fourth issue of the Oracle was able to go 
from twelce to fourteen pages after a generous 
donation by local weed dealers.34 The Oracle’s main 
sponsors were the Psychedelic Shop’s owners, 
the Thelin brothers, whose bread and butter were 
bongs and rolling papers.

The UPS served their communities as much as 
their communities supported them. Thorne Dreyer, 
Austin’s Rag editor, wrote that he was the first to get 
intel when cops were out busting kids for pot. “More 
than once, layout night was interrupted when an 
urgent phone call came from someone in the know,” 
he wrote. “And layout would break up as Rag freaks 
headed for their wheels to spread the word.”35 

Staffers dealt weed to keep papers afloat. When 
the artist Kim Deitch was offered a job at the 
East Village Other by its co-founder and resident 
illustrator, Bill Beckman, it turned out to be less 
aligned with his skillset. “Beckman looked over my 
samples and seemed to see promise,” Deitch said. 
“This led to work too, but not quite the kind of work 
I was expecting. Within a day or two, I was making 
money, dealing pot for Bill Beckman.”36

18 19

Tom Forcade, an inveterate weed smuggler, 
became national coordinator of the UPS in 1968. 
He was a business-school graduate and former 
preacher turned Yippie, known for having shot 
bullets through the center of a peace sign on the 
covers of bundles of the Orpheus, and charged 
with soaking another issue in acid.37 He applied his 
weed-dealing acumen to legitimizing the UPS as a 
functional legal corporation.

The UPS also served as a cover for Forcade’s pot 
trafficking. Other Scenes’s editor, John Wilcock, 
recalled one of Forcade’s storerooms in Greenwich 
Village: “Lined floor to ceiling with bales of weed.”38 
Forcade ran a “smokeasy” club in Soho where guests 
announced themselves to a camera before being 
buzzed into a lounge, and presented with a menu of 
products. A former pilot in the Air National Guard 
(until securing an insanity-discharge), Forcade flew 
planes with hundreds of thousands of dollars of weed 
in from Colombia.39 A hot-rod enthusiast, he had a 
penchant for outrunning cops with tons of weed in 
his camper like an old-time bootlegger.

A linchpin in the UPS distribution network were head 
shops, which sprouted up in small towns and cities, 
just as the UPS did. By 1967, there were dozens in 
San Francisco alone, purveying UPS titles alongside 
sundry smoking apparatuses, incense, records, 
and black-light bulbs. They were called head shops 
because their customers were called pot heads, or 
just heads.

These small businesses were an early smoke 
signal for the eventual commercialization of pot 
culture and pot itself. Anti-capitalist activist groups 

like San Francisco’s Diggers opposed head shops’ 
profitability. Haight-Ashbury’s Psychedelic Shop 
became overrun with stoned kids, and in 1967 the 
Thelin brothers gave everything in the store away 
for free and shut it down. The watershed “Death 
of the Hippies” mock funeral march followed soon 
after, weed symbolically burned on a pyre marking 
the end of the scene’s purity.

By the time the UPS formed, leading countercultural 
voices were already smokers. Neal Cassidy had 
handed weed out all over the Bay Area with religious 
fervor, until he gifted two joints to a plain-clothed cop 
and was sentenced to five years to life. Jack Kerouac 
started each writing-session of Mexico City Blues 
with black coffee and a joint. Diane di Prima wrote 
she was one of “only a small handful… perhaps forty 
or fifty in the City—who knew what we knew; who 
raced about in Levis and work shirts, smoked dope, 
and dug the new jazz.”40 They were feeling the heat 
for it, too. In 1965, Ken Kesey tried to fake his own 
suicide to avoid a lengthy weed-sentence.

John Sinclair belonged to this proto-pot-head 
generation while running the Detroit Artists 
Workshop in 1964, a collective that hosted avant-
garde jazz, poetry readings, classes, exhibitions, and 
mimeographed publications. He went on to become 
the manager and spiritual leader of the free-jazz-
inspired MC5. “Dope was like the link between the 
neo-beatnik culture, which we had been involved in 
prior to 1966 and the new hippie culture, which was 
just beginning to spring up then,” Sinclair wrote in 
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Liberation News Service Office, New York City, by David Fenton, 1969. Courtesy of photographer

32. Wimmen’s Comix, Issue 1, 1972, 23.
33. Mungo, Famous Long Ago: My Life and Hard Times with Liberation News Service, 134.
34. Wachsberger, Insider Histories of the Vietnam Era Underground Press, Part 1, 145.
35. Thorne Dreyer and Victoria Smith, Liberation News Service packet, March 1, 1969.
36. East Village Other website, accessed September 16, 2022, nyujournalismprojects.org/eastvillageother. 

