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In memory of Douglas Engelbart, whose ideas, like many things, Stewart Brand discovered early on
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“Throw a Brand in the river and they will float upstream.”

—Brand family wisdom


Prologue

Asolitary figure huddled on a San Francisco rooftop gazing over the city’s skyline. On a wintry afternoon, sitting above his North Beach apartment, he felt as if he were vibrating. He had taken half a tab of LSD, then wrapped himself in a blanket and gone up intent on spending the afternoon doing nothing in particular.

Shaking from the chill and the chemical reaction, the man on the roof saw the world as if through a fish-eye lens and he realized that the tall buildings in the financial district weren’t perfectly parallel: they diverged slightly. In his mind’s eye he rose above San Francisco, and the planet suddenly became as a glorious globe.

Seeing Earth from space would transform the way we view our planet and ourselves, he realized. He spent the rest of the afternoon obsessing over how it would be possible to capture a photograph of the entire planet to bring home the point that all of humanity shared a single home. After a few hours, he headed downstairs, a question now in mind: “Why haven’t we seen a photograph of the whole Earth yet?”[1]
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Today Stewart Brand is largely known as the creator of the Whole Earth Catalog, a compendium of tools, books, and other intriguing ephemera that became a bible for a generation of young Americans during the 1960s and 1970s. That, however, is only part of his legacy. Since then, in both small and large ways, he has reformed the way we look at the world. A quixotic intellectual troubadour, he has prosecuted a series of discrete visions united only by a potent sense of curiosity and a provocative optimism.

Earlier, he played an instrumental role in the emergence of the 1960s American counterculture, which exploded upon the American scene in many ways and still resonates in the political and cultural battles taking place today. He was in the thick of the events that led to the modern environmental movement during the 1970s. At various times he has dabbled in journalism, photography, activism, multimedia, social media, and business consulting.

He has also been a provocateur. A member of Ken Kesey’s band of Merry Pranksters, he helped light the spark that led to the Summer of Love and the San Francisco music scene. Among the first to catch wind of the significance of cyberspace and personal computing, in the 1980s he helped create an early online virtual community.

Although he was largely an observer of the technical community that created Silicon Valley, his various ideas and crusades around the Whole Earth Catalog, which he created in the fall of 1968, foreshadow and resonate with the techno-utopian culture that the Valley spawned. He went on to rethink modern architecture from a biological perspective and later publicly broke with the environmental movement over nuclear power and GMO food. Both as a young man and more recently, he first figuratively and then literally set out to “play God,” initially by making the claim that humans had the power of gods and then during the past decade by creating an organization to save and restore endangered species with modern biotechnology. He has done it all from a single base, Northern California. The arc of his life helped to create a very particular California sensibility, a state of mind that has gone on to spread throughout the entire world.
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In February of 1966 a squandered afternoon in the company of a hallucinatory drug was not a completely unusual way to spend a day. Yet Brand was not a beatnik, nor would he become a hippie. He was far too ambitious to fit in comfortably with his peers. As often as not he has found a way to go against the grain. He has floated upstream.

When he wandered onto his rooftop, he was a lanky twenty-eight-year-old with already thinning blond hair, an aquiline nose, and a long face often painted with a toothy grin. People who met him then described him as socially awkward, overly earnest, and cerebral. Six years earlier, as a college senior, he’d discovered San Francisco’s North Beach and immediately fallen in love with its libertine world of artists and Beat poets. An aspiring photojournalist, he was living off a small family inheritance that allowed the freedom to dive deeply into San Francisco’s bohemia.

Years later, when the two met at the Santa Fe Institute, mathematician and economist W. Brian Arthur asked Brand what he did. His response was “I find things and I found things.” Many of the things that Brand has attempted in the past six decades would fail, but some have succeeded spectacularly. He has retained an uncanny ability to stumble into trends early, and sometimes to create them. One of the most important roles he has played, first for the counterculture generation and more recently for millennials, is as a model for how to live one’s life.

Steve Jobs fastened onto the Brand approach in recounting his own life in his influential 2005 Stanford commencement address. He found inspiration in the closing page of Brand’s Whole Earth Epilog. It captured the sensibility that emerged on the western edge of the continent during the sixties. The back cover of the 1974 edition of the publication was a photograph of the kind of open road a hitchhiker might find while waiting in the morning sun on a California highway. Adventure and unlimited possibilities await the traveler. At the top of the page is a photo of sunrise as seen from space, and in between are the words “Stay Hungry. Stay Foolish.” Brand intended the photo as a way to describe living a life open to serendipity. As Jobs put it, “I have always wished that for myself.”

Telling the story of Stewart Brand’s life poses a puzzle, for he isn’t someone who can be neatly categorized. Perhaps it is so difficult to put him in a box because he has such an uncanny knack for seeing the world from outside the box. After playing a major role in the creation of the environmental movement, decades later he would push back on the antinuclear movement, defining himself as an “eco-pragmatist.” He did so because he was opposed not to environmentalism, only to environmentalists, whom he viewed as being antiscience ideologues.

Today he sees himself as a conservationist rather than a preservationist. Humans are very much a part of the natural world, he argues. They have coevolved with it and they are duty bound to care for it. His thinking has not so much changed as evolved. While he is labeled as an early techno-optimist, during the past two decades it has been the existential threat of climate change that has framed his thinking and actions.

In editing the Whole Earth Catalog, he embraced and celebrated amateurs. Brand turned to the world of cybernetics to reject hierarchy in preference to the idea of a networked world in which the center of control constantly moves to wherever is most “relevant and useful.” It was a worldview that both resonated and broke with the New Left, for Brand rejected traditional politics and focused instead on what he called direct power—a focus on tools and skills for the individual—emerging from his early libertarian sympathies.

A self-described member of an American “silent generation,” which came of age in the 1950s, Brand has acted more in the mold of the “action intellectuals,” identified by Theodore H. White in a 1967 Life article that described a “Kennedy type” of educated anticommunist intellectual who operated beyond the boundaries of the university. However, unlike White’s characters, who were largely inside-the-Beltway creatures of the Kennedy administration, Brand would become the consummate outsider, a coast away.

He has reinvented himself frequently enough that it is tempting to describe him as a Zelig, for decades turning up seemingly everywhere as new things were developing. Indeed, Brand’s thinking has evolved in many ways—from anti- to pronuclear, from environmentalism to conservationism, and from libertarianism to something closer to traditional liberalism. But the Zelig reference is the wrong way to describe him, for there has been a consistent through line that has connected his various campaigns, crusades, and inquiries over more than six decades.

In particular, Brand has been constant in his commitment to science, which he refers to as the only “true news”; in his commitment to bottom-up democracy (with a small d); and in his relentless curiosity. He has displayed an eerie knack for showing up first at the onset of some social movement or technological inflection point and then moving on just when everyone else catches up. He has retained a remarkable aversion to orthodoxy, which has on occasion made him the target for criticism from the right, and sometimes from the left.

Brand first made a cameo in the opening pages of Tom Wolfe’s The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test. Since then almost two dozen books have sought to document Brand’s contribution to politics and culture. In each instance some aspect of his life has been used to make a particular point, whether the point related to Native American politics, environmentalism, innovation, architecture, computer networks, social media, or personal computing.

Recently Brand has been heralded as the first internet Utopian. Indeed, in several contemporary books he has been called out as the person responsible for the libertarian ideals that grew out of the creation of the internet. The American view of the internet—and by extension Silicon Valley—performed a 180-degree reversal in the wake of the 2016 presidential election. Facebook, Google, and Twitter went from being the nation’s darlings to being castigated as enablers of Russian subversion of American democracy. It is striking that both Franklin Foer in World Without Mind: The Existential Threat of Big Tech (2017) and Jonathan Taplin in Move Fast and Break Things: How Facebook, Google, and Amazon Cornered Culture and Undermined Democracy (2017) open their jeremiads with profiles of Brand as a harbinger of an emergent cyberculture that originally promised digital freedom and instead has brought a post-Orwellian state of soft control and concentration of power. (It should be noted that Foer and Taplin differ on Brand’s contribution. Taplin, accurately I believe, sees Brand’s original utopianism as being subverted by a later generation of internet capitalists.)

None of these critiques actually do justice to the arc of Brand’s life. His restlessness has been his greatest strength, though it has taken its toll. His older brother Mike Brand was forever pained that his younger brother chose to leave family behind and not look back. “Stewart has always wanted to be at the cutting edge,” he reflected, “and he is trapped there.”

That has left the younger Brand isolated in some ways. The rest of the world, however, has benefited from his compulsion to stay at the edge. Throughout his life Brand has taken pride in creating new institutions. The impact of his thinking and his work has been to create what Robert Horvitz, an artist and designer who served as the art editor for the CoEvolution Quarterly, Brand’s follow-on to the Catalog, describes as a “Whole Earth Culture.”[2] The most profound aspect of Brand’s legacy can be summarized in a single symbol of the whole Earth. In the late 1960s the image symbolized a new sense of optimism and an end to fear: it replaced the mushroom cloud as the defining symbol of an era. Even today it is unique among all the political and commercial symbols that define modern life. All of the others divide us from one another. It would await Stewart Brand and a photograph on the cover of the Whole Earth Catalog to conjure the significance of a unified planetary culture; that image has been his and our polestar ever since.


Chapter 1

Shoppenagon

Preserved in a large photograph, he was a mythic presence in the living room of the cabin where Stewart Brand spent his childhood summers. David Shoppenagon was a Chippewa Indian and a popular hunting and fishing guide for the wealthier residents of frontier Saginaw, Michigan, when in 1875 he brought Stewart Brand’s great-great-grandfather, former New York congressman Lorenzo Burrows, and his family to Higgins Lake. The lake would soon become the summer gathering spot for four closely knit Saginaw families—the Barnards, Brands, Burrowses, and Morleys.

In a world that was collapsing for his people, Shoppenagon was an anomaly. Most of his compatriots had either been defeated in battle, herded onto reservations, sickened, or starved, but he had managed to coexist with an encroaching white civilization.

Shoppenagon lived more than a century after the period in which James Fenimore Cooper’s historical novel The Last of the Mohicans was set, but in many ways, he fit the story line well. A member of a dying race, he was an anachronism who offered the newcomers a window into the world their civilization was obliterating. A journalist who had been invited to tour timber country by the railroads described him as wearing a fur turban topped by a crown of eagle plumes. From his belt hung deer hooves, eagle claws, shells. A band of leather over his shoulder was covered with a rattlesnake skin.[1]

To the white families who encountered him, Shoppenagon represented the “good Indian.”[2] He became a fixture at the summer hunting camps, where he sold handcrafted items, including paddles, blankets, and baskets made by his relatives. He gave visitors Chippewa nicknames, and on occasions when he visited the home of Brand’s great-grandfather, Lorenzo’s son George, he slept in front of the fireplace on the living room floor.[3]

During the summer the Saginaw families would use the lumber trains to escape to the lake from the hot and mosquito-infested city. Established in 1875, the first campsite, known as Lakeside, remained a seasonal encampment for several years. At first they stayed in tents, which were later supplanted by small shacks and then eventually summer homes. Soon other small communities were built adjoining Lakeside, including Cottage Grove, where the Brand family, part owners of Saginaw’s flour mill, summered. (The product of a marriage between the two camps, Brand would summer at Lakeside.) Brand’s grandfather Ralph Chase Morley, heir to the Saginaw-based Morley Brothers wholesalers, ran what by 1892 had become the nation’s second-largest hardware business, as well as one of the largest horse and buggy retailers in the country. The business prospered and expanded through World War I, as the Morley Brothers were major suppliers to the US Army. Soon the Morleys opened a bank as well. They became part of a prosperous, upwardly mobile business class that built Saginaw during the great Michigan timber boom. As the frontier outpost became a thriving city, they prospered, giving their families freedom during holidays to escape to the countryside. And so each summer the Saginaw families would come with an entourage of cooks and nannies to the lake.

The family’s role in the horse and carriage business might have blinded them to changing transportation technology. Ralph Morley is said to have turned down a neighbor, Henry Ford, who offered him the opportunity to invest in his new motorcar company. Sometime later, another Morley, AJ, who had been sent to the West Coast to extend the family timber interests, turned down a similar offer to invest in a new airplane company named Boeing.[4]

Attracted by the Michigan logging boom, George Burrows arrived in Saginaw and set up a private bank in 1862, the year before the Morley brothers arrived. He would become one of Saginaw’s city fathers. He was treasurer of the company that built the city’s first streetcar line; he served as chief of the Saginaw Volunteer Fire Department and in that capacity oversaw the construction of the city’s Water Works. He became a Saginaw investor in mining and forest land, and an early venture capitalist as well, providing a loan that helped establish the Eastman Kodak company.

