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My relationship with Burroughs began in 1965 when I published one of his three-column texts in an anthology called Darazt. I already knew his boyfriend, Ian Sommerville, and through Ian I became the UK distributor of Burroughs’s first spoken-word album, Call Me Burroughs, that Ian had recorded. In October 1966, I cofounded International Times, known as IT, and Burroughs was closely involved from the very beginning. He gave us the script for Towers Open Fire for our second issue and published a number of articles in IT over the years. He liked the immediacy of being able to give us a text and see it in print a few days later. He ran an article on tape recorder experiments in the third issue. His interest in tape recorder experiments began in 1960 and extended for about a decade, as part of his extension of the use of cut-ups from written texts into tapes, and from there to photographic collages, films, and scrapbook layouts. Many years later, in 2007, I produced a three-CD set of his tape cut-ups called Real English Tea Made Here.1

Burroughs often visited when Ian Sommerville was installing the lighting and power circuits at Indica, the bookshop/art gallery I co-owned with John Dunbar and Peter Asher, in 1965, and when we moved the bookshop to a different address, he used the shop’s bulletin board to advertise his availability as a Scientology auditor. In 1972 I spent about five months—spread over a seven-month period—cataloging his archives. This was when we became good friends, because in addition to working with him each day, we almost always had drinks and dinner together afterward. In the course of cataloging his papers, I was able to assemble what was then the only known copy of Queer, which was scattered throughout his folders and tied-up bundles of manuscript. It made sense to follow up on the catalog of the archives with a bibliography of his work, using the information I had uncovered. This was eventually coauthored with Joe Maynard (who did the books) and published by the Bibliographical Society of the University of Virginia in 1978. James Grauerholz and I coedited the restored text edition of Naked Lunch, published in 2001.

In 1984, while researching a biography of Allen Ginsberg at the Butler Library of Columbia University, I ordered up a letter from Burroughs to Lawrence Ferlinghetti in order to see what the cryptic “enclosure” was. It turned out to be the complete manuscript of Interzone. I had it photocopied and gave it to my agent, Andrew Wylie, who also represented Burroughs. Interzone, along with Queer, was to form the backbone of a multibook publishing deal with Viking. In 1992, I published a “portrait” called William Burroughs: El Hombre Invisible, which began as part of the Virgin Modern Idols series, and finished up as a half biography, half introduction to his work. Over the years I visited Burroughs in London, New York, Boulder, and Lawrence, Kansas, and consequently met and got to know many of the characters in this book, beginning with Allen Ginsberg, who first stayed with me in London in 1965 and became a great friend. I also got to know Antony Balch, Robert Fraser, Herbert Huncke, Carl Solomon, Lucien Carr, Brion Gysin, Alan Ansen, Ian Sommerville, Mikey Portman, Gregory Corso, Panna Grady, John Giorno, Timothy Leary, Victor Bockris, Stewart Meyer, and of course James Grauerholz and his Lawrence, Kansas, circle. Many of them became friends, and over the years, as a result of countless hours of conversation, I accumulated a huge store of Burroughs lore.
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Without James Grauerholz this book would simply not have been possible. James was William Burroughs’s friend, companion, and manager from the time of his return to the United States, aged sixty, in 1974 until his death in 1997. James was commissioned to write a full-length biography in 1999 and did an enormous amount of research, but a combination of family matters and medical problems eventually caused him in 2010 to propose that I take over the project. I have drawn heavily on James’s research into Burroughs’s childhood and family history, particularly the story of Uncle Horace; his research into Burroughs’s time at Harvard; his period in Chicago (in fact, we found the site of Mrs. Murphy’s Rooming House and A. J. Cohen Exterminators together); his psychiatric history—Grauerholz had obtained many of Burroughs’s psychoanalytic records—and the results of his trawl through Austrian paperwork to find traces of Burroughs’s stay in Vienna, where he studied medicine, and Dubrovnik, where he met his first wife, Ilse Herzfeld Klapper, in 1937. I am deeply indebted to James for his book-length paper The Death of Joan Vollmer Burroughs: What Really Happened?, which is available online. He has uncovered literally thousands of new facts about Burroughs and corrected many hundreds more. I cannot thank him enough for sharing his discoveries with me. In addition I thank him for his friendship, for sharing his archives, for giving his time, and for his kind hospitality in Lawrence over the years. James is the master of all things Burrovian.
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In addition I must thank Christopher Gibbs for his kindness and hospitality in Tangier and assistance in seeking out traces of Burroughs’s residency in that city. To John Howe, Christopher Gibbs, Genesis Breyer P-Orridge, Tom Peschio (TP), Jim McCrary, James Grauerholz, and Udo Breger for granting me interviews, and to Ed Sanders, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Jean-Jacques Lebel, the late Allen Ginsberg, the late Lucien Carr, and the late Eugene Brooks for interviews given for a previous project, portions of which are used here. To Victor Bockris for transcripts of his interviews with Burroughs and for his hospitality, friendship, and conversation over the decades; to Stewart Meyer for granting me access to his Bunker journals; to Theo Miles for his translations from the French. To Andrew Sclanders at Beatbooks.com for photocopies and CDs of manuscripts and interview material. I’d like to thank my agent, James Macdonald Lockhart, at Antony Harwood, and Cary Goldstein, Deb Futter, my editor, Sean Desmond, and my copy editor Roland Ottewell at Twelve, and most of all, Rosemary Bailey, who has lived with all stages of the book, providing encouragement, editing skills, valuable suggestions, and love, as always.

