Instructional Outline

for English Language Arts 10

Bicycle Day’s Dilemma
In the foreword to his 1980 book, LSD - My Problem Child (McGraw-Hill, 1980), Swiss chemist Albert
Hofmann wrote:
It is my desire in this book to give a comprehensive picture of LSD, its origin, its effects, and its dangers,
in order to guard against increasing abuse of this extraordinary drug. I hope thereby to emphasize possible
uses of LSD that are compatible with its characteristic action. I believe that if people would learn to use
LSD's vision-inducing capability more wisely, under suitable conditions, in medical practice and in
conjunction with meditation, then in the future this problem child could become a wonder child.
The book includes Hofmann's 1943 laboratory notes when he was a Sandoz employee who unwittingly
ingested lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD), a semi-synthetic substance he had created for obstetrics purposes,
five years earlier.
Last Friday, April 16, 1943, I was forced to interrupt my work in the laboratory in the middle of the
afternoon and proceed home, being affected by a remarkable restlessness, combined with a slight dizziness.
At home I lay down and sank into a not unpleasant intoxicated-like condition, characterized by an
extremely stimulated imagination. In a dreamlike state, with eyes closed (I found the daylight to be
unpleasantly glaring), I perceived an uninterrupted stream of fantastic pictures, extraordinary shapes with
intense, kaleidoscopic play of colors. After some two hours, this condition faded away.
A few days later, to confirm his hunch that LSD had a special mind-altering quality, Hofmann experimented.
He took a tiny amount at 4:20 pm, and at 5:00 pm jotted in his notes: "Beginning dizziness, feeling of anxiety,
visual distortions, symptoms of paralysis, desire to laugh." But as the full effects of LSD unfolded, Hofmann
was no longer able to write. In his book, he explained what happened next:
I had to struggle to speak intelligibly. I asked my laboratory assistant, who was informed of the selfexperiment, to escort me home. We went by bicycle, no automobile being available because of wartime
restrictions on their use. On the way home, my condition began to assume threatening forms. Everything
in my field of vision wavered and was distorted as if seen in a curved mirror. I also had the sensation of
being unable to move from the spot. Nevertheless, my assistant later told me that we had traveled very
rapidly.
April 19, 1943 would become known as Bicycle Day, the world’s first “acid trip.” But for Hofmann, the
experience wasn’t all fun and games.
I was seized by the dreadful fear of going insane. I was taken to another world, another place, another
time. My body seemed to be without sensation, lifeless, strange. Was I dying? Was this the transition?
At times I believed myself to be outside my body, and then perceived clearly, as an outside observer, the
complete tragedy of my situation. I had not even taken leave of my family (my wife, with our three
children, had traveled that day to visit her parents in Lucerne). Would they ever understand that I had
not experimented thoughtlessly, irresponsibly, but rather with the utmost caution, and that such a result
was in no way foreseeable? My fear and despair intensified, not only because a young family should lose
its father, but also because I dreaded leaving my chemical research work, which meant so much to me,
unfinished in the midst of fruitful, promising development. Another reflection took shape, an idea full of
bitter irony: If I was now forced to leave this world prematurely, it was because of this Iysergic acid
diethylamide that I myself had brought forth into the world.
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Despite its disturbing effects, Hofmann would go on to champion the careful use of LSD for a range of
psychiatric, spiritual and medical purposes until his death in 2008, noting its success as a treatment for alcohol
dependence and other difficulties requiring a mind-changing experience to move forward. But he never
understood or embraced it as a recreational drug, neither before nor after it was listed as an illegal substance
in the 1970s.
This joy at having fathered LSD was tarnished after more than ten years of uninterrupted scientific
research and medicinal use when LSD was swept up in the huge wave of an inebriant mania that began
to spread over the western world, above all the United States, at the end of the 1950s. It was strange how
rapidly LSD adopted its new role as inebriant and, for a time, became the number-one inebriating drug,
at least as far as publicity was concerned. The more its use as an inebriant was disseminated, bringing an
upsurge in the number of untoward incidents caused by careless, medically unsupervised use, the more
LSD became a problem child for me and for the Sandoz firm.

Instructional strategies
1. Distribute copies of the excerpt handout and have students read it. Facilitate a conversation about
Hofmann's main messages.
a. Why does he use the expressions “problem child” and “wonder child” to describe LSD?
b. Could the same be said about other substances? Why, or why not?
Inform students that many famous people have experimented with Hofmann’s “medicine for the soul,”
including Aldous Huxley, John Lennon and Steve Jobs. Tellingly, shortly before his death in 2008,
Hofmann wrote a letter asking Steve Jobs for support for LSD research. Jobs had used LSD a dozen or
so times in the early 1970s and said, “Doing LSD was one of the 2 or 3 most important things I have
done in my life.” It is not known what, or if, Jobs replied. Ask students to dicuss:
c. What do you think Jobs might have said if he had replied? Why?
d. Alternatively, have students read Hoffman’s letter at
http://blog.nfb.ca/blog/2012/08/10/hofmanns-potion-lsd/ and then write a possible response
on behalf of Steve Jobs.
Encourage students to ponder the point during Hofmann's “bicycle ride” when he thought he was losing
everything – his life, his family, his years of research and hard work – and how it bothered him to think
his wife and others might conclude he'd been thoughtless and irresponsible. Then have students discuss
or write a response to these questions:
e. What does this tell us about Hofmann?
f. What, if anything, might worry you if you had an accident doing something you love?
2. Watch and discuss “Hofmann's Potion” (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OpSLjdPiSH8),
a National Film Board documentary that explores the potential benefits of LSD in treating mental health
problems.
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Drug literacy
Big ideas

•
•

Drugs can be tremendously helpful and also very harmful
As humans, both individually and as communities, we need to learn how to
manage the drugs in our lives

Competencies

•
•

•
•
•
•

Assess the complex ways in which drugs impact the health and wellbeing of individuals, communities and
societies
Explore and appreciate diversity related to the reasons people use drugs, the impact of drug use and the
social attitudes toward various drugs
Recognize binary constructs (e.g., good vs bad) and assess their limitation in addressing complex social
issues like drug use
Recognize how official responses to drugs may have less to do with the drug than with other factors
Develop social and communication skills in addressing discourse and behaviour related to drugs
Develop personal and social strategies to manage the risks and harms related to drugs

For a complete look at the drug literacy competencies, as defined by the Centre for Addictions Research of
BC, see: www.uvic.ca/research/centres/carbc/assets/docs/iminds/hs-pp-drug-curriculum.pdf

Links to Curriculum
First Peoples’ principles of learning
•
•
•

Learning ultimately supports the well-being of the self, the family, the community, the land, the spirits,
and the ancestors.
Learning is holistic, reflexive, reflective, experiential, and relational (focused on connectedness, on
reciprocal relationships, and a sense of place).
Learning is embedded in memory, history and story

English Language Arts 10 – Creative Writing/Spoken Language
Big ideas

•
•

The exploration of text and story deepens our understanding of diverse, complex ideas about identity,
others, and the world
Texts are socially, culturally, geographically, and historically constructed

Competencies

•
•
•
•

Think critically, creatively, and reflectively to explore ideas within, between, and beyond texts
Recognize and identify the role of personal, social, and cultural contexts, values, and perspectives in texts
Recognize how language constructs personal, social, and cultural identity
Construct meaningful personal connections between self, text, and world

This resource was developed by the Centre for Addictions Research of BC with funding provided by the Government of Canada. Any
views expressed herein are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the views of the Government of Canada or the Centre
for Addictions Research of BC.
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