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    WILLIAM S. BURROUGHS


    AMERICAN WRITER


    
      	Born in St. Louis, Missouri (United States) in 1914.


      	Died in Lawrence, Kansas (United States) in 1997.


      	Notable works:


      	Naked Lunch (1959), novel


      	The Soft Machine (1961), novel


      	Cities of the Red Night (1981), novel

    


    A key figure of the Beat Generation literary movement, along with Allen Ginsberg (American poet, 1926-1997) and Jack Kerouac (American writer, 1922-1969), Burroughs is renowned for his unflinchingly graphic prose addressing a range of topics considered taboo at that time, from his homosexuality to his experiences on the wrong side of the law, specifically in relation to drugs. Following a privileged upbringing in St. Louis, Missouri and studies in English and later anthropology at Harvard University, Burroughs fell into a life of drug addiction and crime, both of which feature amongst the central themes of his work. Junkie (1953) is his first published novel, preluding his seminal and most celebrated Naked Lunch (1959), both of which are considered semi-autobiographical. Burroughs’ legacy has endured long after his sudden death in 1997, following a heart attack: he is often credited with bringing about significant change to the United States’ once rigid Obscenity Laws through his unapologetically ‘obscene’ works, and many musicians have acknowledged their own artistic debt to the writer, including the musicians David Bowie (1947-2016), Lou Reed (1942-2013) and Kurt Cobain (1967-1994).

  


  
    JUNKIE


    BURROUGHS’ FIRST PUBLISHED WORK


    
      	Genre: semi-autobiographical novel


      	Reference edition: Burroughs, W.S. (2012) Junky: The Definitive Text of 'Junk'. St Ives: Penguin Classics.


      	1st edition: 1953


      	Themes: drugs, crime, drug laws, homosexuality, addiction

    


    Burroughs’ first published novel, Junkie is a fictionalised account of the author’s own experiences as a heroin addict and dealer. Despite initially running into problems upon publication, having been deemed unfit for public consumption, it is today counted amongst the Beat Generation’s seminal literary works. The reader follows the narrator on his journey from New York to New Orleans to Mexico, a dark adventure propelled by intense, all-consuming addiction, despite his numerous stints in rehabilitation centres and attempted self-administered ‘cures’. Burroughs’ fictionalised persona William Lee offers graphic descriptions of drug use and the pain of withdrawal, as well as persuasive arguments regarding the injustice of contemporary US drug laws. He writes with brutal honesty, preparing the way for the graphic admissions of his later Naked Lunch.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    OUT IN THE BIG APPLE


    New to the world of ‘junk’, Lee’s first encounter with drugs is purely on a sales basis, having agreed to sell some morphine and a gun for a friend. On his search for potential takers, he comes into contact with seasoned criminal Jack who, in turn, introduces him to drug fiends Roy and Hernan. A few nights later, he experiments with hard drugs for the first time, describing his morphine trip in filmic, hallucinatory detail. Over the course of the following month, Lee uses the remaining, unsold ‘syrettes’ and his tolerance to the substance steadily increases with time. Under Roy’s direction, he tries to obtain drugs from shady, prescription-filling doctors. Finding himself short on money, Lee begins selling weed with Hernan - though not for long, due to his aversion to dealing with the over-sensitive ‘tea-heads’ (marijuana-users) themselves. At this point he has started ‘shooting’ every day, and his increasing tolerance has become full-on dependence. Lee and Roy slowly run out of doctors they can rely on for prescriptions. This leads to Hernan getting arrested, and Lee follows suit after giving a false name on a prescription. Bail is set at $1000, and while in jail he begins to go through the first stages of withdrawal. At midnight his wife, who has not been mentioned prior to this point in the novel, comes to pay his bail and he recovers within ten days.


    Roy returns from a stint in a rehabilitation centre, and introduces Lee to a dealer of ‘Mexican H’, or heroin. He becomes hooked once again, but soon finds himself short on money. He goes into ‘lush-working’ (pickpocketing from drunks on the subway) with Roy. While their union is not altogether unsuccessful, Lee gets spooked after one close call with the police and decides to become a dealer instead. He goes into business with Bill Gains, a man who takes pleasure in getting young boys hooked on the illegal substances he deals. They are successful for a while, until Lee comes to realise that he is in business with potential police informants. Soon the police are closing in and the situation is looking increasingly grim. Scared, Lee changes location and agrees with Bill that they can no longer continue dealing to their current crowd. After their final deal they each head off to receive state-funded rehabilitation, Bill in Lexington, Lee in Texas. Lee details his experiences there, from the colourful characters he meets to his discomfort and the healing process itself. Soon after his final treatment, Lee leaves for Texas and stays clean for four months before heading to New Orleans. There, he comes across a character named Pat who, just as Lee meets him, is about to buy drugs. Lee joins him, and a week later he is hooked on heroin once again.


    DOWN IN NEW ORLEANS


    One day, Lee heads to Pat’s home where he finds two people, one man called Red McKinney – “a shrivelled-up, crippled junkie” (p.66) – and a merchant seaman named Cole, a tea head” (ibid.) Lee sells Cole some marijuana and they all go out together in Lee’s car on the hunt for other drugs. Pat catches a policeman’s eye and arouses his suspicion. A car chase ensues and they are soon boxed in with no way out. When the police discover Cole’s substantial amount of marijuana and Lee’s illegal weapon in the seemingly stolen car, they are all taken to the precinct. Lee agrees to show the police where the rest of the marijuana is on the condition that his case will be handled by the federal court and that his wife will not be harassed. While in jail, Lee undergoes withdrawal once again and becomes increasingly ill. Under pressure from a Federal narcotics agent named Morton, Lee agrees to make a statement, prepared to admit only his own guilt, not that of anyone else. He is soon sent to a sanitorium and discharges himself from hospital after ten days, against medical advice. For the moment he has no desire to go back on the ‘junk’ again and leaves for the Rio Grande Valley to enter the cotton-farming business with his friend Evan. Although he leads a relatively peaceful existence there, he begins to struggle financially and goes to Mexico, where he resolves to remain indefinitely to avoid his upcoming trial.


