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Amherst Stories
Three sketchy “case studies” involving students and hangers-on at 
the university during the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s.

linda

“Pretty, little Linda M.,” as Jane W., her classmate and neigh-
bor in North Amherst called her, a little derisively — though 

she continually assured me she loved Linda, even after becoming a suc-
cessful dean at a university nearby. Jane was, in fact, my principal source 
of news about Linda over the ensuing years. Pretty Linda was, as a 
twenty-one-year-old senior, and smart, straight A’s. She babysat for us, 
also neighbors, and I hired her one summer to help me grade freshmen 
English papers — and she was very good at it. She had a small sweet 
voice, so much in vogue today among young girls and women, along 
with her well-brushed shoulder-length blond hair and the requisite in-
nocent blue eyes. Svelte. A knockout. Her parents were salt of the earth, 
both professors, he in a department related to mine, she at a neighbor-
ing college as a psychologist. They made excellent cocktails on the few 
occasions we visited together; only with time did I learn they were a 
bit nuts. As was Linda. The father had a disconcerting ability to talk 
beautifully and endlessly about his courses, paragons of high humanism. 
But when I served on our department’s Personnel Committee, evaluat-
ing collegial contributions, I learned that nothing of the sort actually 
occurred in his classes, which were totally unstructured, with little con-
tent — the students’ used the “M” of his name to characterize the classes 
as “Mickey Mouse.” The mother talked psychobabble, but didn’t know 
much about her daughter, then or later. She was a beautiful woman, how-
ever, very much her daughter’s prototype. There was a deep divide between 
their words and reality.

The first intimations of nuttiness in Linda were just that, intimations. A 
couple of years after her graduation, with high honors, she was living in 
New York, as she told us on her occasional visits home. She had dropped 
out of grad school after a year, was doing a little part-time editing of 
something, somewhere, living in the Village. Having invited us to come 
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see her, we did so on one of our visits to New York. The reality of her 
situation was far from what we had anticipated: hardscrabble, ragged 
clothes, gnarly hair, not at all what her clean, scrubbed appearance on 
visits home implied. She was living in a fourth floor walk-up in an old, 
very old, tenement, with a member (or two) of a southern rockabilly 
group (as we later learned to call the kind of music they played), of 
course unmarried — and apparently available to other members of the 
group — smoking a lot of grass. Remember, this was in the very early 
’60s, before the civil rights movement became known and big, and Viet-
nam still seemingly distant. A daring girl, after all, way ahead of the 
curve — but also in dangerous waters.

In my good professorial fashion, I muttered something about her 
future, wouldn’t she consider going back to school, a career, who knows 
what. Well, none of us knew much about what. This life she was living 
now was much closer to reality, “the reality of our times” she averred, 
her voice still squeaky, but very high-pitched. Who was I to contradict 
her, although I frankly didn’t know what she was talking about. And 
when she played for us the group’s recording of “The Night They 
Drove Old Dixie Down,” my wife and I just stumbled away, down the 
four flights.

And so, a few years later, on one of her increasingly rare visits home, 
she came to see us again, this time well scrubbed, with a print, starched 
dress, sensible shoes, hair neatly plaited. Somewhere along the line, having 
rejected the drug-drenched music scene, she had seen the light, or a light, 
and encountered the Reverend Moon. Linda had become a “Moonie.” If 
she meant to shock us, and her parents, she succeeded.

While they dithered and ultimately accepted her conversion as better 
than bohemian Greenwich Village, I wondered what had become of her 
brains. Had she turned on to Timothy Leary and blown them on LSD, or 
some other drugs, or what. The what never became clear, because over 
the next decades, she apparently never wavered or left the movement. 
In fact, as Jane, her old friend, informed me, she had become high up in 
the organization, living in Washington, DC, writing and organizing and 
furthering various of their projects.