Research on this book took me from London to Paris several times, to Vienna, to Tangier, New York, and to Kansas. For useful conversations, photocopies, CDs and DVDs, and helpful assistance on my travels I’d like to thank Patricia Allmer, Eric Anderson, Sophie Andrieu at the Musée d’art et d’histoire du Judaïsme in Paris; the late J. G. Ballard; Hervé Binet; James Birch; Jed Birmingham at Reality Studio; Charlotte Black; Jonathan Blumb; Udo Breger; Roger James Elsgood; Colin Fallows at Liverpool John Moores University; Neal Fox; Raymond Foye; Professor Hannah Gay at Imperial College London; Synne Genzmer at the Vienna Kunsthalle; Joseph Geraci; Hilary Gerrard; Isaac Gewirtz, curator of the Berg Collection at New York Public Library; Jeff Goldberg; Kathelin Gray at the October Gallery; Theo Green; Fran Greenwood of Harrogate Festival of the Arts; Peter Guest at Image; Hammond Guthrie; Peter Hale at the Allen Ginsberg Estate; Oliver Harris; Chili Hawes at the October Gallery; Axel Heil at ZKM/Zentrum für Kunst und Medientechnologie, Karlsruhe; Kurt Hemmer; Stellan Holm; John Hopkins (photographer); John Hopkins (writer); Michael Horovitz; John Howe; Rob Johnson; Elisabeth Kamenicek in Vienna; Catheryn Kilgarriff; Tom King at the WSB Estate, Kansas; the late José Ferez Kuri; Elisabeth Lalouschek at the October Gallery; George Lawson; Jean-Jacques Lebel; Liliane Lijn; Ed Maggs at Maggs Bros.; Alexandra Mattholie at BBC Arena; Ian Mac-Fadyen; Paul McCartney; Jim McCrary; Sophie Parkin; Jim Pennington; Jim Perrizo; Tom Peschio at the WSB Estate, Kansas; Dick Pountain; Wayne Propst; Marcia Resnick; Frank Rynne; Jon Savage; John Sears; Keith Seward at Reality Studio; Bernard Sigaud; Ira Silverberg; Iain Sinclair; Martin Stone; Tony Sutcliffe; Anthony Wall, Series Editor BBC Arena; Ken Weaver; Maxine Weaver; Peter Weibel at ZKM/Zentrum für Kunst und Medientechnologie, Karlsruhe; Sylvia Beach Whitman at Shakespeare and Co., Paris; Carl Williams at Maggs Bros.; Andrew Wilson at Tate Britain; Shawn C. Wilson at the Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender and Reproduction; Terry Wilson; Peter Wollen; Eddie Woods; and Yuri Zupancic at the WSB Estate.

[image: image]

Proper names in Burroughs’s books and letters, particularly of places in Central and South America, have been silently changed to their correct or current spellings. “Kasbah” is used except when in quoted letters from Burroughs or Kerouac, as that is the street name spelling in Morocco. “Story” in describing buildings uses American usage: i.e., “second story” is the European “first story.” The Naked Lunch refers to the first (Paris) edition; Naked Lunch is the later U.S. edition and the restored text edition.


Introduction


The sweat lodge utilizes all powers of the universe: earth, and things that grow from the earth; water; fire; and air.

—BLACK ELK



The sweat lodge ceremony had to be performed in darkness. Deep in the two-foot firepit the stones glowed, tended by the firekeeper, whose tasks were to heat and replenish the stones, guard the lodge, and make the food. Over the pit, the roof of the lodge was shaped like an igloo, carefully constructed from interlaced twigs and branches, covered with black plastic. The shaman himself was Melvin Betsellie, a Diné elder Navajo from the Four Corners area of New Mexico. He was young, round-faced, heavily built, his hair center-parted in the traditional manner like Geronimo in the old black-and-white photographs. Betsellie’s calm, placid expression inspired confidence. He was a highly regarded shaman—the Oinkiga, purification ceremony, must be performed by an initiate who has had at least four years’ apprenticeship, including the vision quest and four years of the sun dance, climaxing in the ceremony of being painted. Only then do the shamans have the right to pour the water of life (mini wic’oni) on the stone people (inyan oyate)—the hot rocks—to create Inikag’a, the purification ceremony.