The Morleys were able to navigate the logging boom and the following bust, growing their hardware supply business statewide beyond logging and creating a department store as well. Yet logging remained in the blood, and the families followed it west. Members of the Morley and Barnard families went to Washington and Oregon and created what would become the Western Logging Company. Decades later they sold it to Georgia-Pacific in a deal that some family members perceived as a giveaway.

The immigrant West Coast Brands could have been the Stampers, the tough-as-nails Oregon logging family imagined in Ken Kesey’s novel Sometimes a Great Notion. Stewart Brand’s oldest brother, Mike, spent three summers in the woods in the family logging business in the Northwest and at one time hoped that he might someday be able to take over the logging operation. A decade later Stewart would follow in Mike’s footsteps.

Michigan’s Lower Peninsula had been completely logged by the end of the nineteenth century, and the Indians had almost entirely vanished as well.[*] However, for the young man who summered each year on the shores of Higgins Lake from the late 1930s into the 1950s, both towered in his imagination. Years later the photograph of David Shoppenagon on the summer cottage wall remained an influence on Brand when he reinterpreted America’s view of Indians and the role they played in caring for the land on which they lived. It would be a message that he would bring to an emerging American counterculture in the sixties, and it would have a powerful resonance with a budding modern environmental movement as well.
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It would be a modest continuing family inheritance from these various commercial ventures that would give a young Stewart Brand, then fresh from the army in 1962, the ability to avoid immediately getting a job and the freedom to pursue a variety of potentially sketchy notions throughout the sixties.

The Lakeside community was rustic in the best sense of the word. Even as late as World War II there was only one radio (it belonged to Brand’s grandfather Ralph) and one phone in the camp. It was a perfect summer refuge for a boy whose connection to the outdoors began early and ran deep. At age seven he would memorize Outdoor Life’s Conservation Pledge: “I give my pledge as an American to save and faithfully to defend from waste the natural resources of my country—its air, soil, and minerals, its forests, waters, and wildlife.” Even decades later, after he’d run afoul of the modern environmental movement he had helped create, Brand could recite the pledge by heart.

He in effect ran a wild animal refuge each summer in the Michigan woods. Every Easter he would be given two baby ducklings, named Fry and Riley, which he would care for until the family left for the lake—a four-hundred-mile drive—on Memorial Day, at which point the ducks would be released into the local pond around the corner on the banks of the Rock River. Once at the lake, Brand would tame chipmunks, squirrels, and feral cats. It was not unusual to find him with a peanut tied to the line of a fishing pole as bait, carefully training a chipmunk. At one point he had one such critter so comfortable that it would ride around all day in his shirt pocket.

Brand and his siblings played in the forest and swam and sailed on a lake that a century earlier had been described by the Detroit Free Press as “the most beautiful of Michigan’s 3000 gems.”[5] A generation earlier, when their parents had first summered at Higgins, the lake had been so pristine that the vacationers drank from it directly. All of the Brand children lived for summer, when for several months, freed from the bonds of city life, they would become “free-range” kids.

It was like a Nick Adams boyhood taken from the pages of Ernest Hemingway’s short story collection In Our Time. Indeed, Brand’s childhood was in many ways parallel to Hemingway’s. Several decades earlier Hemingway had grown up in the suburbs of Chicago and summered at Windemere Cottage on Walloon Lake in northern Michigan, less than a two hours’ drive northwest of Higgins Lake. Hemingway spent his first twenty-one summers fishing and hunting at Windemere.

The Brand family lived a day’s drive from Higgins Lake in Rockford, Illinois, a heavy machinery and manufacturing center, where Stewart’s father was a partner in a small advertising agency. On Memorial Day weekend each summer, the entire family, including his mother, Julia Morley Brand, sister, Mary Clare, and brothers, Mike and Peter, would pack up and make the annual summer road trip to Higgins Lake. On occasion they would loop under Lake Michigan, and more frequently they would take the ferry from Milwaukee to Muskegon. The family would stay at the lake until September, while Stewart’s father would return to the city periodically to run his advertising agency.

Brand’s group of Lakeside friends nicknamed him Screwy Stewy—not in censure but because they were in awe of his nonstop scheming and offbeat ideas. It was Brand who would persuade them to leap off the woodshed behind the family cabin while holding only an umbrella as a parachute, explore one of the old logging camps that dotted the countryside, or undertake a fifteen-mile forced march to a nearby town in search of postcards.

Yet there was something more. His young friends could see it even before they were teenagers. To be sure, Brand was a natural leader. But what his young friends sensed was not simply leadership but an unceasing font of ideas that would sweep them along in pursuit of each new whim.

And occasionally Stewart Brand would have a great notion.
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Rockford, Illinois, was the quintessential midwestern town.

The September 12, 1949, issue of Life magazine featured a photo essay taken by the legendary Margaret Bourke-White. Her subject: Rockford, which the magazine’s editors had decided was the most typical city in America.

For Brand, it was a world circumscribed by the range of his bicycle, including downtown Rockford, which Life celebrated: “Parking meters line the streets of the shopping district. A fleet of cabs line up at the station to meet the seven daily passenger trains. On Saturdays, farmers pour in from the surrounding country to shop while their children go to the movies or roller-skate across the street from C.I.O. headquarters.”[6]

The article divided American society into classes from “lower-lower” to “upper-upper.” The magazine chose a factory worker and his wife to represent the bottom of the pyramid. Their home was in a trailer park on the outskirts of town, and the magazine noted that their neighbors included “blacks who were moving in to take unskilled jobs.” At the other end of the scale, it placed an heiress of the founder of the Gunite Foundries Corporation, who continued to reside in the “old Forbes house” in a “fine old residential area.”

The Brand family fell somewhere in between. Stewart, born December 14, 1938, was the youngest, ten years younger than his sister, Mary Clare, whom the family called Clare; seven years younger than oldest brother Mike; and five years younger than his middle brother, Peter. Although Peter was closer in age to Stewart, it would be Mike whom the youngest Brand would worship and feel a kinship with. Pete went on to become an electrical engineer and then changed professions and became a physician. Clare married a career army officer. Stewart would harbor a mild suspicion that he had been an accident.

Trained as a mechanical engineer at MIT, Stewart’s father, Arthur “Bob” Brand, had moved to Rockford after college to work in the machine tool industry that then dominated the city but gravitated to the advertising business. He would become a partner in a local advertising agency. Without fail he ended his letters with the valediction “73,” the mark of a committed ham radio operator.

Not only had Stewart’s mother gone to Vassar, but her sister and her mother were graduates as well. The school was legendary for its skeptical academic mantra, “Go to primary sources,” an outlook that was repeatedly conveyed to Brand through the maternal side of his family. Julia was also an avid reader, and when the children were growing up, she would inevitably be devouring three or four books simultaneously. It was a habit that a young Brand would inherit; throughout his life, much of his outlook on the world has come from reading. If one of the children developed an interest, their mother would make sure they had all the books imaginable to pursue their subject. If Julia and Arthur Brand thought Stewart was their brightest child, they gave him few clues. He was startled once, after he’d done something particularly inept, when his father, in an exasperated tone of voice, said, “You’re supposed to be the smart one!” That was news to him.

At one point so many books had made it into the third-story room where Brand would hide away and read that his father expressed concern that the house might tip over. The family was nominally a member of the Second Congregational Church in town, but after several weeks of Sunday school, Brand complained to his mother that it was screwing up his Sunday reading, so she gave him a pass and that was the end of it.

Brand grew up believing that he was part of upper-class society in a midwestern city that defined the America of the 1950s. Julia was president of the Junior League and the family belonged to both the Rockford Country Club and the University Club. He was educated mostly in private schools; his parents had attended two of the finest colleges in the nation; and his extended family was populated by department store owners, bankers, and timber magnates.

But by opting not to join a family business and settling his family away from Michigan, Brand’s father had set out on his own and started fresh. That could be seen most clearly in the Brand family home, on Harlem Boulevard, a broad avenue divided by a grassy, tree-lined median. The home itself was a solid but modest three-story affair with a steeply pitched roof, a front porch, and a driveway running down the left side of the lot to a garage.

Harlem Boulevard ran parallel to National Avenue, a leafier and quieter six-block stretch that fronted the Rock River, where the homes were expansive mansions. The Brand home, in contrast, felt crowded inside, with a small backyard that was shaded by a single apple tree.

At the corner of Harlem and Guard Street was the home of Mr. Pennypacker, headmaster of the Keith Country Day School, which Brand attended through the eighth grade. Next door was another equally stately home where Brand’s closest childhood friend, John Edson, lived.

Harlem Boulevard ran through what was a solidly middle-class neighborhood. Several miles up the river, however, the family had purchased a choice piece of property they called the Hill. Close to the Rockford Country Club and with the same elevated on-the-river status as the National Avenue mansions, the Hill was an integral part of the Brand family plan—one day they would build their dream home on the river, a beacon to signify completely establishing their clan as part of Rockford’s upper class.

The reality, however, was that the Brands were on a budget. At home, neither money nor sex was ever talked about. It was made clear that private educations, while a priority, were expensive. Dinners most nights were eaten at a table in the center of a crowded kitchen. With four kids there was no room to walk around the table, which was squeezed up against the stove. And the Hill would remain a pipe dream, never built.
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In the early 1950s, Stewart’s oldest brother, Mike, was getting straight As and playing football at West Rockford High School when his father decided that he had become too much of a big fish in a small pond and put him on a train to Phillips Exeter Academy, the elite New Hampshire preparatory school that has educated generations of the New England establishment. While a star athlete at Exeter, Mike was already looking at other horizons beyond the predictable—which at Exeter meant heading off to the Ivy League. Instead, he applied to Stanford after reading in an article in the Saturday Evening Post that the university had rehired its football coach even after it had lost every game the previous season. That struck Mike as remarkable: “That’s the place I want to go. The place that realizes that this is a game and you don’t have to be training all year.”

Mike’s decision to attend Stanford would prove momentous for his younger brother, first and foremost in giving Stewart and his parents a reason to head west to visit the campus. On the two-day train trip from Chicago to Oakland, Stewart, along with his parents on his first real adventure, camped out in the top story of the domed observation car of the California Zephyr most of the way. As the train came through the Sierra Nevada, he was transfixed by the forests and mountains that stretched off into the distance in every direction. On the final day of the journey, the train made its way out of the mountains and through the Feather River Canyon, leaving him with a deep desire to return and explore the countryside.

It was the next day, on his arrival at the California shore, when he waded into the Pacific Ocean that his fate was sealed. First the mountains and then the ocean—it all grabbed him viscerally. Even as a twelve-year-old he realized he was not long for Illinois.
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Almost a decade after Mike Brand was sent to Exeter, Stewart followed in his footsteps. Arriving on campus in the fall of 1954, he immediately found his way to a tall spruce tree with a grand view of the campus. Rear Window, the Alfred Hitchcock thriller starring Jimmy Stewart, had appeared that year, and Brand, now enamored with the idea of photojournalism, would use the spruce as a regular perch to survey the Exeter campus, occasionally with camera in hand.

In the weeks after he arrived at Exeter, there was no evidence of a homesick sixteen-year-old boy away from his family for the first time. He was studying math, history, French, English, and chemistry and waiting tables at his dormitory. His first-year roommate was a brilliant teenager named Gordon Park Baker. The son of a New York City attorney and a biochemist, Baker would go on to study math at Harvard and then philosophy at Oxford. The two became close enough that Brand would invite Baker to visit him in his spruce hideaway.

While at Exeter, Brand would be awarded a scholarship that would have paid most of his college tuition if there was a family need, but his father was too proud to accept any aid and so it would remain an honorary award. However, he soon learned that he had a financial safety net to call on. In the fall of 1954, within a week after taking the train to Boston and then on to Exeter, he posted a short airmail letter to his mother: “I hate to write for money but now it’s necessary. They charge heavily for books and athletic equipment. Send whatever you think is adequate.—Stew”

Adequate. It would establish a pattern that would repeat itself throughout college and even after the army when, fascinated by the Beats, he settled in San Francisco. And it would continue in the 1970s, which he spent trying to reinvent himself. Stewart Brand was wealthy in an “as needed” way. Whether it was several thousand dollars in family stock from his grandfather Ralph Morley or the occasional check for $100 or $500 from home, it meant freedom to be “lazy” and follow his interests wherever they led. Those supplements changed the world.
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Brand’s father had decided on Exeter for Mike and Stewart because of its well-known Socratic teaching approach, known as the Harkness method, in which a small group of students sit around an oval table with a teacher who, rather than engaging in dry lectures, encourages participation. Initially, Brand was overwhelmed by the capability and the intelligence of his fellow students—a sense of inferiority underscored by the fact that he had dropped back a grade when he arrived, repeating his junior year of high school. His challenge was further complicated by the fact that his brother Mike had been not only a prize student but also captain of both the football and the basketball teams. But Exeter taught him how to study and learn independently. Never an academic star, he compensated with a polymath’s intense interest in many subjects. Moreover, he soon learned an even more useful coping mechanism that would become an operating manual for him throughout his adult life. Brand figured out that the best way to compete was not to follow the crowd but to instead chart his own iconoclastic path. It was simple—go where the others weren’t, and you had the field to yourself. But it was a strategy that had downsides. At Exeter, and more intensely beyond, Brand often saw attachment as a functional need, not an emotional one. Again and again he would insist on moving forward to the next great thing—project or person—without looking back or reminiscing.

