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The following Research Reflection is part of CSWR’s ongoing series spotlighting the academic study of religions. 

The story of psychedelic research at Harvard usually focuses on psychology professors Timothy Leary 
and Richard Alpert, their passion for the potential of psilocybin and LSD, and their psychedelic 
advocacy organization, the International Federation for Internal Freedom (IFIF). Most iterations of 
this story stop when Leary and Alpert skip town, leaving Cambridge when released from academic 
duties in the spring of 1963. But this history is incomplete. 

Radcliffe College alumna Lisa Bieberman penned an unpublished memoir in the 1970s, To Mark A 
Spot: A Psychedelic Pilgrimage, which describes a psychedelic culture emerging in Cambridge and 
Harvard in 1963, precisely after the departure of Leary and Alpert. I had been studying Bieberman’s 
published works for years when Andrew Green Hannon, historian, and archivist in the Ludlow Santo-
Domingo Collection at Harvard’s Houghton Library, brought it to my attention in the Cambridge 
Public Library Archives.  

In Bieberman’s telling, as a student at Radcliffe College in 1962, she read an article in Harvard’s 
student newspaper, The Crimson, about Leary’s psilocybin research. At the advice of one of Leary’s 
graduate students, she “hung around” the office of the Department of Social Relations, hoping to 
enter the psychedelic research community and get her hands on some psilocybin.  

She discovered that psychedelics were not to be found through Harvard-sanctioned research but 
through the IFIF, Leary and Alpert’s burgeoning para-academic organization. The two professors 
founded the IFIF to disseminate research on psychedelics and to open training programs, chemical 
production plants, and retreat centers—all dedicated to psychedelic research.  The IFIF was the 
solution to Leary and Alpert’s grand ambitions that were hindered by their institutional duties.  

Leary and Alpert were fired in May of 1963. Upon her graduation that same year, Bieberman ran the 
IFIF office and became the circulation manager of the Psychedelic Review, the IFIF’s research 
publication. She worked the phone day and night, answering diverse queries about psychedelics—
where to get them, what was illegal, and how to use them safely and productively—and speaking to 
callers about their most recent psychedelic sessions. She processed IFIF membership requests and 
orders for the Psychedelic Review. She responded to all IFIF mail, circulating contact information for 
cactus farms and chemical labs and providing updates about local drug laws.  

Bieberman recounts Leary and Alpert’s disinterest in her work. While the term “male chauvinism” 
was not readily known in 1964, she states that it certainly would apply to her relationship with Leary, 
Alpert, and the company they kept.  

The IFIF collapsed in the spring of 1964, but Bieberman continued her work from her apartment, 
founding the Psychedelic Information Center (PIC) and its bulletin. Published from 1965 until the 
end of the decade, The PIC Bulletin was one of the most consistent publications on psychedelics, 
connecting enthusiasts and advising readers about shifting legal landscapes, events of interest, and 
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new organizations.  It also presented her musings on psychedelics and the newfound culture around 
them.  

She was the Center. Bieberman connected people to information, and she connected them to one 
another, forming the very community she hoped psychedelics could offer. She collected mailing 
addresses of those interested, kept records of correspondences, and even maintained a “missing 
persons” file of mail that was returned to sender or correspondence left without a reply. 

Bieberman’s release from the IFIF afforded her the freedom to live the values inspired by her 
psychedelic experiences. She was committed to democratizing access to psychedelic substances and 
educating about how to take them safely. She insisted that psychedelics should transform you into 
better a better person, which she called the “moral challenge” of psychedelics. For her, psychedelic 
phenomenology was important because an experience might illuminate about how to live better in 
community. You might have a profound or illuminating experience, but you must enlist that 
experience in transforming your life, loving the world, and caring for others. Hers is a remarkably 
simple vision, but it resists the psychedelic over-enthusiasm and profit-chasing she witnessed 
elsewhere. 

Bieberman’s commitment to building community ultimately led her out of the psychedelic scene and 
into devotional life as a Quaker. She came to believe that the culture emerging from psychedelics was 
divorced from the community-enriching potential of those substances. In her words, psychedelics 
were for “having an experience that will reawaken a person to the basic truths he understood as a 
child and point the way to becoming a better man or woman.” Her vision of this psychedelic 
possibility is one that contemporary enthusiasts would do well to heed. 
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