37. High Times, October 1989.
38. John Wilcock, Manhattan Memories (Ojai: Self-published, 2010), 225.
39. Patrick Anderson, High in America: The True Story Behind NORML and the Politics of Marijuana (New York: The 
Viking Press, 1981), 118.
40. Diane di Prima, Memoirs of a Beatnik (New York: Traveller’s Companion, 1969). 
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his revolutionary manual, Guitar Army. “But more 
than that it was also the link between all the different 
strains of hip people within the new open scene just 
as it had been earlier, when our scene was much 
more a closed thing and weed was like the automatic 
credential, right?”41

The ordinary act of smoking weed wasn’t just a social 
differentiator, but a seditious one. In a letter spread 
to many UPS papers in early 1969, Jerry Rubin, 
co-founder of the Yippie activist group insisted: 
“Smoking pot is a political act, and every smoker is 
an outlaw. The drug culture is a revolutionary threat 
to plasticwasp9-5america. If you smoke quietly, you 
won’t get bothered. If you smoke in public, or if you 
live in a commune, or get active politically, or show 
up somewhere in J. Edgar Freako’s computer, 
you’re likely to get busted for getting high.”42

There was a faith in weed’s capacity for insight 
toward resolving societal ills. Allen Ginsberg 
penned an appeal in The Atlantic in 1966: “I have 
long felt that there were political implications to 
the suppression of marijuana… When the citizens 
of this country see that such an old-time, taken-
for-granted, flag-waving, reactionary truism of 
police, press, and law as the “reefer menace” is 
in fact a creepy hoax, a scarecrow, what will they 
begin to think of the whole of taken-for-granted 
public REALITY?

“If marijuana is a hoax, what is Money? What is 
the War in Vietnam? What are the Mass Media? 
...Marijuana consciousness shifts attention from 
stereotyped verbal symbols to “more direct, slower, 
absorbing, occasionally microscopically minute 

engagement with sensing phenomena” during the 
high. Already millions of people have gotten high 
and looked at the images of their presidents and 
governors and representatives on television and 
seen that all were betraying signs of false character. 
Or heard the impersonal robot tones of audio 
newscasters announcing mass deaths in Asia.”43

Nothing was too far-fetched for pot’s munificent, 
miracle-working properties. A headline in Other 
Scenes stated “POTSMOKING WILL STOP THE 
WAR IN VIETNAM.”44 A cover of International 
Times claimed, “CANNABIS CAN CURE ACNE.”

There was an evangelical zeal to it. A gospel of 
weed. The sacrilege of weed as a crass commodity 
was appalling. “Getting more people high is what 
it’s all about,” a column rallied in England’s Frendz 
in May 1971. “Without fulfilling this aim, dealing is 
turned into yet another boring evil capitalist rip-off, 
and the dealer becomes just another mechanical 
masturbating slave consumer.”45

The more people getting high, the better. A chain 
letter was circulated in the UPS around Christmas 
of 1968, claimed as the efforts of the Paratheo-
Anametamystikhood of Eris Esoteric and the Bavarian 
Illuminati of Chicago and Tampa Society for the 
Laughing Buddha Jesus. It encouraged the planting 
of at least five pot seeds and sharing the letter with 
five friends. It also detailed how to grow and harvest 
pot from these seeds. “NIXON ATTEMPTS TO QUELL 
DROP-OUT MOVEMENT. EVEN VEEP AGNEW HAS 
HIS VIPER. THE SUPERIOR MAN PLANTS HIS 
SEEDS. DELIVERANCE IS ASSURED. GOOD TIMES 
ARE TRANSCENDENTAL AND FREE.”46

A random passage in the margin of the Berkeley 
Barb in March 1970 implored readers to grow their 
own, the byline attributed to Mothers Stonegrown 
Organiworks. “I’d as soon slurp cosmic flow as pay 
$245 for a kilo of Mexican tips,” it said. “Ya got yer 
lovelies planted yet? Let’s make this indigeneous-
to-your-environment year, and here on out… Bring 
knowledge to the mind, I could dig trading some hill 
weede this fall, for some desert or swamp weed.”47

Smoking pot was construed as an act of solidarity 
with the soldiers in Vietnam, where most soldiers 
were being introduced to it for the first time along 
with PTSD. A poster insert in the January 1971 issue 
of The Columbus Free Press featured a troupe of 
soldiers in the field alongside a call-to-action: “Smoke 
Pot Where You Work - They Do.”