When he arrived at Exeter, Stewart Brand was a bright and curious young man who was a perfect match for the school’s Harkness method, which made it possible for students to build close bonds with their instructors. Exeter offered a deeply personal education, giving the students a close set of faculty connections right up to the principal, William Gurdon Saltonstall, who took a deep interest in his young charges.

Brand’s Exeter education not only equipped him with a set of skills that gave him the capacity to learn independently, it also exposed him to members of an American elite and allowed him to get close enough to see their character. During the height of the Joseph McCarthy Red Scare era, Robert Oppenheimer, just a year after he had been stripped of his security clearance over suspicions of communist sympathies, came to spend a week at Exeter and to give a campus lecture on science and society that Brand described as “one of the most brilliant and sincere speeches I have ever heard.”

Soon afterward, Brand’s faculty mentor tracked him down and invited him to tea with Oppenheimer. Too intimidated to ask questions, Brand remained captivated by the physicist. He appeared to be a normal, even an innocuous, figure until Brand looked at his eyes. “He has the wisest and friendliest, and most sincere eyes I have ever seen,” he wrote in his journal. Above all, he was struck by Oppenheimer’s utter humility.

At Exeter, Brand’s passion for conservation continued to sharpen, but with an idiosyncratic twist. His roommate had read a New York Times profile of a watershed conservation activist in western Massachusetts and planned to visit the man as part of his research for a history paper. Brand decided to accompany him on the visit. They traveled by train to meet with the director of the Upper Hoosac Valley Water Association. His roommate’s paper focused on watershed conservation, and Brand wrote a paper profiling the activist as an example of leadership.

At Exeter, he would read Sweet Thursday and Cannery Row, John Steinbeck’s lightly fictionalized accounts of marine biologist Ed Ricketts. In Rockford, Brand had become close to a high school science teacher who would take him bird-watching. That had sparked an early interest in biology. Now it was deepened; Brand was captivated by Steinbeck’s portrait of an iconoclastic scientist and philosopher. He decided he wanted to be Ricketts, or someone very much like him. Reading Steinbeck from rural New England only intensified the siren call of California.
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The summer after his first year at Exeter, Brand tacked a handwritten note that read “Gone Fission” on his bedroom door. He had been lent the family Pontiac station wagon, and the day after he arrived home from the East, he headed to California with Rockford friends John Edson and Hank Taylor. Edson’s relatives had a small cabin on a mining claim on the Feather River—the same river Brand had glimpsed on his train ride to California—which seemed a perfect spot to search for gold. The idea of a summer road trip caught their collective imagination, and because they would be passing through much of the West on their way, Edson decided that they could take some time and hunt for uranium as well.

Brand had spent the spring of his first Exeter year meticulously planning the adventure, studying US Geological Survey (USGS) maps for hours as he traced an ideal route that included a detour through Fort Sill, the vast army base near Lawton, Oklahoma, where his brother Mike was serving in an army artillery unit. From there they would swing south to stop and see Carlsbad Caverns, and then on to the Grand Canyon before heading north to Reno and then the Feather River claim. In addition to the fishing and camping gear they brought, he purchased a Geiger counter at Radio Shack and talked his father into lending the trio two field telephones. On Brand’s initiative, they also acquired a set of scarlet felt hats. “If all three of us have them,” he wrote, “we would have a uniform and we could spot each other easier in the canyon.”

Before they were ready to get on the road, there was one final argument. When John and Hank saw that Brand was bringing a .22 rifle on the trip, they were alarmed. Both boys were committed fishermen, but neither of them was a hunter—if anything, they were antigun. Brand overruled them and the rifle went along.

They crossed the Mississippi before midday and stopped that night at a farm outside of Springfield, Missouri. The farmer offered them food and water and a place to sleep outside under the stars. The next night they made it to Fort Sill, where they spent several days with Brand’s brother.

When they arrived at Bright Angel Lodge, on the Grand Canyon rim, they read about the trail to the bottom and decided to take a look. Captivated by Higgins Lake Indian lore, Brand had ordered a pair of moccasins before the trip began that he was proudly wearing as the three of them skipped down the trail. Oblivious to the soaring temperature, they hadn’t bothered to think about the wisdom of carrying some water.

It was almost ten miles and a 4,400-foot drop in elevation to the Colorado River. After an hour or so, they realized it was getting really hot and they were barely halfway down. The boys turned around and headed back uphill, but now the sun was in full force. The trio struggled to find the shade of a boulder above the trail and huddled under it. Edson and Taylor were on the edge of delirium. Finally, two rangers leading a string of burros passed them. Seeing their distress, one ranger said, “You stupid kids. Here’s my canteen. Go ahead and drink it up. I’ll get something at the bottom.”

Back in the lodge they drank endless cups of water and celebrated with two scoops of strawberry ice cream. Recovered, in the middle of the night they hopped in the car and headed off. The road through the Arizona desert was unbelievably straight—“You could see the main street of a town 20 miles away,” Edson wrote. California, here we come.
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By the end of June, they had established themselves at the mining claim on the Feather River. There was a cable across the river, and they used it to get some of their luggage to the cabin, fashioned from a train caboose that had rolled down the hill from the railroad bed up above. Getting the rest of the equipment across required a lot of wading back and forth carrying loads from the car.

After several days, they determined a routine. Brand organized a more elaborate cable car system for getting across the river, and they cleaned the cabin and then spent their days alternating between fishing, panning for gold, and exploring. They met an old miner who lived on the other side of the river and had just two remaining teeth. He was very proud, however, because, as he said: “And they meet.”

An early sweep of the surroundings with the Geiger counter revealed that they weren’t going to strike a nuclear-age bonanza, so they settled on fishing and hunting for gold nuggets. Several days after their arrival Edson and Taylor had panned two small gold nuggets each, and the fishing wasn’t much better. Three weeks after they had set up camp, they packed up and headed home, this time through the Donner Pass.

Back at Exeter after his summer adventure, Brand, now an upperclassman, took control of his room in Williams House before his new roommate arrived, quickly claiming the bed that was under the light, the desk by the windows and the radiator, the better bureau, and the larger closet.

His new roommate, Ben Mason, was nice enough, Brand thought, but an “athletic type” who lacked the intellectual qualities of Gordon Baker. He soon discovered that Mason was different in other ways as well. Returning to their dorm room one evening, the two got into a prolonged argument about the purpose of college. Brand mentioned that he was tired of people who decided to go to college just to be collegians, crowding out those who were actually seeking an education. Mason responded that the only reason to go to college was to make friends, ready oneself for a successful career, and have a good time. Indeed, he took pity on people like Brand who did not realize the value of friends, a good time, and money and who wasted their time studying as an end in itself.

Brand didn’t acknowledge it, but Mason’s dismissal flattered him. While for the most part a B and C student, he had thrown himself in with the campus intellectuals. It wasn’t quite clear that they saw Brand as one of their ranks, but if Mason did—well, that was something.
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The summer Brand was fourteen a forest fire broke out at one end of Higgins Lake and a crew was sent from the state prison in Jackson to control it. Brand took it upon himself to volunteer to help fight the blaze and was accepted as a member of the crew. It wasn’t a big fire—midwestern fires were not like the conflagrations in the West. Afterward, however, he was as proud as he had ever been.

As he considered life after Exeter, it occurred to Brand that forestry and firefighting could make for a career out west. He soon stumbled upon the University of Idaho, which offered a PhD in his newly chosen vocation. Coincidentally, his Rockford friend Hank Taylor had similar thoughts, and the two struck upon the idea of studying forestry together in Idaho.

The plan was foiled, however, when Taylor’s mother accidentally opened a letter from Brand about the plan. She promptly let his mother know, and letters immediately came from both his father and his brother counseling him that he might be setting his sights too low.

Additionally, his parents enlisted the aid of Darcy Curwen, a legendary Exeter English instructor who had taught Mike and was a friend of the family. Curwen had studied at Harvard and had been offered a one-year appointment in the history department but had come to Exeter to teach instead. Brand was transferred into Curwen’s English class, and it was largely his new teacher who convinced him that he should set his sights higher.

“Well, you know, if you really want to get a graduate degree in firefighting, you can do that after you get an undergraduate degree somewhere else,” Curwen told him.

The idea hadn’t occurred to Brand and he began casting around for better schools—still in the West—adding Reed College, Whitman College, and Stanford University to his list of possibilities.

His brother Mike wrote him a letter suggesting he take a look at Reed but noted in passing that there was talk that the school had communist tendencies. Brand immediately sent an inquiry to Reed noting that “the college had a reputation of being ‘pink,’ ” and that many of its students seemed “a shade odd.” An admissions counselor quickly assured Brand that Reed’s student body was no “odder” than those attending Oberlin, Swarthmore, Haverford (to name a few colleges with programs similar to Reed’s), or “your own eastern private colleges and universities.” The college’s reply seemed to put Brand’s mind at ease, and he tentatively decided to apply. However, after discussing it with Curwen that evening, he changed his mind. The next morning he sent a letter to Stanford applying for admission.


Chapter 2

On the Golden Shore

One evening in September of 1956, Stewart Brand arrived in the Bay Area long after the sun had gone down. Accustomed to the open roads of the West, he suddenly found himself with nowhere to easily pull off. He spent his first night at college in the back of his station wagon in a campus parking lot.

After graduating from Exeter, Brand had returned home to Rockford just long enough to pack. For the second summer in a row, he had loaded the family station wagon and driven west. This time the car was his, a present the previous Christmas.

Freshly minted from two years at an eastern prep school, Brand was something of a square peg when he arrived at Stanford. He didn’t know all the dance steps and didn’t quite fit in. He was a little too earnest and a little too talkative.

He was also full of ambition. Stewart Brand went to college wanting to make his mark. To do so, he followed an unusual path—in a sea of 1950s conformity, he charted his own course.

Brand’s long-standing love of the natural world had deepened at Exeter after reading John Steinbeck’s lightly fictionalized accounts of the iconoclastic marine biologist Ed Ricketts, and he had arrived in New Hampshire intending to study biology. But Darcy Curwen woke him up to writing as well, and so early on at Stanford, he began thinking about becoming a journalist.

Stewart’s landing at Stanford was softened by his connection to an old acquaintance of his brother Mike’s, a man named Dick Raymond, and his wife, Ann Meilstrup. Raymond was an entrepreneur who had befriended Mike Brand and his wife after Mike left the army to work for Tektronix, the upstart electronics firm in Portland, Oregon. Meilstrup, a painter, had been a childhood friend of Mike’s wife, Gale. By the time Stewart arrived at Stanford, the Raymond family had moved to the Midpeninsula, the suburban stretch between San Francisco and San Jose, and Dick Raymond had gone to work for the Stanford Research Institute (SRI), a think tank that then was part of the university. Although SRI was a major military contractor, it was actively trying to grow a civilian consulting business and hired people like Raymond to develop new business.

Raymond had attended college at Miami University in Ohio and then obtained a Harvard MBA. He referred to himself as an economic consultant who specialized in land use, recreational economics, and community development, but his entrepreneurial spirit was expansive. (A serious runner, often putting in more than one hundred miles a week, he helped create Shoe Goo to extend the life of his running shoes, and in 1973 he started a company to sell it.) His clients at SRI ranged from the city of Menlo Park to the 1962 Seattle World’s Fair—he had convinced the fair organizers that the buildings, including the Space Needle, should be permanent.

Dick and Ann had moved to the tiny neighborhood of Ladera, in Portola Valley. Decades before Silicon Valley would blossom and transform Portola Valley into a woodsy and elegant retreat for technologists and venture capitalists, it was a rustic community in the hills west of Stanford that had a distinct bohemian tinge. Ladera was located on Alpine Road, just a short drive from Perry Lane—described by writer Ed McClanahan as “the lunatic fringe on Stanford’s stiff upper lip”[1]—where Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters first took root in the early sixties, and around the corner from where the Grateful Dead took up residence in an old mansion in the midsixties.

Prepped by Mike, the Raymonds met Brand the morning after he arrived at Stanford and promptly drove him to Brooks Brothers in San Francisco to buy clothes for his new college career. They spent the rest of the day exploring the city. Ann sensed a spirit of mischief in Brand, which she shared. Not that much older than the college student who would frequently come to their home for dinner, she would become like an older sister.