I saw her again on a rare return to Amherst, when she called, asking to 
see us. And so we met, for what turned out to be the next to last time. She 
had grown a bit thick, but was still a handsome woman, with a charming 
smile and easy manner. I don’t think her eyes had a blank zombie stare 
quality; on the contrary, she oozed affability and a kind of beguiling direct 
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look. It occurred to me later that she had been assiduously trained, and 
was an experienced apparatchik for the Reverend. She was on a mission. 
She spoke fondly of Amherst, said she was thinking of buying land and 
coming back to settle with her assigned husband, and their child. There 
was that, too. If it became necessary, would I help her to find some place, 
and serve as a reference? I hemmed and hawed a bit, not quite sure why, 
said I was going off on a sabbatical soon, but let’s discuss it further when 
she returned to town, as she planned, in a few weeks. Well, she never did 
return, or if she did, we only met again once. While she was back in Wash-
ington, stories surfaced in the local newspaper about the Reverend Moon 
exploring the possibility of purchasing large tracts of land, and establishing 
a colony in our rural environs. The news elicited a lot of negative com-
ment in town, if not alarm, and the project was never pursued further, 
even by the hungry realty developers. 

The last time I saw Linda was at her mother’s burial service — the 
father had passed away some years previously. After placing the urn with 
her mother’s ashes into the crypt at the backyard of the Episcopal Church, 
Linda was on the receiving line of the reception. I paused to shake her 
hand and offer condolences. She looked over my shoulder, a little to the 
left of my eyes, and smiled wanly.

stanford l.

Where to start the story of Stan L? There is a discernible begin-
ning in my connection with him: he attended my first elective course 
at UMass in Metaphysical Poetry, a “guest” student from Amherst in his 
senior year, but the arc of his life from beginning to its end I can only 
guess at. So I may as well begin at my/our beginning.

He sat in the third row center, staring at me with a glazed look, his 
face almost always rigid — or sedated — high forehead, thin hair even at 
the age of twenty-one, thin lips that occasionally parted in a thin smile 
at a particularly witty and sexy Donne or Marvell metaphor. He was, in 
fact, a poet. It being the late ’50s, he apparently didn’t drink much, some 
beer, nor, I believe, was he on any drugs — all that came with a later 
generation. When he walked, he affected a bouncy step and occasionally 
language that suggested he was onto things (an early use of “hip” and 
“cool,” references to Dizzy Gillespie). And not a bad poet. We talked, 
not infrequently, about poetry, sometimes about Amherst College and 
his discontents there as a scholarship student from a lower-middle-class 
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home in Northampton (his father a postal worker). A couple of years 
later, we published two of his poems in the Massachusetts Review, which 
had begun in 1959.

My wife, a poet, thought his work limited but good, and had sympathy 
for him, although thinking he was strange. That strangeness became more 
apparent in the next few years after his graduation; he took to calling on 
us when he returned to Northampton from wherever he was working or 
seeking work in New York, and later in Washington, DC. His jobs were 
fairly low level — clerking in bookstores, or as a sub-librarian some-
where — until he finally landed a secure-enough, minor position as a 
clerk at (of all places) the Library of Congress. There is where the story 
picks up.

 Or, rather, a bit earlier. He had come to see us on one of his visits 
home — at our rambling old converted farmhouse about a mile and a 
half from campus, across from a net-covered field providing shade for 
the growth of outer-leaf tobacco, at one time a flourishing industry in 
the Pioneer Valley. Despite its agricultural ambience (cows grazed behind 
our house in Schwartzy’s field, which also had a biplane for dusting crops 
tethered there), the street contained a dozen or so houses, with a marvel-
ously mixed group of residents: truck drivers, day laborers, high-school 
teachers, a nurse, a counselor, a barber, student renters. They provided 
four or five lively young kids for our kids to play and grow up with. They, 
too, figure in the story. 

On this visit, Stan announced that in New York he had joined the Sci-
entology movement. At that time one (i.e., I) had barely heard of Scien-
tology. And he had brought with him a key apparatus for “blowing one’s 
mind” (the term, I believe, was invented by the Scientologists): a small 
box with a lightbulb showing beneath a glass cover, and two handles at-
tached. One grasped the handles while responding to a list of questions 
provided by the organization about your life and/or state of mind and 
when your answer was “blocked,” the light went on. That revealed what 
needed to be “cleared” in your mental state. The organization appar-
ently had methods (more lists of questions, taking you back to childhood, 
and even, he confessed later, to the womb and beyond) for providing 
that clearance and therefore, presumably, allowing you to function better, 
without the paralysis of what classical psychotherapy would call neurosis. 
I had thought Stan was a good candidate for classical therapy, but he had 
chosen this path, through a chance meeting with an Amherst alumnus 
connection, a practicing Scientologist in New York.
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He explained all this patiently, and in turn I questioned its scientific 
value. He referred me to the requisite texts, the guru Ron Hubbard 
(still alive then), and as a clincher offered to show how the machine 
and the procedure worked, if I would submit to a trial run. I respectfully 
declined, joshing about it, but my kids had been looking on, toward the 
end of our conversation listening to Stan’s explanation, and were game to 
be participants, as were three more kids from the neighborhood whom 
they went out to recruit. 