Ken Weaver, writer and drummer for The Fugs, 
interviewed soldiers on their use of pot in 1967 for 
the East Village Other in a piece called Viper Vision 
Vietnam. He cites that 75-90 percent of soldiers 
smoked regularly, and when attacked preferred not 
to fight, but get high. “The first thing I’d grab was my 
pipe,” a soldier told him. “My partner would grab his 
bag of grass, and we’d dive through the tent and wait 
it out. The green guys that just got there, the first 
thing they’d grab was their helmets, flack jacket, rifle, 
bullets, hand grenades, flares, everything. And we’d 
just lay in the ditch and wait out the attack and dig on 
the blasts, shrapnel and all that shit, and you know, 
no big thing.”48

Educated youth from well-to-do families who never 
considered the possibility of jail found themselves 
facing hard time. “As pot heads, we come face to 

face with the real world of cops, jails, courts, trials, 
undercover narcs, paranoia, and the war with our
parents,” Jerry Rubin fulminated. “An entire 
generation of flower-smokers has been turned 
into criminals.”49

At least to their own minds, becoming criminalized 
offered white youth an affinity for the experiences 
of heavily policed Black communities. “The drug-
induced psychedelic initiation rite was like a religious 
awakening...” Kudzu’s David Dogget explained. “The 
psychedelic experience was an instant way to step 
outside one’s native culture and look on society from 
an estranged perspective. The hysterical response 
of the authorities served to heighten the alienating 
effect... People who might never have made the 
intellectual effort to understand U.S. imperialism, 
or the moral effort to empathize with oppressed 
Blacks, suddenly found themselves persecuted as 
outlaws because they simply wanted to alter their 
own mental perceptions.”50

IT’s Barry Miles found echoes of this in London 
of 1968: “Everyone knew someone who had been 
busted. Planted by the police or fitted up; hippies 
were being stopped and searched on the street for 
the amusement of the bored coppers. The police, 
‘the fuzz’, became the enemy… Of course this was 
the kind of treatment West Indians had suffered for 
years… but for white, largely middle-class hippies it 
came as quite a shock.”51

Could getting high quell racism,, enabling the 
imagination to conjure a more equitable future? While 
protesting Columbia University’s planned expansion 
into a Black neighborhood in 1968, Jeff Shero, editor 
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Cops search for weed at the Underground Media Conference, Ann Arbor, 1969. Photo by Leni Sinclair

41. John Sinclair, Guitar Army: Street Writings / Prison Writings (Vancouver: Douglas Book Corp, Rainbow Energies, 1972), 195. 
42. Peter Stansill, BAMN: (By Any Means Necessary): Outlaw Manifestos and Ephemera, 1965-70 (London: Penguin, 
1971), 243.
43. The Atlantic, November 1966.
44. Other Scenes, April 1969.
45. Frendz, May 21, 1971.
46. Stansill, BAMN: (By Any Means Necessary): Outlaw Manifestos and Ephemera, 1965-70, 252. 

47. Berkeley Barb, March 13, 1970.
48. East Village Other, November 8, 1967.
49. Jerry Rubin, DO IT!: Scenarios of the Revolution (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1970), 100. 
50. Wachsberger, Insider Histories of the Vietnam Era Underground Press, Vol. 2, 144.
51. Miles, In the Sixties: 239.





Spot illustration following the sentencing of Lee Otis Johnson, 1968

of New York’s RAT invoked, “Alliances between 
black and white, between the campus and 
the community, the exaltation of people over 
property… ideas found only in radicals’ fondest 
pot dreams slowly emerged into realities.”52

When Black activist Lee Otis Johnson got 
thirty years for a single joint, the racial 
disparity in the sentence impressed itself upon 
the predominately white UPS network. “Lee 
Otis Johnson would never have received thirty 
years, a sentence which even the Houston 
grand jury says is outrageous, if he were not 
also a prominent black militant,” Houston’s 
Space City News! reported. “Drug possession 
is a credible charge against most any young 
person these days. And what better way is 
there for the police to get troublesome radicals 
out of circulation?”53 

This play was already familiar to certain 
communities of color. American border towns 
were the first in the twentieth century to ban 
weed, targeting Mexicans fleeing the civil war; it 
was outlawed in California in 1913 and in El Paso, 
Texas in 1914. The “loco-weed” was leveraged 
to get a crude handle on this new population: 

the arrest of Mexican men for weed increased 
alongside the rates of labor organization.

Weed was a handy tool to stoke racist fear. “We 
in California have been getting a large influx of 
Hindoos and they have in turn started quite 
a demand for cannabis indica,” wrote Henry 
J. Finger, from California’s State Board of 
Pharmacy, in 1911. “They are a very undesirable 
lot and the habit is growing in California very 
fast; the fear is… they are initiating our whites 
into this habit.”54 

The epicenter of “marijuana menace” propa-
ganda was 1920s New Orleans, where the 
authorities labeled weed a Mexican import 
and criminalized it in 1923, arresting Spanish-
speaking seamen on the docks. The local jazz 
scene of the 1930s applied creative names to 
weed as a means of keeping it from the uninitiated. 
Smoking muggle, mooter, or bambalacha in New 
Orleans or Harlem was easier as cops didn’t 
know what it smelled like yet.

Louis Armstrong led the “Viper” subculture, 
whose slogan was “Light up and be somebody.”55 
The “reefer song” was a standard among jazz 
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giants like Fats Waller and Cab Calloway. In a 
precursor to its 1960s callouts, weed pops up in 
lyrics all through 1930s jazz. In 1930 Armstrong 
became the first American celebrity to be 
arrested for it.