Stanford in the 1950s was not yet the elite international institution it would become. The insular campus had little contact with the towns that surrounded it, in marked contrast to the University of California at Berkeley, across the bay, which spilled noisily and publicly out of its official boundaries. By decree, the Stanfords, its founders, mandated that the area around the school should be dry, and liquor was still not sold close to campus in the 1950s.

There were only hints of the school that would become instrumental in the creation of Silicon Valley, but during his freshman year Brand got a first intimation of what later became a key part of the region’s lore. In his dorm, students were playing with an illicit technology that preceded a gadget, later perfected by a group of outlaw hobbyists, that would become known as a blue box—a simple electronic device that allowed you to make free phone calls from a pay phone. When Brand was at Stanford, placing a resistor in contact with the telephone handset and grounding it against the hinges of the phone booth produced a dial tone and—presto!—you were able to make a free phone call. Schooled in basic electronics by his ham-radio-operator father, Brand obtained a stack of the necessary transistors from Zack Electronics, a local supply store, and passed them out freely. He was ahead of his time: thirteen years later Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak would famously meet Captain Crunch (John Draper), an early hacker, who taught them how to build blue boxes, which they then sold in Wozniak’s dormitory at Berkeley.

From the start his regular letters home were peppered with optimism and superlatives: “The class this year looks the best ever”; “the top man in the philosophy department”; “the liveliest guy in the classics department”; “experience excellent”; “a damn good man.” His first-quarter courses included French, English, Western civilization, biology, and ROTC, the military officer training program that was then on most college campuses. When the first essay test was assigned in Western civ, he watched as his classmates found the experience terrifying. “Hearing these complaints, I suddenly began to appreciate Exeter a great deal,” he wrote in his journal. “For two years now I have regularly been having objective-essay tests covering a large area and limited to 50 minutes. Consequently, I was right at home with the first test, and I think I may have done fairly well. I wonder in what else I have a head start on the other guys here.”

It took just three days to realize his optimism might have been misplaced. His first essay came back with a C grade, leaving him mortified. “Big Exeter hero: know how to study, how to take essay exams. Hah!” he noted.

He decided that he was too reflective most of the time and needed to find a way to “hurry up” his mind. But competing against his goal of learning to be a better scholar were an increasing number of distractions as he got deeper into his first year of college. For the first time in his life, he was dating (Exeter didn’t become coed until 1970), although it was awkward in that particular way that 1950s college life made almost inevitable. Colleges practiced what was known as in loco parentis control of their students, and for Stanford women (far outnumbered by men) it meant they were locked in their dormitories at night. Brand’s Pontiac made it possible to drive to San Francisco for a dinner date and a movie or to head up into the redwoods behind campus. At one point he even obtained a portable record player and placed it in the back seat of the car.

Brand was coming of age in a world where the operating assumption was that women were at school to meet someone and marry. For many of the men on campus in the 1950s, female students were distinguishable mostly by qualities exclusive of brainpower. (One of Brand’s chemistry professors illustrated the difference between qualitative and quantitative methods by explaining, “Qualitatively you might say a certain girl is shapely; the quantitative terms would be 36–24–36.”) That traditional worldview did not immediately leave Brand.

At the end of his first quarter, encouraged by his parents, he went through fraternity rush. Mike had been a member of the Phi Delta Theta fraternity, and as a legacy, Stewart had a high likelihood of being accepted as a pledge. Brand found the whole process odd and hypocritical. But there was something more to it than just that.

“The thing is I really don’t want to commit myself anywhere till I have a better idea who I am,” he wrote his parents. “I’m changing, I know that much and am enjoying it, but I’m not too certain of direction yet.” Ultimately, it was a nonissue. The Phi Delts weren’t interested in him either, nor were any of Stanford’s eating clubs.

Instead, he found common ground with some outsiders—specifically Stanford’s foreign students. Beginning in his freshman year he became increasingly involved in the Institute for International Relations (IIR), putting him in contact with students who were often far less provincial than the typical upper-middle-class Stanford freshman.

His classmates would later remember him as a tall, straitlaced and earnest, even “square” young man with close-cut hair. Though he came across as square, his intensity caught the attention of Vartan Gregorian, an Iranian-born Armenian who had arrived as a twenty-two-year-old freshman the same year as Brand. The two were both deeply involved in the IIR, and although they were not close, Gregorian would remember Brand for his military posture on campus. He could frequently be seen in his dress ROTC uniform, something that would permanently impress the young Armenian, who graduated from Stanford in just two years and then obtained a PhD before eventually heading the New York Public Library, Brown University, and the Carnegie Corporation.

The IIR was Brand’s window into the upper echelons of the Stanford administration, and it also gave him a more intimate view of the faculty. For a while he became excited about organizing the students to evaluate the faculty. He was promptly shot down by the dean of students, who told him, “Well, that’s admirable initiative. . . . But I’m not sure you realize that the faculty is actually the best judge of who’s the best faculty.” Brand cringed and backed down. It was something he would regret for years afterward.

Reading was almost always the portal through which Brand veered off in new directions. In the spring quarter, he was thrilled by a powerful Western civ lecture on population, food, and conservation. Things were bleak, but the lecturer speculated that there might yet be hope—South America might have enough unused capacity to support a burgeoning human population. After class, he cornered his professor and was told to read Our Plundered Planet. Written by Fairfield Osborn in 1948, it was one of several books that would touch off a Malthusian revival and had influenced Paul Ehrlich, a Stanford biologist who would be Brand’s adviser at Stanford during his senior year.

Eventually, Brand would become far more optimistic about technology and the human condition. But he left that class on fire, writing at the end of the day: “All these things grab me right by the ambition. South America, conservation, biology. I came out of class with my eyes on the stars.”

In rapid succession, two more events—one later that evening and another the following day—conspired to create a new certainty that he was ready to set off on a path to become a scientist. The campus film that night was Our Mr. Sun. Produced the previous year and directed by Frank Capra, it was the first of what became known as the Bell System Science Series. Blending clever animation with authoritative presentations by scientists, the films would captivate American schoolchildren on rainy days for decades to come.

“It was educational, exciting, and—yes—inspiring,” Brand wrote afterward. “Maybe I’m doomed to be a scientist. Can’t get rid of those damned stars!”

The next day he attended a lecture by Aldous Huxley, the author of Brave New World, who argued that in the future, biology would become the world’s dominant science. Inspired, Brand decided that the path was inescapable. Huxley was also the author of The Doors of Perception, which recounted his experiences with psychedelics (in his case, mescaline) as tools to unlock an otherwise barricaded path to spiritual ascendance. It was a book that became a bible for many who experimented with psychedelics, and one that Brand would initially find valuable—and then ultimately find useless.

In the spring of 1957, he was finally baptized as a true Californian. Lying in the grass outside of his freshman dormitory, he felt the earth shake for half a minute while the sky held still. California was in the midst of a long quiet period without major earthquakes. This one measured just 5.3, but it was strong enough to kill one person and to injure forty.

He had been lying on his back under a sunny sky, talking with friends. It was a moment of an unsettling loss of trust in the stability of the ground that he had always taken for granted. He was struck by the calm sky over a suddenly very uncalm earth. It gave him a new perspective on the Golden State.
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From family lore about logging in the Northwoods, to fighting fires at Higgins Lake, to Hollywood movies that captured the spirit of adventure in the West, Brand had long been looking to prove his character in a way that would be unlikely to be within the bounds of his comfortable and cloistered Stanford education. Although the family had sold Western Logging to Georgia-Pacific, Ed Morley was still running Tree-O, a small “highball” logging firm that was logging near Sweet Home, Oregon, and Brand successfully wrote his way into a job there. Highball meant moving at a fast clip, the kind of work that would provide exactly the kind of test that Brand was looking for.

With another freshman, a Stanford gymnast, he showed up in July in Sweet Home, a small logging boom town set along the banks of the Santiam River northeast of Eugene. With a third young logger, they rented a motel room, splitting the thirty-five-dollar-a-month rent (one got the bed, another the cot, and the last a mattress on the floor, though the gymnast friend quit after a couple of weeks, making things a bit less crowded).

Each day would start when the first alarm went off at 4:55 a.m., and they would be in bed and fall asleep each night a little after 9:00 p.m. They were paid $2.25 an hour. Brand was hired as a choker setter—the logger who attached a special cable end to a skyline that would pull the log up to a central area. The job required wrangling a cable through brush on a steep hillside, tying it to the downed tree, and then getting the hell out of the way.

The Tree-O logging operation was conducted on terrain so steep, it might have been illegal because of the danger of causing erosion and landslides, but Brand came away from the summer without serious injury as well as a certainty that someone had to write a Moby-Dick about logging. The characters were so extraordinary, so violent, amazing, and wonderful—surely the logging world was at least as interesting as whaling.

But who could do it, and how? “God, I don’t know if I can do fiction,” Brand wrote. “The only thing I can do is non-fiction. What am I going to do?” The dilemma hung over him for years until, after leaving the army, he read Ken Kesey’s Sometimes a Great Notion. Kesey nailed it, Brand decided. (Kesey never logged but knew the world well—partly thanks to extensive research in the local bars.)

At the end of August, Brand spent a last day taking photos of the logging operation and then headed to Higgins Lake for a family vacation. On one of his last nights at the lake he was reading in the cabin when he heard his brother Pete outside.

“Stew, come on out! The Northern Lights are back. There’s red, green, and purple. Get Mom.”

He wrapped himself in a blanket and went out and lay on the boat dock on the lake. The night air was cold, and a three-quarter moon hanging above reflected off the ripples a breeze blew in on the lake. The moon was surrounded by the sheets of light that made up the aurora borealis, which stretched across the entire sky. The sky was completely alive. At one point a single shaft of light stabbed toward an apex in the north and then the lights subsided.

He stayed on the dock for a long time that night. He would later recall it as a night apt for visitations from God, he thought, maybe for murdering kings. At the least, it was a night for wonder and reflection.
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In October 1956, Soviet tanks rolled into Hungary, crushing a revolt against the Communist regime. Brand was studying military history in his ROTC class, being trained as a soldier with the nuclear standoff between the United States and the USSR as backdrop. In March he wrote a gloomy three-page entry in his journal speculating on a surprise Soviet attack on the United States, acknowledging that up until then he had never considered that America might lose the war and “become a distant but very important industrially [sic] province of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics. . . . That I would become part of the Communist Civilization. That my life would necessarily become small, a gear with its place on a certain axle of the Communist machine. Perhaps only a tooth on the gear.”

If it came to war, he would fight, he decided, but not for the president or even for democracy but rather for his “individualism and personal liberty. If I must be a fool, I want the freedom to be foolish in my own way—not somebody else’s. I will fight to avoid becoming a number—to others and myself.”

At Stanford he read both The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged, and was seduced by Ayn Rand’s romantic view of free-market capitalism as well as her view of businessmen as heroic.

It is tempting to read a great deal of significance into Brand’s journal entry. However, in the mid-1950s taking a stance against communism was, to put it mildly, very much in vogue. In high school, like many Americans, he was a fan of the TV series I Led Three Lives, which celebrated “counterspying” on communist infiltrators in America. He was also part of a generation too young to have ever known the Soviets as an ally. But Brand was anything but a textbook anticommunist. Growing up in a relatively liberal family, he feared and reviled Joe McCarthy and his methods. Within a few years, as an army lieutenant, Brand would have to make a personal decision about whether he actually did want to fight against communism, not in America but in Asia—and when he was faced with that decision, he chose not to.

Nevertheless, his stated fear of communism, described in his journal soon after he’d read Eric Hoffer’s The True Believer, was revealing. Hoffer was a German immigrant and a San Francisco longshoreman who had become an acclaimed social philosopher, and Brand was channeling his warnings about the dangers of mass movements and their threat to personal freedom.

In February of 1958, one of Brand’s classmates, a crew-cut tennis player named Thomas Cordry III, picked up a high school girl who lived across the street from him in Palo Alto and shot her in the head with a .22 rifle. He then drove her body to the police station, confessed, and turned himself in. He told the police that he had been beset with the “urge to kill” for some time and had planned to rape her and bury her body, before changing his mind.

From the vantage point of six decades, a single senseless killing in a world in which mass murder with military-grade automatic weapons is routine seems almost quaint. In the winter of 1958, however, the murder stunned the Stanford campus and forced Brand to look more closely at his classmates. He sent newspaper clippings describing the killing home to his father with a reflective letter about the shortcomings of his generation. He concluded that Cordry’s evil was lurking just below the surface in many of his fellow students and that the only thing keeping such insanity at bay was a binding web of friendships and family. It occurred to him that there was a basic flaw in the American way of life—the nation was moving so fast that it was getting much harder to form meaningful relationships. Even he had felt the pressure to accelerate. Toward the end of his first quarter at Stanford, he had summarized his frustrations in an essay titled “Stewart Brand, Slow Thinker.” The world was divided into fast and slow thinkers, he wrote, and the way to make the transition would be through diligence and focus: “By the end of this year, you may expect to hear an extraordinary freshman who has his studying down to a science, who cools his tests with an easygoing competence, who inspires all those who hear him with his brilliant conversation, who is accustomed to making decisions with the speed and accuracy of a well-oiled calculating machine. This will be Stew Brand, fast thinker.” Decades later he would still be thinking of the slow/fast dichotomy and its impact on society. It would be a perspective that would become instrumental in the formation of the Long Now Foundation, an organization dedicated to promoting long-term thinking.