They all took a whack at the apparatus and questions. The light never 
went on. The kids giggled throughout the procedure, two of them collaps-
ing in laughter onto the floor. Stan was a little embarrassed, but put a 
good face on it, thinking that perhaps the questions weren’t geared to 
seven- and eight-year-olds. 

We had a glass of wine, dinner, and then I talked seriously with him 
about the credibility of all this mumbo-jumbo, especially about the busi-
ness of recovering memories and “blockages” in the womb. I invited him 
to stay overnight and he did. When he came down to breakfast the next 
morning, the first thing he said was, “I thought, what if Jules is right? But 
then I said, no, we were warned that his kind of response was defensive 
and common among uptight lay people.” I laughed too then, and he in fact 
smiled, broadly for the first time since I had known him, and we agreed not 
to agree. He left, with his machine, bouncing jauntily down the front steps.

Two years later on a professional trip to Washington, DC, I looked him 
up at the Library of Congress, where he had written me he had a job.

He had a girlfriend with him this time, an earnest, somewhat severe 
young woman — dark, shoulder-length hair, sturdy shoes, more attractive 
than plain — whose conversation was measured. They spoke to each other 
affectionately, but in language that seemed to me coded. Stan had risen 
somewhat in the organization, I gathered, and had recruited this woman 
and several others working at the library and elsewhere in Washington. 
He seemed more secure, and more secretive than I had remembered.

Did the government know about him — and the “cell” in the bowels of 
the library, almost literally hanging out like moles underground? Perhaps, 
or even probably, but nothing came of it in a public way, so far as I am 
aware. The Scientology people must have, on the other hand, applauded 
his zeal and ability to attract and work with converts. There must be 
more Stannys in the world than I had imagined. How odd, I thought, 
that all this “stuff ” was going on — and was it really only harmless twad-
dle, a sop, if not a guide, to the bewildered and perplexed of our era?
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After that, he was sent to California, to a fairly high Scientology posi-
tion, running an office, doing some writing and PR work for them. We 
lost touch for several years, not a word. But he did faithfully put in an 
appearance in Northampton when his father died, and he called on me 
once again in Amherst. He filled me in on his post–Los Angeles life — the 
group had been under a legal cloud of some kind out there for some 
time — and he had been reassigned. It was really something.

He had been cruising the Mediterranean on Ron Hubbard’s yacht 
for two years, as second-in-command of the European operation! But 
Hubbard had been dead for years, I said. Yes, but he had recorded his mes-
sages and teachings fully and was still leading the movement. That phrase 
about leading the movement gave me pause, because the way he said it 
had something portentous about it. So we talked. And then Stan revealed 
what he was never supposed to reveal, about the ultimate direction of the 
mind blowings and “clearances”: getting in touch with the Ur-origins of 
one’s being, unto the thousands of years previously, and its incarnation in 
planets and places other than the Earth. I was (and still am) aghast. “Do 
you really believe in that stuff?” Yes, he did. He also told me that Frank 
Sinatra had been on one of the cruises. Wonders never cease.

We did not meet again for some time, but every Christmas I received a 
card and occasionally a brief note attached about his doings. He had moved 
on to Denmark, in a high position, in a favorable environment. Scientology 
had come under severe attack for some of their activities in the United 
States, especially in California, and was not permitted in some European 
countries. But Denmark was, and is, a very tolerant country. The Scientolo-
gists had a large building near the heart of downtown Copenhagen with 
a huge electric or neon “Scientology” sign out front. According to Stan 
they were successful among Danish businessmen. Were the respectable and, 
superficially at least, placid Danes really so “blocked” and needy? Anyway, 
he had married, a lovely blonde, nicely rounded, good- and wholesome-
looking woman, shorter than he by a head. Over the years the Christmas 
cards would show a happy and growing family, ultimately with two blond 
and well-dressed children, a boy and a girl. His wife was an ardent Scien-
tologist. I thought, Hallelujah, wonders, indeed, never cease — this nonsense is 
working for him and he seems happy and normalized. The denouement, sadly, 
was somewhat different.