Armstrong’s bandmate, the Jewish clarinetist 
Mezz Mezzrow, was renowned as a dealer of 
the finest weed to jazz artists for decades - and 
as a generational conduit for smoking out Allen 
Ginsberg for the first time. Lore goes that proto-
bop saxophonist Lester “Prez” Young turned Jack 
Kerouac onto pot in 1941. Weed was a threat for its 
role in integration. In the 1930s, Mezzrow described 
the tea-pads of Harlem as being a diverse hive of pot 
heads. “I dragged so many cats uptown,” he wrote in 
his autobiography, Really the Blues, “I got to be known 
as ‘the link between the races’ after a while.”56

Henry J. Anslinger was the first director of 
the Federal Bureau of Narcotics and the great 
patriarch of racist anti-weed policy. Facing budget 
cuts in the 1930s, Anslinger generated funding 
and an esteemed career by seeding racially-
oriented weed fear. He was fond of the term 
“marijuana” because it sounded Spanish. This 
obscured the fact that cannabis medicines had 
been available in concentrated forms for a variety 
of ailments in American pharmacies for ages. 
(“The Marijuana legislations were pushed through 
in the 1930s by the agents and goonsquads of the 
jansenisto-manichaean fuckhaters’ Conspiracy,” 
Ed Sanders commented on this history in Fuck 
You: A Magazine of the Arts.57)

Anslinger loathed Black people, jazz, and weed 
equally, if not seeing them as one and the same 
scourge. His extensive file on “Marijuana and 

musicians” noted: “Music hath charms, but not 
this music. It hails the drug...”58 Anslinger’s racist 
rhetoric spanned the spectrum of threats. “There 
are 100,000 total marijuana smokers in the U.S., 
and most are Negroes, Hispanics, Filipinos, and 
entertainers,” he testified before congress in 1937. 
“Their Satanic music, jazz, and swing result from 
marijuana use.”59

Anslinger’s anti-weed crusade defined his 32-year 
run in office. Though no longer an active political 
figure at the time, Anslinger made the cover of 
the East Village Other in August 1967, his head 
festooned with weed leaves. The headline: THE MAN 
WHO TURNED THE WHOLE WORLD OFF.

What Anslinger started reached its 
pernicious peak in the activities of the FBI’s 
Counterintelligence Program, or COINTELPRO. 
In 1956, its goal was the disruption of communist 
organizations. By the early 1960s, this extended 
to what was being called the “New Left”. Under J. 
Edgar Hoover’s watch, by the late 1960s the FBI 
was obsessed with taking down Black activists 
and leaders of the anti-war movement, among 
other perceived enemies, from feminist groups 
to the American Indian Movement (AIM). 

With the UPS boosting everyone COINTELPRO 
was out to get, it was a core target. The full extent 
of the agency’s obsessive and illegal efforts 
wouldn’t be known until 1976, when people were 
able to sue to view their FBI dossiers. By then, 
the UPS had collapsed.

Hoover issued a missive to all FBI offices on 
“New Left Movement Publications” the very 
day Richard Nixon came to power in 1968, 
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ordering up intelligence on UPS publications 
across the country, including their “printer, 
sources of funds, identity of editorial staff, and 
subversive connections.”60 Counterintelligence 
programs soon roped in local and state police. 
“Since the use of marijuana and other narcotics 
is widespread among members of the New 
Left, you should be on the alert to have them 
arrested on drug charges,” Hoover ordered in a 
COINTELPRO bulletin.61

There were a disproportionate number of Jewish 
UPS editors and legalization activists - they were 
usually both. This fed into Nixon’s notion of weed 
as a foreign-driven curse. “You know it’s a funny 
thing, every one of those bastards that are out for 
legalizing marijuana is Jewish,” Nixon complained to 
his adviser H. R. Haldeman, as revealed on one of 
his office recordings. “What the Christ is the matter 
with the Jews, Bob?”62

COINTELPRO officers threatened the UPS’s 
mom-and-pop printers with arrest for conspiracy 
or obscenity. They obtained the addresses of UPS 
subscribers, went to their homes, and interrogated 
them. They had the IRS audit UPS staff. They had 
landlords raise UPS office rents. They paid a right-
wing group to firebomb a car belonging to the 
San Diego Door - and toss a pipe bomb through 
the window of Houston’s Space City! (and shoot a 
crossbow arrow into its front door63). The editors 
of Spokane’s Natural were arrested on vagrancy 
charges while peddling their paper on the street. The 
FBI persuaded Columbia Records to stop advertising 
in the Berkeley Barb and a bunch of others, 
bankrupting them and leaving them baffled as to why.

The FBI even created at least two phony 
UPS papers with milder viewpoints and 
distributed them at college campuses: Indiana’s 
Armageddon News and San Antonio’s Longhorn 
Tale.64 The goal was to expose and pillory campus 
troublemakers.