Mike Brand had counseled his brother not to focus on selecting individual courses but rather to find the best professors. One of those he recommended was a charismatic professor of religion, Frederic Spiegelberg.

Brand had been more or less agnostic through his late teens, but at Stanford he had become seduced into a loose Christian mysticism by listening to Huxley and several of his professors as well as falling under the spell of Nikos Kazantzakis, the Greek novelist, socialist, and spiritual seeker. However, when Spiegelberg walked into the huge lecture hall early in the quarter and announced in his booming voice, “We study the East, not for escape, but that we may find ourself [sic],” Brand was duly smitten.

Spiegelberg, who fled the Hitler regime to America in 1937 and arrived at Stanford in 1941, would become a significant bridge between Eastern and Western thought in America. In Germany he had studied with both Martin Heidegger and Paul Tillich, modern philosophers who had explored existentialism, phenomenology, and Christianity, and he carried the seeds of their thought with him to America. In 1949 he traveled to India on a Rockefeller scholarship, visiting ashrams and meeting notable religious figures, including Ramana Maharshi and Sri Aurobindo. With Alan Watts, he helped establish the American Academy of Asian Studies in San Francisco in 1950, a powerful catalyst that introduced Zen Buddhist and other Eastern mystical ideas into the San Francisco community of Beat poets. The academy became a magnet for a remarkable group of artists during the 1950s: not only were Gary Snyder and Allen Ginsberg regular attendees but other important Beats such as Michael McClure and David Meltzer also fell into its orbit.[2]

During one of his lectures, Spiegelberg shook Brand by casually commenting, “I don’t actually read the news. I think the important news shows up with contemporary poets, and so I read the Beat poets and I’m very interested in what Allen Ginsberg has to say, what Michael McClure has to say, what Gary Snyder has to say.” Remarkably enough, all those people were living in North Beach, the San Francisco neighborhood an hour’s drive north of the campus. Finding the Beats would eventually open a window into a world that Brand had never encountered in the Midwest. The quirky San Francisco bohemian community lit him up intellectually. Still, there was no direct path to enlightenment. That would require a couple of years and a bit of serendipity.
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Stanford had been dubbed “the Farm” for a reason. Mrs. Stanford had designed the school intending to separate the students from the outside world, a sort of prep school insularity, and Brand could feel the inward-looking culture of the university closing in around him—so much so that at times it felt more like prison than palace.

Decades before the western exit from campus led to the roost of Silicon Valley’s venture capitalists and the world’s most expensive real estate, Sand Hill Road offered the quickest route from Stanford to the Pacific Ocean and the California coast. It was a gateway to the fog-shrouded Santa Cruz Mountains and a way out through La Honda and the ribbon of Highway 1 running along the luminescent coastline down to Big Sur and Slates Hot Springs. This was a California that offered everything Brand hadn’t found in midwestern Illinois or even at Higgins Lake. Sand Hill Road became his get-out-of-jail pass.

He first discovered Big Sur at an IIR foreign policy retreat held at Slates Hot Springs (now more commonly known simply as Big Sur Hot Springs). Located a little more than an hour’s drive south of Monterey on Highway 1, the springs were owned by the Murphy family, who had purchased the land in 1910 and had originally intended to create a European-style health spa once the highway was completed. The spa, however, wouldn’t materialize until the early sixties, when one of the Murphys’ renegade sons was able to persuade the family to transform the hot springs into a New Age retreat.

Brand rhapsodized about his first weekend in a letter home. There were “jungles of redwood canyons,” “velvety spring nights,” “the magnificent steep Big Sur coast: sand, cliffs, waterfall and buried jade,” he wrote to his mother.

Brand’s encounters in Big Sur would introduce him to two distinct and peculiarly Northern California communities—Big Sur writers like Henry Miller and John Steinbeck, and a pioneering group of San Francisco photographers exemplified by Ansel Adams and Imogen Cunningham, known as f/64. Several years later, in the early 1960s, he became deeply immersed in both worlds, bathing himself in the Beat culture of North Beach through his friendships with Beats like the poet Gerd Stern, and Jean Varda, the European-born collage artist who had introduced Miller to Big Sur.

Brand was the student organizer for the IIR weekend, and he was attempting to be the unofficial trip photographer as well. On Saturday evening, hanging out in the lodge, the Stanford students were introduced to one of the two sons of the Murphy family. Their father was John Steinbeck’s best friend, and their grandfather had delivered Steinbeck. It had even been rumored that Michael and Dennis Murphy (both Stanford graduates) were the models for the two brothers in Steinbeck’s autobiographical novel East of Eden (something that Dennis would deny).

That evening the Stanford students drank from an “inexhaustible supply of Gallo wine.” Brand wanted to photograph Dennis Murphy, who was becoming a national celebrity based on his bestselling first novel, The Sergeant, “but he and the wine had weaved a spell I was afraid to break,” he wrote afterward. “No matter,” he decided. “I got a lot out of the evening without pictures.”

Brand’s school year ended on a spooky note. In addition to contemplating a career as a journalist, he continued to fantasize about life as a novelist. That spring he wrote a short story about logging using the characters he had met in the Oregon woods the previous summer. The story revolved around an imaginary fatal grisly accident that befell one of the loggers on a small-scale crew like the one he had worked for.

Immediately after finishing the story, he opened a letter from Frankie Brawn, his boss in the logging crew from the previous summer—and the man he had killed off in his story—asking for any photos he had taken of one of the loggers who had worked with Brand that summer. Three weeks earlier—just when he had dreamed up the plot for his story—the logger had been involved in a bad accident and had taken two days to die. Brand couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow he had been to blame.
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In the summer of 1958, Brand boarded the Arosa Kulm, a converted troop transport that was one year away from the junkyard, and headed for Europe to spend time with a Swiss family in Lausanne as part of the Experiment in International Living student exchange program, which sent students abroad to live with families and be immersed in a foreign culture. He spent much of the passage feeling seasick and wrote home inquiring if it would be possible to consider coming home by plane—it was hardly any more expensive, he noted.

His group of exchange students reached port in Le Havre, France, and went first to Paris to see the sights of the city. The next day he headed to Lausanne by train.

Much of the summer was taken up with language lessons and getting to know the city. There were also bike trips and climbing adventures in the Swiss countryside. The locals got something out of it too: Brand had brought his Frisbee and helped introduce them to the sport.

Throughout the summer he had a lot of contact with the coeds who were in the program, but like his Stanford dates, the encounters were entirely cerebral. And so in August he returned to Paris with a fellow exchange student and headed to a seedy neighborhood known as Pigalle for consummation of a less noble sort. To steel themselves for the challenge of picking up two prostitutes, they had consumed a large quantity of beer—more than Brand had ever had, and when it came time to lose his virginity, all he could think about was the stale taste in his mouth. There was no excitement and everything was over almost before it began. “No fanfare, nothing romantic,” he wrote later in his journal, “just a Paris whore at Pigalle.” Afterward he decided that it had been a learning experience, although it was not clear what the lesson had been.

Back at school, he continued in his volunteer role at IIR. That brought him in closer contact with a tall blond woman who was a new regular at foreign student events. Joan Squires was younger than Brand, but years more worldly. The daughter of an American business executive based in India, she was horrified by being abruptly thrust into a largely nonintellectual upper-middle-class American environment at Stanford and spent her first year desperately trying to transfer to Radcliffe. Failing to find an intelligent community interested in more than beer and football, she took refuge with Stanford’s foreign students and in doing so met Brand.

They were an unexpected pair. Brand, remarkably straitlaced, still had a Boy Scout quality about him. At the same time, he was intensely curious and clearly trying to escape his midwestern skin. Squires was a revelation. He found in her a mature world traveler who looked him directly in the eye and at the same time was “scary nice.” And while she was two years behind him, her Western civilization professor, Peter King, and his wife, Fox, had clued her in to the North Beach cultural scene, and she already knew the world of City Lights Books, the Co-Existence Bagel Shop, the Hungry i nightclub, the Beat poets, and artists like Varda. When Brand first joined her in exploring North Beach, she worried that her friends might think him hopelessly square, the leader of a Boy Scout troop in a hipster world, but he evolved with lightning speed. This, it seemed, was water he could take to.

Before he could immerse himself any deeper, however, Brand still had to finish school and his military commitment. Although both his brother Mike and his brother-in-law were in the army, the Marine Corps sounded tougher. However, the Marine Corps demanded a three-year commitment, and so he decided to enlist in the army after graduating.

ROTC “summer camp” was in Seattle. Brand planned to attend with Jeff Fadiman, a classmate and friend who also intended to join the army. Fadiman, who was a nephew of Clifton Fadiman, the public intellectual and early television personality, was a couple of years older than Brand, but the two became close friends and drinking buddies. Fadiman was a larger-than-life figure who had spent several years abroad. Although he was an anti-Soviet, unlike Brand he considered himself a leftist. Like Brand he was thinking about becoming a writer.

Before joining Fadiman in Seattle, Brand went home to visit his parents and ran into John Edson, then a premed student at Harvard. One evening the two of them sat for a long time near the Edson family garage and discussed their common conviction that humanity, fueled by population explosion and the development of advanced weapons such as intercontinental ballistic missiles, was running out of time. They speculated about whether fascism could reemerge and agreed that some sort of cataclysm was likely inevitable.

Brand—relying on the evolutionary biology he had been studying—said he thought there were three likely outcomes: (1) Humanity would find itself in an “evolutionary cul-de-sac” in which the collective intelligent action that underlay civilization would also ultimately be its undoing; (2) the collapse would occur, but a reduced “post–Homo sapiens” species would survive using intelligence to offset Malthus; (3) humanity would evolve quickly enough based on technology—“books”—to offset the coming crisis.

Edson thought there was little possibility of the third path, making it inevitable that the species would die off. At first Brand reluctantly agreed, concluding that destruction was both inevitable and imminent. “Like the weather, we can do nothing about it.”

Then he hesitated. It didn’t make sense that there was no way out. Pursuing the weather analogy, he said, “When it begins to storm, we go inside.”

“But people won’t move until they get wet or until they feel the pinch, and it will be just chaos,” his friend replied.

That left Brand wondering about personal responsibility. The alternative might be to just dig a hole, go off in the woods, and hide. But that left him feeling unsatisfied. Wasn’t that sort of thinking the very cause of the destruction? he wondered. He believed in the priority of independent and individual decision making, but “Fuck you, Jack, I’ve got mine” was a morally bankrupt philosophy as far as he was concerned.

That still left the question: What could one person do? Together they decided that there was some value in messengers and that they had crucial and unique knowledge about the human condition and a duty to warn the world. The next day Brand wrote: “Suppose, just suppose, I put all this down in a book. If done well, that book would be read by the entire world. They would hate me; I would have destroyed myself. But would it save the world? Or only prolong the agony?” He added that “the judgment, the decision, is a God-like one. Who are John and I to settle the fate of the planet?”

It was the first sign of a complicated call to activism that Brand would exhibit in an on-again, off-again fashion throughout his life: his education in biology colliding with his romanticism. He had been reading Kazantzakis, whose novels included The Last Temptation of Christ and Zorba the Greek, and flush with mystical and romantic notions about the role of faith and salvation, he now wondered whether the world might not be ready for a new religion, one in which God was directly aided by man to save the species—the ultimate existential act. A decade later Brand’s Whole Earth Catalog would begin with the premise “We are as gods and might as well get good at it.”

The next evening Brand went to see the Gregory Peck movie Pork Chop Hill, about a fierce battle for an insignificant military objective. The hill is seized at great cost, only because the US military decides to reinforce the troops when it resolves that it will show tenacity to the Chinese.

When he got home, he sketched some ideas for a book that he would title The Last Generation.

“I wanted to act on the feelings and thoughts I had merely talked about before,” he wrote in his journal. “The only other act possible to me was to dig a hole. Perhaps I can still do that.”

He added, “I do not believe that this book will be any help at all.” And then he crossed out his last sentence.
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In the early 1950s two professors shared the title of “most popular” Stanford faculty. One was Frederic Spiegelberg. The other was Harry Rathbun, who taught a course on business law heavy in its emphasis on personal ethics and values. Like Spiegelberg, Rathbun was a charismatic figure whose classrooms were regularly filled to the point of overflow. Brand’s brother Mike and Michael Murphy, who would later cofound the Esalen Institute, had taken classes from both men and come away transformed by the experience. Now, in the winter quarter of his senior year, it would be Stewart’s turn. Thinking it might be good preparation for the course, before classes began that fall he attended a two-week retreat in the Santa Cruz Mountains that focused on Rathbun’s particular flavor of Christian mysticism.