Sometime in the early ’80s Stan appeared in my university office, 
unannounced. He was thinner, aged, a few stringy hairs above his broad 
forehead, a bit threadbare in his dress. Was his family with him? No, they 
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were at their little house in Denmark. It came out in a whisper that he 
and his wife had divorced. He had been cashiered out of the movement, 
his wife had denounced him, kept the children, and had remained in 
good standing in Denmark. She wanted to have nothing more to do with 
him. I asked him what had happened, but he was tight-lipped and close-
mouthed about that, and I did not pursue it. Was he still a Scientologist? 
He refused to answer that as well. He had no money, was staying with 
his widowed mother, and needed a job. He was looking for some kind 
of writing job and I offered to write a reference for him. Nothing was 
to come of that.

The work he did find, finally, was a factory job in Northampton. The 
last time I saw him, on a rare visit from him to my office (not to my 
house anymore), he was smoking heavily and said the job was tough and 
boring, that he talked with no one. I commiserated, offered to help in 
any way I could, invited him to dinner. It was never to be. A few weeks 
after his last visit, I read his obituary in the Northampton paper. I was 
shocked, but in a way not surprised. There was nothing about cause of 
death, or where or how he died. After a few days I wrote to his mother, 
a careful note of condolence, explaining our long relationship, express-
ing my sorrow, inquiring as discreetly as possible about how it happened, 
though the brief newspaper notice had been a clue in its vagueness. I 
never received an answer. I suspect he killed himself, somehow, a suicide. 
But I have never had any confirmation of that, and in all the years since 
I have never met anyone else who knew Stan.

richard the reichian

This story starts, improbably, outside the subway station in Green-
wich Village, close to what was still in 1964 called “the downtown campus” 
of NYU. I can’t recall what I was doing there, although it probably had 
to do with the romance of the area, which I frequently visited when an 
undergraduate in New York in the late ’40s. At that time, MacDougal 
Street had rows of raunchy bars on one side of the street that you stepped 
down into – and across the street an elegant place called “Les Halles de 
Champagnes,” where beautiful hostesses served champagne to you on soft 
couches while someone played soft music, or lively Cole Porter, on a 
grand piano. Only later, at graduate school, did I learn, too late, from a 
news account of a bust, that Les Halles was actually a place of assignations, 
and the gorgeous women were call girls. Good to know. It was also next 
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door to the Provincetown Playhouse, where one could see The Adding 
Machine, Lulu, and O’Neill one-acters, among so many other canonical 
plays, and at reasonable prices (!). The bars were razed for the sake of the 
NYU Law School. When that happened, my friend Nuchim, who was 
himself to become a successful lawyer years later, as a protest about the 
decline of values, pissed on the building.

I get ahead of my story (though this does serve to fix the date and paint 
NYU properly). There was also the political dimension: in the late forties, 
before the popularity of the Cedar Street Tavern and the New York Art 
scene of the ’50s, people on the left hung out at the MacDougal Bar. 
Hirschfeld did a cartoon at the time for the New York Times, no less, of the 
crowd around the bar, some with The Daily Worker prominently sticking 
out of their back pockets. I was one of them, an aspiring playwright and 
fellow traveler. And down the street from it, perched above the fabled 
Minetta River that presumably existed below the sidewalk somewhere, 
there was the Minetta Tavern, where one could talk with Joe Gould about 
his “Oral History of the World,” thereby making your contribution to it. 
The History was exposed years later in The New Yorker as never having 
actually existed at all, in any form whatever. Gould was a Harvard graduate, 
with a long shabby gray beard and clothes to match, who was happy to talk 
with anyone at any length as long as you bought the beers. 