In Geoffry Rips’s 1978 investigation into the 
COINTELPRO records he found that 60 percent 
of UPS members had experienced “a great deal of 
government interference, ranging from distribution 
interruption, customer and printer harassment, to 
wiretaps, legal costs, infiltration by agents, and even 
bombings and bomb threats.”65

UPS offices couldn’t be sure if the government 
was really going this far. Officials dismissed it as 
fantastical nonsense. Meanwhile FBI narcs were 
joining UPS papers as staff. Operatives would 
bust one in order to have them narc on others in 
a plea deal. Or they paid them for information. A 
young staffer on Kudzu came in one morning and 
said the FBI had offered her fifty dollars per staff 
meeting that she reported on. Kudzu encouraged 
her to take the gig. It allowed them to identify 
undercover agents on the scene, and the money 
helped support the paper.66

The Freep fought back In 1969, printing an inventory 
of the names, addresses, and numbers of eighty 
California State Bureau of Narcotics agents under 
the headline “Know your local nark.”67 The intel came 
from a Christmas card mailing list pilfered from the 
state office. Outing narcs became a weekly standard 
across UPS papers, with sketches and photos of the 
local undercover agents to look out for.
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The defining act of the counterculture’s counter-attack 
on the FBI occured in 1971, when the self-described 
“Citizens’ Commission to Investigate the FBI,” a 
ragtag group including a college professor of physics 
and a professor of religion, burgled an FBI office in 
Pennsylvania at night, leaking over 1,000 incriminating 
files to the press. The FBI went nuts trying to find 
the culprits, a full-court-press of panicked hippy-
harassment. They never found them. COINTELPRO 
became front-page news, stunning the nation. It wound 
down from there, but the damage was already done, 
with thousands incarcerated, lives ruined, and lives lost.

COINTELPRO hit the Black Panther Party 
hardest: The Black Panther paper’s “Evidence and 
Intimidation of Fascist Crimes by U.S.A” ran the 
trumped-up charges of leading Panthers, along 
with photos of those murdered by the State.68 By 
the early 1970s, the Party was buckling under the 
state-fomented discord, paranoia, incarcerations, 
costs, and state-issued assassinations. 

With COINTELPRO at least officially terminated 
(illegal surveillance actually continued), Nixon 
announced another war: a “War on Drugs.”  Weed-
possession dominated new arrests, topping those 
for violent felonies. It was really a war on the type 
of person presumed to smoke weed, ultimately 
outlasting hippies and manifesting as racial 
profiling in the decades to follow.

As the 1960s progressed, the best means of 
response to the intensifying war in Vietnam became 

a hot debate, exacerbating the long-running schism 
in the UPS between “cultural radicals” and “political 
radicals” - otherwise referred to as “freeks vs 
politicos,” or “heads vs fists.” Scores of UPS papers 
splintered along these lines.

“Two strains always coexisted in the pages and on 
the staff: the political and cultural. They didn’t always 
rest easy, and eventually they were the reason we 
fell apart. I was one who wanted to publish stories 
about resistance struggles, and some of the others 
wanted to publish photos of themselves with LOVE 
written on their foreheads,” Ed Felien, founder of 
Minneapolis’s Hundred Flowers, remembered.69

The LNS itself couldn’t have split more 
acrimoniously. Mungo referred to the two groups 
as the Vulgar Marxists versus the Virtuous 
Caucus. He belonged to the latter. To save the LNS 
from being overrun the Virtuous Caucus packed 
up the printing-press and office gear at night and 
smuggled it to a commune upstate. They were 
hunted down and held hostage at gun-point by 
their former staffers to retrieve it.

In 1969, the Washington Free Press attempted to 
go issue for issue, with the office commune’s Yippie 
freaks putting out one, and politicos doing the next, 
week by week. Instead, they debated the conditions 
for so long that no issue came out for a month.70

Freaks’ adulation of weed and its revolutionary 
capacity was mocked by politicos. As early as 1966, 
Paul Johnson argued in New York’s WIN magazine: 
“Pot may be politics, but politics is a great deal 
more than pot.”71
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KNOW THY ENEMY section of the Joint Issue, May 1973 

The freaks’ achievement, according to Laurence 
Leamer, is “the consciousness of a new kind 
of world - in Haight-Ashbury’s short summer, 
in New York’s East Village hippies, in Be-ins, 
smoke-ins, free stores and pocket communities 
- but they believed that consciousness and 
reality were the same…”72 By the end of the 
1960s, that wasn’t cutting it. The stakes were 
too high.