Rathbun’s life had been transformed when he and his wife, Emilia, attended a 1935 wilderness retreat in Canada led by Henry B. Sharman, a wealthy retired Canadian theologian exploring the historical records relating to the teachings of Jesus. After returning to Palo Alto, the Rathbuns began conducting Sharman-style study groups for Stanford students in their home. The sessions were later expanded to include a retreat at a center that was established in the mountains about twenty miles southwest of campus near the then sleepy beach town of Santa Cruz. The Rathbuns were intent on building a new religion that would draw not only from the teachings of Jesus and Sharman but from Quaker values as well (the Rathbuns were members of the Palo Alto Friends Gathering).[3] The sessions were known as the Sequoia Seminars and ultimately, in the 1970s, they would spin off a series of cultlike groups—including the Creative Initiative Foundation, Beyond War, and Women Building the Earth for the Children’s Sake—that attracted a broad, largely upper-middle-class following centered in the emerging Silicon Valley. In many cases people who joined these groups would sell their homes and personal belongings and dedicate their lives completely to these New Age communities.

Among those deeply affected by the Sequoia Seminars was Myron Stolaroff, an executive at Ampex, one of the pioneering technology companies on the Midpeninsula. On a lark in 1954, Stolaroff attended the Seminar and had his first mystical experience. As he was lying on the floor of the lodge where the group met, listening to Gregorian chants, meditating, and looking through the glass skylight at moonlit redwood trees, he felt a deep pain in his chest that left him in an ecstatic state. Heretofore a secular Jew, Stolaroff concluded that the experience was evidence that God had touched him.[4]

It was also at the Sequoia Seminar that Stolaroff, along with Stanford electrical engineer Willis Harman, first met Gerald Heard. An Anglo-Irish writer who had begun his career at Cambridge and Oxford as an academic, Heard had become a committed pacifist in the 1930s and had immigrated to Los Angeles at the same time as Aldous Huxley. In California he’d become a devotee of a Hindu religious order and continued to write books ranging from spiritual essays to science fiction novels featuring UFOs. He also developed a reputation as a mystic. (It was Heard, also a close friend of Rathbun’s, who introduced Huxley to Eastern thought.) Heard led a wide-ranging discussion group at one of the Sequoia Seminar retreats, and later Stolaroff, who by then was in charge of instrumentation marketing at Ampex, became a regular visitor at Heard’s home in the Pacific Palisades when he was on business trips to Los Angeles.

It was during one of his visits in 1956 that Heard carried on enthusiastically to Stolaroff about a new drug called LSD. The idea shocked the young engineer. He couldn’t figure out why such a famous mystic would need a chemical substance to assist him in reaching a heightened sense of illumination. Nevertheless, Heard was fervent about the chemical and told Stolaroff about an unusual man who would occasionally come from Canada and administer the drug to both him and Huxley.

The man was Al Hubbard. Short and stocky, with two passports and a murky history of connections to both law enforcement and intelligence agencies, Hubbard was without question one of the most curious folk characters in America during the 1950s and 1960s. A true believer in the power of assisted enlightenment, he was in effect the West Coast Johnny Appleseed of LSD, avidly scattering psychedelics into a small community of technologists around Stanford, accelerating a swirling set of social, political, and technological forces that would all take shape during the next decade.

By 1961 Stolaroff and Harman would establish a research group in Menlo Park to study the relationship between creativity and LSD. One of their first subjects would be a young Stewart Brand.
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Brand’s early flirtation with libertarianism and anticommunism, coupled with his interest in Eastern ideas and mysticism, had collided with his increasing interest in human ecology. He staked out an intellectual position in which humans had a moral responsibility to care for the species and the Earth, a thread that would echo through Brand’s thinking and acting for the rest of his life. Now, sitting with the two dozen Sequoia Seminar participants on the floor of the meeting house amid a redwood grove with a view of the Santa Cruz mountains, he argued that humanity had evolved to the point that, because of human self-awareness, each individual could contribute to and influence the species. It wasn’t just a question of the actions of an individual, he said; the question of survival is one that confronts an entire species.

“We are faced continually by choices,” he told the group. “Yet we never have complete knowledge of what the alternatives consist or involve. We choose out of partial knowledge and frequently are wrong. This, I maintain, is excusable and certainly educational. The only evil is not to choose. There is our responsibility.” He ended by citing The Little Prince. In the novel the fox notes, “You become responsible, forever, for what you have tamed.”

In the immediate aftermath of the Seminar, on the day he began his senior year, Brand wrote to his parents that he had been transformed:

I know that the experience, unlikely as it might appear, did occur, for the evidence pervades my actions and thought. At Seminar, essentially, one hauls out one’s self and ponders what to do with it. Some people turn the old self in for a new one. I haven’t done that, but I made enough discoveries about me, altering in some places, and learned enough possibilities, exciting ideas, and practical methods that perhaps it amounts to the same thing. A money’s worth was got, I am sure.

A month later he was still thinking about the relationship between humans, freedom, and their environment. What was unique about humanity was the freedom to choose (which path to follow). “Evolution is the final empiricist,” he wrote in his journal. “If a species works it survives; if not, not.”
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As a junior, Brand had moved off campus to a cottage in Menlo Park. At the time, he had proudly written to his mother that he would be the master of his world. “Essentially, I am alone to study and to sleep,” he wrote her somewhat defensively. “You can’t believe the pleasure it gives to come home (home!) to the serenity of this place after the peopled, frenetic days at campus.” Unstated, in the back of his mind at least, was that living by himself would provide greater potential for social conquest. Despite his brief summer interlude in Paris, he remained for all practical purposes a virgin and increasingly unsatisfied with his isolation. All of this had been tremendously amplified by a bitter falling out with Joan Squires, whom he felt had shifted her attention to others. Brand sent her an angry letter, describing her as a “bitch.” He quickly realized that while the outburst might have felt satisfying at the time, it was a huge mistake. He tried to justify it as irrelevant, that their relationship had already soured beyond repair—“even good though it was, it was probably lost anyway”—and doomed to circumstances beyond his control. “Love,” he concluded, “I am sure, is primarily a matter of timing.” Yet recognizing that he had done something stupid and costly, he sat in front of his cottage in Menlo Park and cried. Later it would become apparent that interest in a romantic relationship was more on his side than hers. Joan Squires was looking for a friend, not a lover.

Eventually he would concede that, far from successful, his time living by himself had been “sad and lonely.” As a result, during his last year at Stanford he took on the position of student adviser to twenty-one freshmen who were living off campus. With a friend, Eric Field, an engineering graduate student, he moved into a small house on an alleyway on campus near fraternity row. (Jeff Fadiman, who was spending the year in Europe and Africa, was also a close friend of Field’s.) Brand’s mentoring responsibilities were minimal, and Field, a handsome man with piercing blue eyes and a small-plane pilot’s license, jump-started Brand’s social life. The two would frequently double-date, and dinners cooked in their cottage for guests were a regular event, though several nascent relationships fizzled out for one reason or another.

As unsuccessful as his social life was that year, his academic fortunes were the opposite. Inspired in part by Fadiman, he continued to think about becoming a journalist and threw himself into a course on writing for magazines. As part of his coursework, he attended a photojournalism conference in Monterey. Wearing a badge and listening to professionals talk about their craft felt as if he were crossing the threshold into a more adult world.

Charles Eames, the famed designer, was the featured speaker at the event, and he came armed with a broad selection of magazines he had purchased at a newsstand on his way to the conference. His dazzling comparisons of the photographs in the magazines awed Brand. The best photography was so evocative you could practically smell the place in the picture, Eames told the audience. Inspired, Brand left the conference certain that he wanted to capture the world in pictures more than words. Nevertheless, he started the other way around. Brand began his search for freelance work by successfully pitching the New York Times Magazine an article on the little-known Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, or CASBS, then an independent research organization hidden in the hills just west of the campus.

In an era of dramatic investment and growth for the social sciences, the Center had been established by the Ford Foundation in 1954 with the intent of breaking down the stovepipes that separated the social sciences and creating a more integrated “behavioral science.” Brand spent several months making regular visits and conducting telephone interviews with scientists who had previously been involved with the CASBS, such as the University of California at Berkeley anthropologist Sherwood Washburn and Gregory Bateson, the British social scientist once married to Margaret Mead. More than a decade later, Brand’s brief intersection with both men would prove to have a defining impact on his thinking.

By the end of the school year, he had a 3,100-word article titled “Fruits of a Scholar’s Paradise.” The piece gave a half dozen examples of collaborative social science as practiced at the Center. The first of these came from a biology seminar that had been created in 1956 by Washburn, which gave rise to a new theory arguing that it was interaction with tools that drove human evolution. “By the seminar view,” he wrote, “the first tool-using creature was not at all like us, and he became what we are through a process of interaction with such cultural advances as tools.”

The theory did not endure, but Brand would come in contact with similar concepts in his time spent with a young Stanford professor named Paul Ehrlich, a population biologist. He would become highly influential for Brand during the next decade, partly for his 1968 book The Population Bomb, a pessimistic look at the future of humanity, which Brand initially took as gospel.

Brand poured his heart into researching and writing the Center profile, but in the end, the Times editors passed. Casting a wider net drew no better results. Horizon sent him a rejection notice, and both Harper’s Magazine and the Atlantic Monthly declined to offer assignments.

Despite his lack of immediate success, Brand’s discovery of Washburn attracted him to the concept that would be first described as “coevolution” by Ehrlich four years later. A little more than a decade later Brand would also become close to Bateson, and a conversation between them, titled “Both Sides of the Necessary Paradox,” appeared first in Harper’s Magazine before being reprinted in Brand’s first book, II Cybernetic Frontiers, along with his Rolling Stone article about computer hacker culture. Years later, Brand would return to the thinking of several others he encountered during this time, among them cyberneticist Warren McCulloch, and the MIT engineers Claude Shannon and Robert Fano, who pioneered theories regarding the measurement and transmission of information. For the moment, however, he was just another freelancer without takers.
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He had fallen in love with the idea of becoming a biologist when he read Cannery Row and its portrayal of Ed Ricketts. At Stanford, marine biologist Donald Abbott would become Brand’s Ed Ricketts.

“Classes this quarter look the best ever,” he’d written home during the term he’d first encountered Abbott. “At long last, I’m getting what I was looking for in biology: ecology, ‘the interrelation between living organisms and their environment. . . .’ This is the ‘living whole, not the dead parts.’ ”

In ecology, the competitive exclusion principle, named for Georgy Gause, the Russian biologist and pioneering ecologist, was the proposition that two species competing for the same resources cannot coexist as constant populations. However, Abbott told his students, the territory on the hillside behind campus was shared by two tarantula species, apparently in violation of the Gause principle.

Brand had found an opportunity to do original research.

Fieldwork meant trips to the hills to check on tarantula activity. Brand would lie in fear on a cot perched next to a tarantula burrow, collecting data. On Abbott’s advice, he captured samples of the two species and sent them to Bruce Firstman, an evolutionary biologist who specialized in scorpions and spiders. Firstman wrote back, identifying the two species and warning Brand to be careful in handling one of them in particular—a research paper done at Stanford twenty-five years earlier had shown that the venom from the tarantula could kill a mouse more quickly than that from a black widow.

Ehrlich, his senior thesis adviser, was impressed with his research and suggested that he should publish it—a potential path to graduate work in biology. However, as Brand toyed with the possibility, another bit of serendipity arrived.

In addition to becoming a freshman adviser his senior year, Brand was appointed as a student member of the President’s Advisory Committee. Shortly before one of the meetings he was chatting with William McCord, a newly arrived sociologist, and asked him if he was teaching anything interesting during the current quarter. McCord responded that yes, he was: a graduate seminar on personality. That sounded interesting to Brand, and two days later he had persuaded the professor to let him join. Soon thereafter he arrived for the class and found that almost all of the personality types for study had been assigned to other students. Only one was left, the anomic personality—“one publicly disapproved of or actively punished by society.”

It was perfect! A door had opened giving Brand license to explore the North Beach beatniks Spiegelberg had alerted him to. Despite Brand’s nasty letter, he was still friends with Joan Squires, and she helpfully pointed him to Pierre Delattre, a local minister who ran the Bread and Wine Mission on Grant Avenue and who had recently gained national visibility after he appeared in a New York Times article on the changing nature of the community.

Four days later Brand knocked on the door of the Bread and Wine Mission. There were no signs indicating he was at the right address, but a young man his age answered the door and told him that Delattre was traveling in Oklahoma.

“What’s going on at the Bread and Wine these days?” Brand inquired.