Gould was quite old at the time, a relic of the ’20s, along with another 
bohemian of that period, Maxwell Bodenheim, who also hung around, 
mostly in Washington Square Park. Bodenheim was notoriously on hard 
drugs as well as drink, smoked a corncob pipe, had written a couple 
of wild books with great titles, like Naked on Roller Skates. On one of 
my walks around the park I ran into and talked with him, sitting on a 
bench with an equally old and spaced-out girlfriend. Then a woman — a 
Helen Hokinson type as I remember her — approached and asked where 
Greenwich Village was. Without blinking an eye, but straightening out 
his girlfriend, who was nodding dangerously, with great insouciance he 
said, “Madam, you have your finger on the very clitoris of the Village.” 
Poor old Bodenheim: in a fit of generosity he allowed another junkie to 
crash in his room for a few days a year or so later, and was killed by him, 
along with the woman friend.

And so there must be a reality check on nostalgia. In due time it also 
was revealed that the bartender at the MacDougal Bar had been an FBI 
man. I guess those were relatively innocent days, when surveillance still 
required face-to-face human encounters, or a black-hatted tail, instead of 
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high-tech, multiple agency, ubiquitous overload. Still, judging from the 
McCarthy years that were to follow, the results could be pretty devastat-
ing. And, actually, no end in sight at present, only new ways and means.

Back to 1964. Outside that subway station, I saw a substantial, burly, 
overcoated red-headed man with a briefcase hurrying down the street. 
The hair recalled him to me. It was John B., whom I had known at the 
University of Minnesota; we, along with about two hundred others, sat 
through a year of lectures on political philosophy by the reigning campus 
radical professor, a marvelous lecturer and saintly man, who was a paci-
fist, Quaker socialist. We read, and heard him dissect and analyze — as we 
did among ourselves — the great figures of thought, from Confucius and 
St. Augustine through Marx, Kropotkin, Gandhi, Niebuhr, and Wilhelm 
Reich. Among others. I was especially fond of John and his younger 
brother Bob, admiring their sophisticated knowledge of it all.

I hailed him, with a joy that surprised me; he recognized me at once and 
greeted me warmly, although somewhat distractedly. He was, as it turned 
out, hurrying to teach an adult evening class in psychology. Psychology? 
So that was where he wound up, instead of philosophy. I wanted to pursue 
the matter further but then noticed the round face pinned to his lapel. It 
was a campaign button for Barry Goldwater, running for president against 
LBJ that year. Barry Goldwater?!? John, what is that all about? Are you seri-
ous? And, indeed, he put on a quite serious face. “I have become,” he said, 
“editor of The Journal of Orgonomy.”  What could I say, except The what? 
“The journal of the Wilhelm Reichian psychoanalytical movement,” he 
explained, a bit testily. Oh, oh yes, of course, of course. I remembered that 
Saul Bellow and Isaac Rosenfeld, both of whom had taught briefly at the 
University of Minnesota, had been for a while devotees of Reich. “I must 
run,” he said, “I’m late for class. You really should look at the journal. It’s 
very important, especially right now, with the condition of the country 
and the world.” And off he went. Serious or not, I preferred at that mo-
ment the path his brother Bob had taken. I had met Bob on a plane, 
where he informed me that he had become a writer, part of an entourage, 
for Elizabeth Taylor. Really, Elizabeth Taylor!  “She has the most amazing 
purple eyes,” he said, and I believed him.

So that is how I came to order The Journal of Orgonomy for the uni-
versity library when I got home. And received a visit in my office a few 
years after that from Richard Cohen — thin, hollow-eyed, dressed from 
the bin at the Salvation Army. Richard. He was about twenty years old, 
had attended community college in the nearby city. Intense, poor, Jew-
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ish. What he wanted to know was, was I interested in Wilhelm Reich? 
Well, yes, sort of, I thought his Mass Psychology of Fascism, analyzing the 
psychological roots of Nazi and Italian fascism as stemming from the fear 
of freedom (a concept Erich Fromm was to confiscate and make popular 
in the thirties), but I thought his prognosis a bit over the top — advocat-
ing workers’ camps where free love would flow and liberate the folk and 
society with them. And then all that stuff about orgone energy and sitting 
in the orgone box that would capture that energy and make one more 
potent, well, no. But hey, why am I going on like this? Why do you ask? 
Well, he said, I wondered who had ordered The Journal of Orgonomy for 
the library! So that was it. And they told you I was the one? Yes. Migod, 
this was decades before the Patriot Act! It was indeed a more inno-
cent — or stupid — time. I must talk to the librarian.