This sectarianism ended The Paper of East 
Lansing , in 1969, one of the five founding 
members of the UPS. “Staffers for The Paper 
represented the two political outlooks that 
were emerging then in the New Left,” Ken 
Wachsberger said in 1976, looking back. “One 
reflected the youth-drug philosophy; the other 
was that of the more rigid SDS (Students for a 
Democratic Society). Whereas in The Paper ’s 
early years these differences served as a 
source of intellectual and activist stimulation, 
by 1967 serious cracks began to develop in 
the student Movement, mostly along Marxist 
vs. non-Marxist lines. The pressures began 
to make themselves felt among The Paper 
staffers who were becoming heavily involved 
in psychedelics.”73

San Francisco Express Times writer Todd 
Gitlin called the adulation of weed delusional 
and part of a host of problem behaviors 
endemic to the UPS: “The underground press 
was also puerile, devotedly adventurist, 
stupidly sexist, and childishly giddy about 
the revolutionary potential of drugs and the 
druggy potential of revolutions.”74

John Sinclair’s column “Rock and Roll Dope” 
was scrapped from Detroit’s Fifth Estate as 
his pot revolution was called into question. 
A February 1969 editorial was directed at 
Sinclair personally: “We believe that people 
who are serious in their criticism of this 
society and their desire to change it must 
involve themselves in serious revolutionary 
struggle. We do not believe music is revolution. 
We do not believe dope is revolution. We do not 
believe poetry is revolution… Ask the Cubans, 
the Vietnamese, or urban American Blacks 
what lengths the system is willing to go to 
preserve itself.”75

Despite disagreements in the format of direct 
action, both heads and fists continued to 
radicalize. In 1969, a protestor was shot dead 
by a cop at Berkeley’s People’s Park. The next 
year, four student-protesters were murdered 
by riot cops at Kent State University. That year 
also saw the brutal assasination of Panther 
Fred Hampton in Chicago at the hands of local 
cops and the FBI as part of COINTERLPRO. 
The vibe of the UPS became steadily more 
warlike. Fewer peaceful, pastoral visions and 
religious gurus appeared on covers, replaced 
by grotesque caricatures of Nixon, cops as 
pigs, and communards toting machine guns. 
“DON’T FERGIT T’ SMASH TH’ STATE, FOLKS!” 
rallied the July Fourth cover of the Chicago 
Seed in 1969.

Some hippies proved a willingness to kill for the 
cause. There were 5,000 domestic bombings 
in the eighteen months between 1969 and 
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mid-1970, hitting, among other targets, an oil 
company polluting beaches, a university for its 
ties to military research, and a bank.76 Weed 
became a call to arms, not a means of chilling 
out. “We fight in many ways,” the Weather 
Underground announced in the Chicago 
Seed in 1970. “Dope is one of our weapons… 
Guns and grass are united in the youth 
underground. Freaks are revolutionaries and 
revolutionaries are freaks.”77 

The cover of the Madison Kaleidoscope on May 
19, 1970 featured the headline “TAKE UP THE 
GUN!” The author is Abner Spence of a group 
called “Madison Street Scum”, who proclaimed: 
“White kids are gonna make the Revolution 
along with their black brothers inside Amerika 
and people of color all over the world… We don’t 
have lots of time anymore. So… first thing is 
that EVERY KID GOTTA GET A GUN. No shittin’. 
That’s where it’s at now… Groups gotta make 
plans to BRING THE WAR HOME to the Pig.”
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The UPS was educating readers on do-it-
yourself bomb-making, and on the best guns to 
take down cops in various scenarios, from riots 
to drug raids. Sinclair’s White Panthers evolved 
into Woodstock Nation, its symbol a weed pipe 
crossing an M16. It was no longer about stoned 
provocations or posturing rhetoric. When 
Timothy Leary was sentenced to ten years 
after having his car suspiciously searched, The 
Weather Underground busted him out of jail 
and arranged his safe passage to Algeria.

The Black Panther Party was long the role model 
for militant, white-hippie revolutionary aspirations, 
and The Black Panther paper one of the most 
influential. Struggles documented in its pages were 
heavily syndicated in the UPS, and the group’s 
actions and community organizing were considered 
benchmarks. The Panthers made alliances with the 
Diggers, Yippies, Motherfuckers, Weathermen, and 
the White Panther Party.78 Not only was the latter’s 
name a direct homage, but their “10 Point Plan” was 
entirely cribbed from the Panthers’ original. The 
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White Panthers advocated something a little different, 
though, their slogan being “Total Assault on the Culture 
By Any Means Necessary Including Rock ‘n Roll, Dope 
and Fucking in the Streets.”

How seriously the Panthers took this mimicry is 
questionable. Photographer and White Panther Party-
member Leni Sinclair recalled: “Someone from the Black 
Panther Party called us psychedelic buffoons.”79 

After all, the first rule in the Black Panther Party’s 
operational guidelines ordered: “No Party member 
can have narcotics or weed in his possession while 
doing Party work.” 

There were many UPS member papers run by 
and dedicated to the empowerment of people of 
color, such as the Chicano-oriented La Raza in Los 
Angeles and El Grito Del Norte in New Mexico, as 
well as Ontario’s Mohawk Nation’s Akwesasne Notes. 
Their concerns were amplified internationally when 
shared in the hippie papers, but the weed-obsession 
in the UPS was the domain of the predominately 
white, male-run papers - especially in their lobbying 
for legalization.