It had largely been converted into the publishing headquarters for two magazines, Beatitude and Underhound, the young man replied. Brand’s eyes lit up. The previous week he had attended a campus lecture by Spiegelberg on “neo-existentialist” poetry, where he had enthused about Beatitude as an example of the future of the art form.

Soon thereafter Brand found himself volunteering to help with the production of Beatitude #13. Assembling copies of the magazine, he chatted with a photographer who had shot the cover photo for the current edition and found himself talking with a young woman who like himself was passionate about Kazantzakis. Several hours later he left with Al, the young man who had met him at the door. They made their way down Grant Avenue to sell copies of the fresh-off-the-press magazine at the Co-Existence Bagel Shop, which along with the Caffe Trieste and the Coffee Gallery formed the spiritual core of the North Beach community.

It felt a bit as if he had fallen into a well and ended up in a movie. While they were in the bagel shop the editor of Beatitude wandered in and asked if anyone knew what the Today show was; he had been invited on the program for an interview. At the same time, sitting inside the coffee shop were a reporter and a photographer (both in ties) from Argosy magazine, preparing an article on the Beats. Brand watched as a young local couple explained to them how the “Beat” myth got started, what happened on weekends when the tourists showed up, how the police were cracking down, and how they (the locals) thought the whole thing was a laugh. The girl noted that she had recently shown up in a photograph accompanying a San Francisco Chronicle article, described as a dope peddler caught in a raid, even though she was a happily married and productive resident of North Beach.

Brand loved it. The kids he was hanging out with weren’t Beats except on the weekends when the tourists showed up. They didn’t speak like hipsters—hipster lingo belonged to the jazz musicians who were only part of the scene. They were all young and in various artistic fields, “alert, educated people with clear, intelligent, enthusiastic eyes,” as he wrote to his parents that night. Beards? Well, he had seen someone who hadn’t shaved that morning, but everyone else was smooth cheeked, perhaps making the scene a little more palatable in Rockford.

After dinner in Chinatown, he and Al wandered around the neighborhood with the Argosy journalists, and Brand got a quick education on the real world of journalism, photojournalism, and freelancing. They parted company at nine p.m., with Brand getting an invitation from Al to come back the next day for an insider’s tour of “The Beach.”

As he walked back to his car, he was floating. Passing by a San Francisco Victorian, he heard jazz coming from the garage. He stopped for a while and listened.

He had found his new home.
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At the end of the quarter, Brand wrote a final paper for his graduate seminar in which he proposed a typology for the members of the “Bohemian Village.” “Bohemia isn’t a place,” he wrote. “It’s a state of mind.” There were the “rational,” who could be further broken down into “seekers” and “rebels.” There were also the “irrational,” who could be split into “Joiners,” “Defiant Ones,” and “Kick-hounds.” It was clear that Brand was preparing to throw his lot in with the rational bohemians.

He continued to explore North Beach during his final spring quarter, which also brought the possibility of a serious relationship with a young woman who was looking for the kind of commitment that Brand was unwilling to give. A troubled, sweet Stanford graduate student who struggled with depression, Marty had already tried suicide several times before she came into Brand’s orbit, and he could not figure out how to navigate the chasm between the devotion she was looking for and the enjoyment he got from their connection.

In June his parents arrived for graduation. He wore his ROTC dress uniform to the commencement and that evening celebrated with his parents and Marty. Later he insisted that she share a hotel room and they made love. At the time Brand described it in his journal as “my loveliest graduation present.” Later he would come to see it in a different, more realistic light. He came to refer to it as a “charity ball.” In the morning, they returned together for a farewell breakfast with his parents.

After graduation, while he waited to begin army basic training at Fort Benning, in Georgia, Brand took a summer job as a greeter for a foreign student exchange program, the Committee on Friendly Relations Among Foreign Students. For $250 a month his job was to meet incoming students at the airport and help them get settled. Much more exciting, he house-sat in North Beach while the owners were away in Mexico. It was summer living in grand style: three bedrooms, completely furnished with a hi-fi, and his only responsibilities were to feed the four cats and water the plants.

Best of all, Peter and Fox King took him under their wing. Not the Johnny-come-lately beatniks on Grant Avenue who were delighting, intriguing, and offending a national media, the Kings were a path to Jean Varda, a central figure in the Beat community, and to Frederick Roscoe, the owner of Discovery Books, a North Beach used bookstore that was the neighborhood counterpoint to Lawrence Ferlinghetti’s more famous City Lights Books.

The day after Brand moved in, King invited him along on a boat-launching party organized by Varda across the Bay in Sausalito. To Brand, Varda represented a cultured, intellectual European world that he had only glimpsed at Stanford. Not only a friend of Henry Miller’s but also the writer Anaïs Nin, Varda lived on the Vallejo, an aging ferry he shared with artist Gordon Onslow Ford, who had been a member of the 1930s Paris surrealist group surrounding André Breton. A year later Onslow Ford would move out and Alan Watts joined Varda on the Vallejo. In 1967 the boat would be the location of the “Houseboat Summit” attended by Timothy Leary, Allen Ginsberg, Gary Snyder, and Watts, where they famously discussed the impact of LSD on society.

Varda was a completely social animal who regularly threw memorable parties for a diverse group of Bay Area bohemians and hangers-on. That day’s festivities centered on a World War II surplus lifeboat he’d converted into a sailboat rigged in the style of a Chinese junk with a prepsychedelic, “eye-rattling” paint job. It took almost two dozen people to drag the boat thirty feet onto the mudflats and wait for the tide to float it. There were artists, actors, modern furniture makers, dancers, and writers. Many of the men were bearded and all of the women were pretty and striking, Brand wrote in a letter to his parents. The conversation was fascinating. “Better than the best I found at Stanford,” he noted.

Among the first he met were a young couple, Jack and Jean Loeffler. (Loeffler had looked up into the rigging and seen a skinny guy with blond hair curled around the top of the mast taking his picture.) Loeffler was a jazz musician who, when drafted into the army, had become a member of the 433rd Army Band. (At one point, the band was asked to play “The Stars and Stripes Forever” while positioned just seven miles away from an atom bomb test.) After departing from the army, Loeffler made his way to North Beach, where he did a variety of things, including serving twice as a caretaker at Big Sur Hot Springs—once before the legendary journalist Hunter S. Thompson had the job and once after.

That summer, Brand was truly on his own for the first time. It was an uneven learning experience. One evening he invited Stephen Durkee, a young painter, and his wife, Barbara, whom he had met through the Kings, over for dinner. Stephen was a rising star in the New York art scene, creating pop art–style paintings on large canvases. In 1956 he had moved into a Fulton Street studio converted from a small factory that had once been a facility for manufacturing sails for ships. Durkee, who would eventually cofound a commune in New Mexico and ultimately convert to Islam, was at the peak of his artistic popularity, being described as a member of a new generation of painters including Roy Lichtenstein, James Rosenquist, Andy Warhol, Jim Dine, and Robert Indiana. His studio had previously been occupied by Robert Rauschenberg and before that by Cy Twombly.[5]

With a flourish, Brand served them beef tartare. It was only after dinner that Barbara, who was a wealthy Stanford graduate, learned that he’d made the meal from hamburger he had purchased at the local grocery store. She was aghast, but it was too late to do anything about it.

His relationship with Marty sputtered along that summer, framed by the dark places she would regularly collapse into. Eventually, she drifted away, and several months later, after he had left North Beach, Brand learned that she had been found dead in her bed at the San Francisco YWCA from an overdose of potassium cyanide. She left a note leaving her body to medical research, adding “nobody need be notified.”[6]

When he read a postcard from a mutual friend passing on the news, Brand slammed his fist into a wall.

In September he took a final solo camping trip before reporting for officer basic training at Fort Benning. His destination was Hidden Lake, a small marshy depression on the north side of Mount Tamalpais in Marin County. As he drove across the Golden Gate Bridge in the late afternoon, the good feelings began to push away thoughts of the struggles he had had during his Stanford years. His clearest impressions were warm Palo Alto days and the smell of grass that stretched in every direction on campus. He discovered a grove of redwood trees, pulled over, and sat down on the matted needles in the sunshine to read The King Must Die, Mary Renault’s coming-of-age novel portraying the early life of Theseus, the king and founder of Athens and the slayer of the Minotaur. Now it was time to leave his own Athens and face his own trials.


Chapter 3

Acid

With a brother who had served in the military as an artillery officer and a sister who had married a West Point graduate who would become an army general and distinguish himself in Vietnam, Stewart Brand thrived in ROTC at Stanford. He had enjoyed studying military history and the close-order marching drills. He had worn his uniform with pride a decade before the Vietnam War era, when the military would be banished from American campuses by the antiwar movement.

As graduation approached, Brand faced a choice of whether to pursue graduate studies in biology or to try to make a career as a freelance photojournalist. If he had decided on biology, he could have briefly gone into the military and then stayed in the reserve for years and years to come. Instead, he chose to become a young army officer, committing to the military for two years. At Fort Benning, he set out to acquire an army ranger badge and in doing so came face-to-face with his greatest failure, one that would haunt him for the remainder of his life.

In college Brand had briefly flirted with pacifism, attracted by Gandhi’s moral purity. He soon decided that while he remained opposed to indiscriminate mass killing, he would be willing to kill another individual with his bare hands. (“I gladly learn the skills,” he wrote Eric Field. “One day a hitchhiker may turn on me.”) His feelings were derived in part from his early libertarian stance, but they would remain complicated by the pride he took years later from his military training. Despite a deep hatred for a faceless army bureaucracy, his decision not to reenlist and serve in Vietnam would also trouble him for decades after leaving the military. It created a personal quandary that was ultimately wrapped up in his failure to become an army ranger.

During World War II the rangers had been constituted as an American force set up along the lines of the British Commandos. An elite corps of soldiers, they were supposed to be the first to fight and to take on the most difficult assignments in battle. Brand decided he wanted to be among their ranks.

Afterward he would tell himself that if the Army Airborne School had come before ranger training, he would have passed both. And if he had become an army ranger, his life would have been very different. The rangers were first deployed in Vietnam as long-range reconnaissance patrols in 1965. If Brand had made the cut and stayed in the military, assignment to Southeast Asia would have likely been his path. It wasn’t—because of the vicious cold of a Georgia winter.

The chill began a month before he entered ranger training. The soldiers spent entire days outside, much of the time moving in weak sunlight or sitting on bleachers that were hidden from the sun but not a persistent wind. Even with underwear, long underwear, a shirt with a quilted lining, and a field jacket, the cold penetrated deeply enough to hurt. Each day was followed by an identical one that was just as unbearable. As the month went on, Brand was filled with a growing dread that what he was undergoing would be nothing compared to the ranger training to come. He would not only be cold, but he would be perpetually wet as well, forced to plunge into icy rivers and climb “frosted” mountains.

Few things can make a person question their intentions more than a fear of extreme cold getting even colder, and with each passing day Brand tried harder to figure out why he was putting himself through the torture. Obviously the objective was to learn to fight and kill. But was becoming a killer truly in accord with his principles? That left pride, “but it has dwindled seriously,” he wrote in early December, “and shivers.”

Officer training had taken just a month. He was given a brief respite, a trip home for Christmas that underscored the fact that his fervor for the military life was fading. Training was fine for what it was, and he still enjoyed it. But without a war it seemed increasingly pointless. Fantasies that he might become the next Norman Mailer and write great fiction were fleeting without real battle, and this was still peacetime.

“With no war,” he wrote in his journal, “it wouldn’t do for a book. For that I dismiss it. Not book-worthy, not noteworthy. I am a character in search of an author, situation, plot, and other characters. . . . I scarcely exist.”

Briefly at home in Rockford, he felt a new sense of alienation from his parents’ life. His father, he decided, was a good soul, but definitely quirky. He was a man with a menagerie of fears—crowds, heights, and being laughed at or belittled. He had never liked his parents’ endless round of holiday cocktail parties, and that Christmas he felt completely estranged. Simultaneously he discovered that he had new coping mechanisms for tolerating the banal seasonal small talk that was part and parcel of middlebrow Rockford. “I’ve found my way and I recognize this other as alien to it,” he wrote.

When Brand returned to Georgia for ranger training, both the cold and a new dread were waiting. It was no longer a matter of simply enduring low temperatures and cold winds. There would be freezing-cold water as well. And more runs. Seemingly endless runs. When he broke, after just two weeks of a two-month course, it was his mind, not his body, that failed.

Brand pulled off a surprising initial triumph, somehow persuading the officers running the training program to let him bring his camera on the runs and even to the pool where the trainees were forced to jump into 37-degree water from a high diving board while blindfolded, wearing their gear and ammo belts.

He was fitter now, honed by basic training. He survived the run in formation, wearing a uniform and army boots, by throwing his mind into the struggle, ignoring as much as possible the aches in his legs and the knot in his stomach. During each five-mile run, he could feel his vision narrow, and as the pain approached his absolute limit, he focused on what he would get when it all stopped—chow and mail. Though he always made it to the end, each run again triggered that voice inside asking why he was putting himself through this torture.