And thus began a series of incidents and events in which this young 
scarecrow was a central player for several years. He paid me visits in my 
office from time to time, keeping me abreast, somewhat, about his ac-
tivities, such as the time he planted his cloudbuster next to the Campus 
Pond and began bombarding the clouds above with orgone energy. The 
campus police, attracted by the large crowd of students watching and 
laughing, made him remove it. We met once at a Jerry Rubin rally dur-
ing the Vietnam War in the city where my wife taught at the community 
college. He didn’t seem comfortable there, didn’t respond to Rubin’s 
exhortation to the students to kill their parents. As we know, Rubin be-
came a stockbroker in the Nachkriegzeit. So it goes, as Vonnegut said. But 
Richard didn’t think he was confronting the real issues of the war and 
the day, and who could disagree.

At the time I was teaching Norman Mailer’s Why Are We in Vietnam? 
to an undergraduate class, and it occurred to me to invite Richard to sit 
in and participate if he wished. He accepted, after showing me an article 
by a Reichian thinker about the real reasons people went to war. So he 
sat in. In good ’60s style, the class of twenty-plus sat in a circle, which 
facilitated discussion, according to the prevailing educational mantra. I 
threw out the bait, looking at Mailer’s title, and rang the changes on it for 
the bemused class. Why are we in Vietnam? Why are we in Vietnam? Why 
are we in Vietnam? The discussion around each of these variables was 
fairly lively but hardly earthshaking. I then turned to Richard and asked 
him why we were in Vietnam. He sure told us. Borrowing heavily on the 
article he had shown me, the Reichian party line, he explained that it was 
because young men want to rape, kill and pillage, getting social sanction 
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for these urges and breaking out of their armored personalities. The class 
went into shock. But you know, I think they learned more that day than 
they had the entire term, perhaps in their entire college experience.

I didn’t see him again for at least half a year, when once again he showed 
up in my office. Where had he been and what was he up to? Well, there 
had been a drought in the Midwest, and he had been there for two months. 
Doing what? He had rented an open cockpit airplane (I didn’t ask where 
he had gotten the money) from which he had fired his cloudbuster, seed-
ing the clouds so they would produce rain. And did they? Eventually, yes. 
Richard the rainmaker. I almost hugged him, but didn’t, and, as things 
turned out, I wish I had, because it was the last time I saw him.

But not the last time he was heard from. My wife and I were returning 
from a few days in the city, and turned the car radio on to the local FM 
station as we neared home. The music was interrupted to bring an update 
on a disturbing event that had happened in the region while we were 
gone. Apparently some radioactive material had gone missing from one 
of the university’s laboratories. They did after all have an expensive atom 
accelerator, the physicists’ pride and joy, and who knew what else they 
had or were doing. We hadn’t even known there was radioactive matter 
around, so insecure that someone could abscond with it for whatever 
nefarious purpose. It was altogether unsettling. 

The police and federal authorities, who had been called in, were in 
a frantic search for the stuff. We followed the news the next day or two, 
when a breakthrough was achieved. They had been contacted by the 
person who claimed to be the thief. He meant no antisocial action. He 
had wanted to conduct some experiments, for the good of mankind he 
said, and needed it. The authorities were alarmed, but realized the need 
to negotiate carefully. The culprit had said he had hidden the radioactive 
matter very carefully and safely, so there was no real danger. He was after 
all a resident of the region, and had no wish to harm anyone. Of course 
no one was sure of that. But I was, for it hit me like an epiphany that it 
was Richard. As indeed it proved to be. He was pretty clever, as it turned 
out, for he bargained well: he told them where he had hidden the mate-
rial, in the Belchertown woods, in return for their assurance that they 
would not go after or prosecute him.

Which they never did — or so one believes — but it has been over 
thirty years, and I have never heard of or seen Richard — Reichian and 
rainmaker — since. His pale presence haunts me still. I do know what 
happened to Wilhelm Reich.