The modern legalization protest movement can be 
traced to August 16, 1964, when 28-year-old Lowell 
Eggemeir sparked a joint in San Francisco’s Hall of 
Justice. He was not known for being a radical, but 
rather as a quiet, bearded man, who loved his dogs. 
“I am starting a campaign to legalize marijuana 
smoking,” he told the cops, and took a drag. “I wish to 
be arrested.” The cops fulfilled his wish.

Eggemeir’s attorney, James R. White III, co-founded an 
organization called LeMar (Legalize Marijuana).80 This 
pot activism centered around Peace Eye, Ed Sanders’s 
Lower East Side bookstore in a former kosher butchery, 
where the Marijuana Newsletter was mimeographed in 
the back room as its mouthpiece (it was also a rehearsal 
space for The Fugs, a mattress-filled crashpad for 
runaways, and a karate dojo). 

LeMar became Amorphia in 1971, run by Michael Aldrich, 
who composed the first PhD dissertation on weed in the 
U.S. entitled, “Marijuana Myths and Folklore”, and had 
been Allen Ginsberg’s personal assistant. Amorphia 
fundraised with its hemp-based rolling papers called 
Acapulco Gold, advertised across the UPS, and 
distributed through head shops.

Aldrich’s own UPS paper, the Marijuana Review, would 
publish a piece covering “cannabis purification rites” 
of Scythian nomads in the third to seventh centuries, 
alongside a feminist critique of the male-dominated 
Left by Robin Morgan, “Goodbye to all That.”81 By 1973, 
Aldrich’s Amorphia organization was folded into its 
more well-heeled competitor NORML, flush with funding 
by Playboy, which speaks to pot’s general cultural 
trajectory. By the mid-1970s, the legalization movement 
was no-longer a wooly mob of radicals and literatis. 
NORML was 20,000 members strong and cultivated a 
buttoned-up legitimacy.

Activist Dana Beal, whose 1969 treatise on psychedelic 
revolution, “Right On. Culture Freeks!” had been 
reprinted in hundreds of underground papers, 
organized the inaugural “smoke in” in 1967 on the 

Issues #1 and #2 of the Marijuana Newsletter, 1965
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Lower East Side.82 He tossed joints into the crowd and 
urged all to smoke as one, so the cops would have to 
bust everyone or no one. It worked. The cops looked 
on, frozen.

Legalization protests had grandiose visions for what 
they were fighting for. The Madison Kaleidoscope 
reported the first Annual Marijuana Harvest Festival on 
September 25, 1971, as a religious rite: “In solidarity with 
the struggle of third world peoples around the globe, 
[musician and agitator] David Peel lit up a joint, and 
launched into a screaming, singing, chanting, ceremonial 
incantation to the ecstasy of marijuana smoke.”83

A group called  The Wild-Eye Revolutionary Movement 
made an ambitious promise in the Kaleidoscope: “We 
are going to build a new nation so that all different 
groups of people can live together without fear, 
coercion, and prejudice. And in the process, WE 
WILL STAY STONED… Let there be open agitation 
for legalization. Let a thousand smoke-ins bloom. 
Let narks and smack pigs suffer – identify them, 
exterminate them.”84

Pot was easy to score and of superlative quality in 
Vietnam. Most soldiers tried weed there for the first 
time, and they weren’t all student radicals - when they 
got home they wanted to keep smoking. This meant 
that by the mid-1970s, there were a lot more smokers 
around with no agenda other than getting high. By the 
end of the decade, smoking weed was pretty normal. 
Rich executives and smalltown workers smoked 
regularly, and without countercultural pretenses.85

Sinclair had been freed two years into his sentence, the 
day after a benefit concert with a heavy-hitting lineup 
of John Lennon and Yoko Ono, Black Panther Bobby 
Seale, and jazz-luminary Archie Shepp. The Michigan 
House and Senate lowered penalties for weed crimes, 
releasing 128 more weed arrestees. Sinclair’s buddies 
even managed to win seats on the council, and reduced 
the city’s fine for possession to five bucks.

Rolling Stone Magazine’s scaled-up appropriation of UPS 
papers offered free roach clips to new subscribers and 
glamorized pot-smoking in its portraits of rock stars.86 
It ran its own “Dope Pages” column and advertised 
sophisticated pipes and bongs.

It’s hard to assign one dominant cause to the UPS’s 
precipitous collapse in the early 1970s. The FBI’s efforts 
paid off. In-fighting led to some papers’ self-destruction. 
They were chaotically managed, or not managed at all. 
With the Vietnam War over, they were losing steam.