A week into training he had to face a round of pitiless water trials. It was not just diving into the water—you had to swim a couple of laps in all your gear. He learned to bite the air while he held his head as far out of the water as possible. He found ways to keep his mind together while doing an agonizingly slow sidestroke. Once out of the water, he would go into convulsions, knowing that in a few minutes he would be back under. He couldn’t think of a single reason not to quit.

For a week he made it through each crisis through sheer stubbornness and fear of shame. Then it was announced that later that month training would include swimming across ice-rimmed rivers and sleeping in frozen clothes. Someone mentioned that a squad leader had abruptly quit that morning, presumably because of the knowledge of what was scheduled to come.

Brand was silent, but during a bayonet drill moments later, it dawned on him that all of this was a hardship imposed for no reason. He told himself, “Well, I could just quit. Huh. I guess I’ll just quit.” This had nothing to do with the learning and lore he had come for—it was simply pain inflicted with no reason, or worse, against reason.

During his map class, he wrote down a list of arguments on both sides, knowing that he had already made his decision. He created two columns. One was labeled “Learning” and the second “Pain.” On one side were the survival skills he was acquiring; on the other, a list of things that he was forced to endure—running, cold, wet, lack of sleep, etc. Then he added a series of arguments in each column. On the pain side, he noted, “What is a Ranger in the life of writer-photographer?”

After lunch, he saw his commanding officer and walked up and told him he was leaving. “I don’t go along with the principle of hardship for its own sake,” he said.

Just like that, he was gone. What Brand worried about most was the phone call to tell his mother he had quit.
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Parachutes are an interesting metaphor for lots of things in life. They can offer soft landings, they can give the wearer a godlike perspective on the world, they can fail you just when you need them most—or they can bail you out. In Brand’s case the parachute bailed him out.

As quickly as he left the rangers, he began parachute training. Just as the dread of the cold had undone him, his love of climbing now became his greatest asset. The parachute courses began with a series of successively higher tower jumps and concluded with five real jumps from a C-123 military transport plane. Sensing a new opportunity to pursue his goals in photography and journalism, once again he persuaded his superiors to let him take his camera along.

Jump school quickly brought his confidence back. When it finally came time to load into the C-123, Brand had a smile on his face, and it wouldn’t leave him the entire time—not when he crowded into his seat, not during takeoff, not when the first five cadres jumped out the back of the plane, nor when he followed his group out into the air. He was the last one in his group to go out the door. He felt the side of the plane rush by and briefly closed his eyes, then looked up and glimpsed his parachute opening above him. There was a very strong wind, and the force of air below made him intimately aware of just how quickly he was descending. As his landing point rushed up, he tensed, put his feet together, hit the ground with a bang, and rolled to make it look better.

The five jumps were spread over several weeks, and only on the final one did he perfectly nail his landing. It was a windless day and he touched the ground so gently that he calmly fell backward and watched the bright-green chute settle directly on top of him. He stood up under it, his arms wide open, still grinning.
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In November at Fort Benning, even before he completed his officer training, Brand received an assignment as a basic training drill instructor with the Second Training Regiment at Fort Dix, in New Jersey. The real work of basic training instruction was done by the sergeants—the lieutenants simply stood around and attempted to look respectable.

Brand would spend the remainder of the two-year commitment attempting to use his skills with a camera and typewriter to garner a more interesting posting, hopefully to Europe as a military photographer, or perhaps a public affairs position that would allow him to continue to write and take pictures.

While haggling with the career management officials about where he would be posted, he worked on an article describing his experience titled “First Jump.” His efforts to sell it were unsuccessful. Adding to the hurt, the army censors who read the article were unimpressed with his prose. A coldly worded edit from the Pentagon information office went so far as to single out one of Brand’s favorite phrases as “ineffective and should be removed.”

He next approached editors at Argosy and True with a proposal for an article on the Fort Benning Pathfinder Navigation training program. “I’m afraid at this time that we are full up on war pieces,” an Argosy features editor responded. True was no more welcoming.

One disappointment followed another: An opportunity to run a weekly TV program at Fort Benning would involve a return to the South, where he had felt as if he were living in an American apartheid. He applied to the Army Information School, but the company commander saw that he had been a biology major and he was summarily rejected. At the Pentagon he spent two days walking the halls trying to make his case for a public information officer posting in Germany, only to be told that an officer with two years’ active duty could not get an overseas assignment except to Korea, which he had been warned was a hideous posting. He offered to commit to three years of active duty to get to Germany, but an army rule prevented that as well. The First Army Headquarters on Governors Island and the Fort Dix public information office were interested in taking him but were helpless to effect a transfer.

He soon found his days filled with fury at the dull-wittedness of the army’s functionaries, followed by a growing sense of futility. In March of 1961 he wrote to a friend, “I exist in a limbo: a training company. Neither leading nor commanding, nor held responsible for anything I can personally control, my job is to sign things, so when fate fucks up, I hang.”

It all seemed so distant from his vision of the nobility of service. One morning he watched two dim and childish sergeants taunting recruits by thrusting a burning tear gas bomb in the face of anyone slow in putting on their gas mask. One trainee lacerated himself in a barbed wire fence in which he had become entangled when trying to escape the gas. Brand later watched as the sergeants ate meat and cake for lunch while the recruits quarreled over sparse C rations.

That evening his immediate superior pounded on his door and ordered him to get his car off base immediately because he had not properly registered it while running errands. Furthermore, he told Brand that he had given him the same order the day before. That was news to Brand, but he was given no chance to defend himself. That night he went to bed thinking, “To hell with all of it!”

Soon after arriving at Fort Dix, he had won a fifty-dollar US Savings Bond prize in a Popular Photography contest and, searching for a way out of his funk, he began spending every evening in the base amateur photo lab. In short order he struck up a genuine romance. Pamela Balme, a regular at the lab, was a WAC, a member of the Women’s Army Corps, who was a nurse at the base hospital. Their first date was at an Edward Steichen photography exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City, and it ended in his bed in the Fort Dix billet. The following weekend they drove to her parents’ home in Poughkeepsie and found their way to a “leafy dell” on a blanket with a gallon of fresh hard cider. (“The blood moved. And Spring was,” he wrote pretentiously to his friend Jeff Fadiman.)

Attempting to offset his army frustrations, Brand had renewed his friendship with the Durkees, one of the couples he had met the previous summer around the Kings’ dinner table in North Beach. Soon after arriving in New Jersey, he had helped them set up a painting studio in an abandoned church they had purchased for $6,000 in Garnerville, a tiny hamlet located an hour north of New York City. Two years later the church would serve as a launching pad for a group of artists interested in exploring electronic technologies to create a new kind of multimedia art, and Brand would for several years become an affiliate.

Now, however, he lived for the time he was able to steal away from military duty and began spending his weekends with the Durkees in Greenwich Village.

There were occasional bright spots, such as a three-week assignment to lead troops in a war-gaming exercise at Fort Drum, an army base set along the Canadian border in upstate New York. It was one of the few times he was actually able to serve as a commander. At one point he loaded up with training hand grenades and ran from side to side of the lines behind his troops, tossing the faux bombs as he went. It was the most fun he had had since joining the military.

Back at Fort Dix, however, he continued to run afoul of authority. He was reprimanded after being caught sleeping in a hut on a firing range when he was supposed to be the officer in charge. He also got in hot water for putting his camera in his desk drawer in the orderly room, accused of failing to safeguard his personal gear. His requests for more stimulating assignments only succeeded in further marking him as a troublemaker and someone who tried to avoid responsibilities.

He wrote a bitter letter to his brother-in-law, Donald Sampson, the army commandant, telling him that he was even considering applying to go to Korea and asking him for assistance in getting the army to consider his plea. He was intrigued by Japan, he wrote, and he would get to visit on R & R. Sampson was scheduled to be in Washington, DC, and Brand asked if he could meet him there to get his aid in pressing his case. He signed the letter “Unorthodox, Individual, Troublemaker.” Despite the trip, he was even turned down on his request to be transferred to Korea. His brother-in-law was unable to help him. The reason was simple. “Policy.” Nothing would come of his appeals for the next half year.

He had been counting on a month-long leave to fly to Europe, buy a VW bus, and travel with Helmi Klee, a pretty young German woman he had met in San Francisco the previous summer. At the last minute his base superiors restricted his leave to just ten days, and then deemed him essential personnel and chose to not let him travel at all, forcing him to cancel his trip. (Klee was gracious enough to purchase the car for him and ship it to the States. She named it Red Skin, which stuck, at least for a while, until Brand repainted it in San Francisco.)

That summer things got worse. He and Pamela Balme were able to get away only infrequently. They especially treasured the weekends they spent in Greenwich Village staying at the Durkees’ loft. One weekend they had the place to themselves and were just finishing a corn-on-the-cob dinner when the phone rang. The caller asked if Barbara was there. Brand said she wasn’t, and the caller said, “Stephen has a couple of my sketches and paintings he was going to give me advice about. He didn’t tell me he was leaving.”

Without suspicion, Brand responded that if he wanted to come by to pick up his stuff, that was fine. They unlocked the downstairs door and a few minutes later the caller appeared on the landing of the loft accompanied by two other men, all in street clothes. One identified himself as a major in the army’s Criminal Investigation Command and asked if they could look around.

The visitors searched the apartment, going through some of Brand’s possessions. It became obvious that they had done their research before showing up. Eventually the friendlier of the three gave Brand some fatherly advice: be discreet with WACs and stay away from condemned Greenwich Village lofts. Brand offered them coffee, but they suddenly seemed as if they were in a hurry to leave. He was left with a creepy feeling that they had left a microphone to eavesdrop on them.

Afterward, Brand’s commander persuaded the higher-ranking officers at Fort Dix not to discipline him for “fraternization,” and Balme was still accepted into Officer Candidate School. When she left for officer training in the fall, the two continued to exchange friendly letters, but they never met again. The army’s obsession with keeping the two separated rankled Brand, however, and deepened his growing animosity toward the military’s bureaucracy.

Envious of Balme’s challenging assignment, Brand decided that he would give the army’s Green Berets a try—new skills, restored pride, risky individual work with foreign partisans, the opportunity to wear a cocky beret, and perhaps a great source of material should he pursue a journalism career. The idea was promptly shut down when he was told that he couldn’t apply until he had eighteen months of troop training.

Later during the summer, he saw Question 7, a movie that dealt with dissent and political repression in East Germany. Afterward, he reread what he had written about communism and choice as a college sophomore and decided that it held up well, though he now suddenly saw it in a new light. Right here in America he was experiencing regimentation, pettiness, fear, and institutionalized stupidity—all of the attributes he hated about communism.

“I want to say a curse on both your houses,” he wrote in his journal. “I want to simply disengage, retreat, hide, and tell everyone else to do the same because that’s the only way left, and maybe if everyone does it, no wars will be fought for lack of soldiers.”

A moment later he vacillated. There were good things in America. What he was looking for was a cause worth fighting for. “Pray, what cause is that?” he wondered.

By that fall, Brand was sleepwalking through his day job as an officer and had come to feel like a cooperating prisoner. In October his dismay had crystallized to the point that he wrote in clear printed letters in his journal: “I detest the Army.” Each weekend he would head in a different direction—to Boston to spend time with his brother Peter, then teaching at MIT; to Philadelphia by himself to see a play; to Virginia for a weekend with Jeff Fadiman.

Between Stanford and the army, Fadiman had spent a year in Europe trying his hand at freelance journalism. What that year had amounted to, however, was a running tally of his female conquests in different cities, a number of them described in jaunty letters he sent to Brand. At one point he’d had two girlfriends in Europe simultaneously and one of them was a Danish communist. Serving in the army as an intelligence officer, he was paranoid that his bosses would discover his dalliance. At the same time, now back in America, Fadiman was quite lonely, and so he welcomed the opportunity to double-date for the weekend with Brand in the Virginia countryside.

That fall, after months and months of failing to convince the brass he was worthy of working as a military photographer, Brand finally found a connection who might be able to pull strings in his favor. His savior was Henry Grossman, a young professional photographer who would go on to fame for his photographs of President Kennedy and the Beatles, but who was serving his time as an infantryman at Fort Dix when Brand met him in the base darkroom. Leaving Fort Dix for DC, Grossman said he would see what he could do for Brand. A few weeks later he sent him a note on White House Press Room stationery saying that he had spoken with Vice President Johnson’s military aide and several other military public information officers with Brand in mind. It was a single ray of hope in an increasingly gloomy winter.
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Brand was back at Fort Dix in January after a long-delayed European holiday spent mostly in Switzerland, and in the space of a single phone call his outlook on the world changed. Seemingly out of the blue, he was told to report to the Pentagon on a one-month assignment for a tryout as a photographer in the press office.
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