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Summer 1978 

In Mill Valley, California 

Notes from the diary 

 

We spend the academic summer break of 1978 in the town of Mill Valley, near the Golden Gate 

Bridge linking Marin County with San Francisco. The comfortable house we rent on a slope at the foot 

of Mount Tamalpais is surrounded by an orchard and has a view of Mill Valley and the Bay of San 

Francisco. With autumn ahead, our return to Switzerland is imminent. 

 

The Pearl of the Alps 

Hard at work on the final version of his book Social Change, Stress and Mental Health in the Pearl of 

the Alps, Gottlieb is hammering away at the typewriter with iron discipline. The publisher needs the 

manuscript. The book is an eco-anthropological study of rapid social change and its influence on the 

mental health of the inhabitants of Saas-Fee, the Swiss Alpine resort where, from 1968 to 1970, 

Gottlieb was the only doctor in the village and took care of all the locals and the holiday-makers 

while carrying out fieldwork for this study. 

  

I set aside my own creative work to give the English manuscript a linguistic going-over. Then it is sent 

to Mr. and Mrs. Daniels in Philadelphia, who are colleagues of Gottlieb’s, for a final polishing-up. Their 

corrections are a delight, the epitome of stylistic clarity and elegance. Once again I am amazed at 

the phenomenal cultural achievement of the human species for bringing forth the spoken and 

written language that can produce such masterpieces as Shakespeare’s Sonnets, James Joyce’s 

Ulysses and all the great literature of other cultures. Millions of individuals and peoples over the 

millennia have made their contribution to the development of human language in its countless 

variants. That is teamwork in the truest sense of the word. 

 

Relaxing 

In the evening we like to relax in the steaming hot tub, which has space for four. Our hot tub is under 

an old apple tree, the knotty branches overhead heavy with ripe apples that look like little lanterns. 

The white fog streams in from the Pacific, creeping over hills and trees and evaporating into the blue 

sky when it reaches warmer layers of air. Sometimes the fog envelops us like a veil so dense that we 

can hardly see each other. A wooden board laid across the hot tub serves as a table for French 

cheeses, smoked oysters and two glasses of cool Cabernet Sauvignon from the nearby Napa Valley 
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– delicacies we have bought down in the picturesque harbor of Sausalito. This is paradise now: we 

experience a feeling of bliss and the luxurious warmth of the mother’s womb. 

 

Sitting in the steaming water one evening, we suddenly realize that we have locked ourselves out. By 

pure chance a pair of Gottlieb’s blue jeans are hanging on the clothesline in the orchard. He quickly 

slips them on and walks down the hill, barefoot and bare-chested, in search of some kindly 

neighbour who will phone the police for help. He rings many a bell and knocks at many a door 

before, at last, a friendly elderly lady opens her first-floor window, looks down in amazement at this 

scantily clad stranger with long black hair and a beard, believes his story and calls the police. 

Freezing, Gottlieb returns from his errand to warm up in the hot tub as we wait for the police. After a 

while two young policemen arrive. They stop at a safe distance so as not to embarrass us, listen to our 

explanation and solve our problem in no time with a skeleton key before discreetly disappearing into 

the night again – though probably not without having a good laugh at the naïve Europeans who 

don’t even know how American locks work. As for us, we are happy we can finally climb out of the 

water, the skin on our hands as puckered as a washerwoman’s in pre-industrial times. 

 

Folksongs  

We attend a workshop in Mill Valley to relax from the mental strain of our daily work, joining a dozen 

young Americans from the area who are learning to sing California folksongs and accompany them 

on the guitar. Our teacher, Nelson, is proud to be a cousin of singer Olivia Newton-John, who is a 

superstar in those days. We strum our guitars and wail out tear-jerkers like It Never Rains In Southern 

California; it pours, man, it pours! We laugh heartily at the screeching dissonances we frequently 

produce in our outbursts of emotion. Who cares if our country ballads sound more like Prussian military 

marches? All in all, these evening courses are a highly enjoyable pastime and a lesson in 

uncomplicated community living. 

 

Hiking and Excursions 

We hike on Mount Tamalpais, with its stupendous view over the Pacific, the Bay Area, the Golden 

Gate Bridge, the Oakland Bridge and the skyline of San Francisco. We visit Cathedral Grove in Muir 

Woods National Park and gaze in awe at the giant redwoods that are at least a thousand years old 

and soar high up into the sky above us. We take pictures of the Golden Gate Bridge, a masterpiece, 

a work of art that combines function and esthetics to perfection and is today regarded as one of the 

wonders of the world. We visit Robert Mondavi’s winery in the Napa Valley and go on a picnic with 

an open-air jazz concert featuring Dave Brubeck and his quartet. An unforgettable experience. I can 

still hear the haunting tune of Brubeck’s fabulous Take Five in my mind. At a rock concert we attend 

in Altamont, Bob Marley and the Wailers are the warm-up group for the Rolling Stones. Mick Jagger 

howls 'I can't get no satisfaction' and 'street figting man.' 
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Video crash course 

I take a crash course at Corte Madera to learn the basic video techniques I will need to develop the 

video studio in the new psychiatry center awaiting us in Switzerland. Our group is assigned to record 

a ballet with a lead dancer who has the body of an Adonis. The men in our group are continually 

making jokes, not without a tinge of jealousy, about the women too often focusing their cameras on 

Adonis’s apple-shaped bottom. We interview pedestrians in the streets of Corte Madera and learn to 

restrain ourselves from making comments or other disturbing noises. This turns out to be more difficult 

than it looks. Two weeks later the dance recording and the interviews are unexpectedly shown on TV 

in the Bay Area, and we are amazed to find all the course participants’ names listed in the credits at 

the end. Once again, I am amazed at the adaptability and unbureaucratic ways of this part of the 

world. California offers people with creative potential and motivation any number of opportunities to 

develop their talent. 

 

We work hard and disciplinedly that summer, though always taking enough time to revel in the free 

spirit of the 1970s. The California Zeitgeist of the era offers truly endless opportunities for creative 

expression. 

 

If only we could stay in California 

I’d love to make California our permanent home. Alas, it cannot be. Before leaving for the USA, 

Gottlieb signed a contract with a new general hospital that was to be built during our absence. And 

now we are tied by it. Gottlieb is intent on honoring the contract and assuming the post of medical 

director of an integrated psychiatric clinic and polyclinic. He has been planning this pilot project 

since the early 1970s and put forward a definitive proposal in 1975. The new hospital, which 

comprises various specialized fields of medicine, is giving him the unique chance to integrate an 

open psychiatric facility and to run it purely on the basis of systems science. It is a step no university 

hospital would have ventured, or wanted to take. Their structures are too clumsy and the established 

specialists too rigid to take an unbureaucratic approach and implement so radical a new concept. 

And there is good reason for this.  

 

At the time, university clinics and polyclinics were totally separate entities. Each institution had its own 

directors and teams. Instead of cooperating, they tended to engage in territorial skirmishes – usually 

to the detriment of their patients, who, depending on their condition and diagnosis, were moved 

from one institution to the other and had to deal with various therapists and nursing teams during the 

course of an illness. The therapists generally took a psychoanalytical approach or favoured 

pharmaco-psychiatry – or a combination of the two. In their view, systems therapy was the new kid 

on the block and had to be kept at arm’s length. And in view of their territorial approach, they were 
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surely not going to be willing to organize clinic and polyclinic as a single structural and functional 

whole. Things being what they are, we prepare for our return to Switzerland.	  