Betsellie had been invited to Lawrence, Kansas, by Bill Lyon, an anthropologist who specialized in shamanism. Lyon had spent twelve years with Wallace Black Elk, a Sioux medicine man, and wrote Black Elk: The Sacred Ways of a Lakota, in which he explained how Black Elk called up animal spirits of all kinds. Lyon was a friend of William Burroughs’s and they had a number of conversations about the efficacy of shamans in expelling evil spirits from the body. Burroughs had spent most of his life trying to exorcise what he called “the Ugly Spirit” and wondered if a Navajo shaman might finally succeed. Lyon arranged for a ceremony for the purification of Bill’s spirit in March 1992, to take place on the grounds of his house.1

In the sweat lodge, all had stripped in preparation for the smoke and heat and had towels wrapped around their waists. Burroughs wore just his shorts, the scar from his recent triple-bypass operation showing as a brown line on his wrinkled chest. Though stooped and soft-muscled, his skull bony, at seventy-eight years he was still vigorous. His old friend Allen Ginsberg was completely naked except for his glasses, as was his wont. The author of “Howl” was now sixty-five years old, his trimmed beard and mustache threaded with gray, potbellied with scrawny legs, slightly stooped. Also present were Burroughs’s old friend James Grauerholz, Grauerholz’s twenty-five-year-old boyfriend Michael Emerton, Burroughs’s assistant Steven Lowe, and Bill Lyon.

Burroughs had warned the shaman of the challenge before the ceremony: He “had to face the whole of American capitalism, Rockefeller, the CIA … all of those, particularly Hearst.” Afterward he told Ginsberg, “It’s very much related to the American Tycoon. To William Randolph Hearst, Vanderbilt, Rockefeller, that whole stratum of American acquisitive evil. Monopolistic, acquisitive evil. Ugly evil. The ugly American. The ugly American at his ugly worst. That’s exactly what it is.” William Burroughs believed in spirits, in the occult, in demons, curses, and magic. “I do believe in the magical universe, where nothing happens unless one wills it to happen, and what we see is not one god but many gods in power and in conflict.”2 He felt himself possessed, and had spent much of his life trying to isolate and exorcise this demon. Asked how he would describe his religious position, Burroughs replied, “An Ismailian and Gnostic, or a Manichean. [ … ] The Manichean believe in an actual struggle between good and evil, which is not an eternal struggle since one of them will win in this particular area, sooner or later.”3 Throughout his life Burroughs felt engaged in this struggle against the Ugly Spirit. This time he was determined to win.

Burroughs had first identified the Ugly Spirit very early on, back in St. Louis: “When I was a young child, a feeling of attack and danger. I remember when I was five years old, I was sitting with my brother in the house that we had on Pershing, and I got such a feeling of hopelessness that I began crying. And my brother said, ‘What’s the matter with you?’ and I couldn’t tell him. It was just a feeling of being completely at a hopeless disadvantage. It was a ghost of some sort, a spirit. A spirit that was inimical, completely inimical. After that there were many times the condition persisted and that’s what made me think that I needed analysis to find out what was wrong. [ … ] It’s just I have a little bit, a much more clear insight than most people have, that’s all. No problem like that is peculiar to one person.”4 He knew already that he had been invaded by the Ugly Spirit. It took him a lifetime to expel it.

Burroughs believed the Ugly Spirit was responsible for the key act that had determined his life since September 6, 1951. That day he had been walking in the street in Mexico City when he found that his face was wet. Tears were streaming from his eyes for no logical reason. He felt a deep-seated depression and when he got home he began throwing down drinks very quickly. It was then, later that day, that Bill killed his wife, Joan Vollmer, fatally wounding her while attempting to shoot a glass from her head in a game of William Tell at a drinks party. Burroughs never really understood what happened that day, except to recognize that what he did was madness. Near the end of his life he said, “My accidental shooting of my wife in 1951 has been a heavy, painful burden to me for 41 years. It was a horrible thing and it still hurts to realise that some people think it was somehow deliberate. I’ve been honest about the circumstances—we were both very drunk and reckless, she dared me to shoot a glass off her head, and for God knows what reason, I took the dare. All my life I have regretted that day.”5 It was not until 1959 that the malevolent entity was given a name. Burroughs and his friend Brion Gysin were conducting psychic experiments at the Beat Hotel in Paris when Gysin, in a semitrance state, wrote on a piece of paper, “Ugly Spirit killed Joan because …”

In the much-quoted introduction to Queer, Burroughs explained how writing became his main weapon against possession by the evil spirit: “I am forced to the appalling conclusion that I would never have become a writer but for Joan’s death, and to a realization of the extent to which this event has motivated and formulated my writing. I live with the constant threat of possession, and a constant need to escape from possession, from Control. So the death of Joan brought me in contact with the invader, the Ugly Spirit, and maneuvered me into a lifelong struggle, in which I have had no choice except to write my way out.”