    VIVA MÉXICO


    As soon as he arrives in Mexico City, his hunt for ‘junk’ recommences. While at his lawyer’s office attempting to sort out his residence papers, he meets Ike, a fellow drug addict who introduces him to the city’s drug scene, ruled over by a single powerful pusher named Lupita. Annoyed by the high price of Lupita’s wares, Lee attempts to get his fix through other means and returns to the tried-and-tested method of shady doctors and fake prescriptions. Ike and Lee partner up to pay a doctor one hundred pesos to apply for a government morphine permit on their behalf. They are granted a certain amount of morphine every month at wholesale prices, providing Lee with a steady supply.


    Over the course of the year, Lee attempts to rehabilitate himself five times, each time unsuccessfully. One day however, shaken by the appearance of his drug-worn arm, he does resolve to quit for good. While successful in some respects, this in turn induces a severe alcohol addiction. He regularly makes a fool of himself while under the influence and, on one occasion, gets into a bar fight which ends with him pulling a gun on another man and then a policeman before being escorted out onto the street. One day, Lee notices that a strong smell of urine is emanating from him, which he recognises as a symptom of uraemia. Doctors are called and it is confirmed that one more drink would have killed him. From that point on, he drinks only in moderation, and succeeds in keeping his heroin addiction at bay.


    Lee eventually decides that it is time to move on from Mexico, coming to the realisation that he will never be completely ‘clean’ in the eyes of the law due to the company he keeps and the traces of drugs around the apartment. Now separated from his wife, he decides to go to Colombia in search of yage (a mildly hallucinogenic drug), interested by claims of its telepathic qualities.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    LEE


    While Junkie is described as semi-autobiographical, and is indeed drawn from the author’s life, the critical consensus is that the novel is not intended as a faithful account of Burroughs’ own experiences. This is perhaps demonstrated by his use of the pseudonym ‘William Lee’, marking a separation between the author and his fictionalised persona. Lee comes to be entirely defined by his drug-filled existence, with each action and each significant interpersonal relationship having something to do with either the acquisition of drugs or the selling of drugs. The novel’s prologue, however, paints a picture of a man not typically destined for a life on the wrong side of the law. Following a privileged upbringing and education at one of the ‘Big Three Universities’, he travelled around Europe, surviving on his trust fund before returning to the US. As such, not only does Lee possess the education to evade the life he comes to fall into, he also does not even have the financial instability to warrant criminal activity. He himself admits, “I played around the edges of crime […] It seemed a romantic extravagance to jeopardise my freedom by some token act of crime” (p.xl). In this way, the reader is struck by the unpredictability of addiction as he rapidly devolves into a full-blown outlaw.


    From homosexuality to drugs to crime, all aspects of his ‘underground’ experiences are described in acute detail. He also assumes the role of an educator, taking it upon himself to explain the current situation in the United States regarding drug laws. Lee is thus effective as a persona, allowing Burroughs to address the reader with an engaging blend of eloquence, brutal honesty and first-hand experience.


    HIS WIFE AND CHILDREN


    Lee’s wife is not mentioned until relatively late in the novel, and is never named, her first introduction to the narrative being: “At twelve that night, my old lady bailed me out” (p.23), following one of Lee’s first run-ins with the police. She appears sporadically throughout the work, and the reader is likely to be surprised when his children are first mentioned halfway through the novel. Given his wife and children’s lack of visibility in the narrative, it becomes difficult to offer an analysis on the characters themselves. However, an analysis of their lack of presence proves interesting. As Oliver Harris mentions in his introduction to the novel, Burroughs wrote to Ginsberg in 1952: “I did not go into domestic life in Junk because it was, in the words of Sam Johnson, ‘nothing to the purpose’” (p.10). The focus of the novel is indeed, as Harris claims, addiction, and therefore the details of his family life may have proved superfluous to what is otherwise a very clear, straightforward narrative, slicing right through to the heart of the matter.


    There is a stylistic aspect to consider, however. Lee’s wife is practically only ever mentioned in relation to his experiences with drugs, generally when she is helping him out of yet another sticky situation. This arguably highlights the addict’s tunnel vision, his incurable focus on one thing and one thing only: junk. She is portrayed as a relatively passive character, until she eventually grows tired of Lee’s inability to fight back against his addiction and tosses a drug-laden spoon out of her husband’s hand in a desperate plea to bring him back to her. He slaps her across the face in response and she throws herself onto the bed, despondent. It is a short moment, passed over swiftly as Lee proceeds to detail the financial logistics of acquiring drugs in Mexico. In this way, the episode serves to demonstrate the effect of Lee’s actions on his family, the brevity of its description suggesting his apparent indifference towards the matter, consumed by his drug-driven existence.


    BILL GAINS


    Lee comes to collaborate with Gains during his time in New York when, low on money, he decides to begin ‘pushing’, utilising his associate’s wholesale connections. Gains is described as coming from a “good family” (p.34), and as a man with a “malicious childlike smile that formed a shocking contrast to his eyes which were pale blue, lifeless and old” (ibid.). He takes a perverse pleasure in fostering addiction in young drug-users and is described in vaguely repelling terms, beleaguering his conversation partners with excessive details about his bowel movements. Gains is undoubtedly the dominant half of their partnership, as demonstrated by his occasionally scornful attitude towards Lee and evidently superior experience in the game.


    Gains’ surprise reappearance


    PAT


    

    IKE
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