In 1973, Tom Forcade replaced the moribund UPS 
with a new organization called the Alternative Press 
Syndicate (APS), which in itself was short-lived, despite 
launching gay, feminist, ecology-focused, and Native 
American-oriented titles. Forcade’s hit came with a 
new publication that catered to the blooming mass of 
pot heads: High Times.

Forcade had conducted a market research survey for 
the UPS, and discovered that ninety percent of UPS 
readers were pot-smokers. Government statistics 
indicated there were now twenty million pot smokers 
in the country. His perspicacity detected the need for 
a new publication. He invested his weed money into 
High Times in 1974. With its success (and his continued 
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82. In 1972, Beal supplanted Jerry Rubin as spokesperson for the Youth International Party (YIP) and founded the Yipster Times. 
83. Madison Kaleidoscope, October 6, 1971.
84. Madison Kaleidoscope, January 20, 1971.
85. Tim Wong, Insider Histories of the Vietnam Era Underground Press, Part 2, ed. Wachsberger, 153.   
86. Leamer, The Paper Revolutionaries: The Rise of the Underground Press, 166.
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smuggling) he broadened his publishing portfolio 
to include National Weed, Stone Age, and Dealer.87

The language in Dealer was all business. “A 
remarkable new marketplace is emerging in 
America because the marijuana subculture of 
the 1960s has established itself as the center 
of the major new leisure market of the 1970s,” 
an editorial in the first issue announced. “Grass 
and related highs have become commonplace 
in American life. Decriminalization of marijuana 
will continue with growing speed. A revolution 
in retailing on all fronts … will continue as 
paraphernalia retailers try to capture the 
imagination of the doper consumer.”

Pot’s mainstreaming made Forcade rich. By 1977, 
High Times’s circulation was at 400,000, with four 
million readers a month. It wasn’t nearly as politically 
charged as former UPS titles like The Marijuana 
Review. A 1975 High Times issue’s cover of a nipple 
being smothered in chocolate sauce suggested the 
nature of the magazine’s enquiry: “Does grass really 
make your breasts grow?” the cover asked.88  In 2017 
High Times was acquired by a group of investors led 
by Oreva Capital for over 70 million dollars.

High Times as cash crop not only reflected weed’s 
growing acceptance, but also its detachment from 
the New Left. In 1978, Forcade swallowed some 
quaaludes, got into bed, and shot himself. He had 
been acting weird after witnessing a friend die in 
a plane crash while trafficking weed on his behalf 
from Colombia to Florida. Another friend had just 
been outed as an FBI informant. 

Ronald Reagan issued a backlash of weed-hate in 
1981, doubling-down on Nixon’s War on Drugs, and 
by 1989, the prison population was mostly drug 
offenders, the highest number being for weed, 
and largely Black. Ira Glasser, Executive Director 
of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) from 
1978 to 2001, would compare it to Jim Crow laws: 
“removing [Black people] from civil society and 
then barring them from the right to vote... A major, 
though largely unrecognized, civil rights issue.”89

The numbers are a disgrace, and continue to 
this day. In 2020, The American Civil Liberties 
Union reported that though Black and white 
people smoke weed at the same rate, Black 
people are 3.64 times more likely to be arrested. 
In 31 states, racial disparities were actually 
larger in 2018 than they were in 2010.90 As 
recently as 2020, with weed fully legal in many 
states, people of color still made up 94 percent 
of weed arrests in New York City.91 Record-
expungement has proven tough for a lot of those 
formerly-incarcerated for now-legal crimes.

Like an old roach, pot as a symbol of civil 
disobedience has long ceased to smolder. The 
imagery in this book speaks to a time when 
pot was smoked with optimism, as something 
potentially good for society, capable of activating 
profound transformation in the face of corrupt 
and powerful forces. These hopes remain 
timeless, however unlikely the savior. The artists, 
activists, writers, and freaks that embodied 
those values (and copped the brutal fallout) are 
remembered and celebrated herein. 40
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“Those who smoke grass have a responsibility to the community to 
plant the seeds that come with the grass… The earth belongs to the 
people, and grass can be planted in vacant lots, roadsides, parks, 
behind factories, under bridges, along the river, or in short, any 
place where tall weeds can grow unmolested and there is plenty of 
sunshine… Think of the pigs that will be tied up looking for plants… 
We have the power to make anti-marijuana laws as irrelevant as a 
law against ragweed. Do you have the will to do your part? SAVE 
YOUR SEEDS NOW! PLANT THEM EVERYWHERE THIS SPRING!” 
(ed grassplanter, Liberation News Service, 1970)
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Freeing John Sinclair became such a rallying cry that there 
was an underground campaign to name January 24, 1970 
International Free John Sinclair Day. Antiwar protesters 
across the country could be seen wearing “Free John” 
shirts, and carrying placards with the phrase - as commonly 
as “Free Huey” (Newton) had been when he was convicted 
as a Black Panther for the voluntary manslaughter of an 
officer in 1968. “Free John” fundraising ephemera was 
promoted across UPS papers, from posters to buttons.
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