[image: image]

The shaman was making his way around the lodge. He thanked each one of them, starting with Burroughs, for inviting him to share the traditional medicine of his grandfathers and giving him the opportunity to use his healing medicine to drive the bad spirit from Bill’s body and out of his life. He turned to each of the four directions and prayed to the grandfathers, the water, the earth, the rocks, and the red-hot coals in the firepit, thanking them all and asking them to use their power to help Bill. He took a feather and wafted smoke toward each of the people there, and repeated the action with his hands. Then he threw water onto the hot stones, which exploded in great clouds of smoke and steam, filling the enclosed space, making it unbearably hot like a sauna. All anyone could see was the glow of the fire in the pit, and the vague shadowy outlines of their neighbors in the darkness, through the swirling, suffocating smoke. Their eyes ran with burning tears and the sweat began to pour off them. The ceremony was now under way. Chips of cedar wood thrown onto the stones gave off a powerful fragrance, mixed with the steam.

There were four long prayers, and after each prayer the shaman sprinkled more water on the hot rocks, which were replenished by the fire-keeper, to create more steam and heat. First he thanked the spirits, the grandfather spirit and the spirit that made Bill. He prayed to make Bill’s passage easier when the time came for him to return to his creator. They were all asked to focus their attention on Bill and send him their healing thoughts. A heavy, long-stemmed pipe with a carved stone bowl filled with sweet, mild tobacco was passed around and each puffed three or four times, cradling it with one hand beneath the bowl and the other clasping the shaft. There were more rounds of tobacco and more prayers. Then, after the fourth round of steam heat, the shaman sprinkled water several times on each of them with his feathered fan. He took some of the hot coals in his hand and put them in his mouth, several times swallowing the coal that now contained the bad spirit and then retching it up. Michael Emerton and Steven Lowe were both stunned by the sight of the coals in his mouth, lighting up his throat. “It looked quite terrifying, the mask of his face openmouthed, the inside of his mouth lit up, you could see down to his throat in the red coal light,” Lowe recalled.

Then the shaman approached Bill and touched him with a red-hot coal. Afterward Burroughs told Ginsberg, “I thought, my God, it’s great that he touched me with the coal and I didn’t feel any burns or anything. I was very impressed.” Bill couldn’t understand how the hot coal was circulating in the smoky darkness; it seemed to be flying through the air, circling around Bill and the fire, and then back again. But it was a long ceremony and the smoke and steam made Burroughs very uncomfortable. He felt weak and desperately needed to breath cool air, so he crawled nearer to the entrance. Afterward he told Allen Ginsberg, “I needed air, I needed to get out. I finally lay down near the door and then I felt better … and … I had to stick it out and stay there, I couldn’t break the spell. As soon as he began using the coals, I immediately felt better.”

Ginsberg wrote, “The spirit was caught, jiggled in the shrill flute and blown into the fire. Put the spirit into the rocky fire-pit still glowing, steaming with cedar-fragrant smoke in our eyes.” Now the Ugly Spirit was in the firepit and Betsellie concentrated on sending it back to whoever, or whatever, put it in Bill in the first place: an animal, possibly, or more likely a malevolent person. Once more he wafted smoke at each of them separately and prayed. Burroughs was moved by the ceremony and kept repeating, “Yes, yes. Of course, thank you, I’m grateful,” maintaining his customary good manners, until at the very end the heat and smoke were too much for him, and he begged, “Please. Please—open the door, I need to go out.” But this was not the end of it.

At Lyon’s house Betsellie had set up an altar with medicine bottles and skins, the bone flute, sand from a sacred power mountain, and a white bald eagle feather placed on top of feather fans all laid out before the big fireplace. The objects were all gifts from his grandfather and teachers. They were tended by a Winnebago Sioux woman. Here the ceremony carried on for another hour and a half before the altar with the shaman on his knees asking for help to preserve old medicines and old ways, to stay in touch with the grandfathers, sky, wood, rock, nature. He thanked his grandfathers and his parents who had died six years before and cried for his mother. At first Burroughs was given a blanket and a pillow to sit on the floor, then he was seated in a chair, facing the altar brazier, holding a sprig of green leaves. Then came the climax of the long ceremony. Betsellie dropped to his knees and chanted several very long prayers in his melodic native Navajo tongue while waving smoke at each of them separately. He prayed to the bear spirit, the four-legged people, the two-legged people, the crawling people, the insects, the families, the brothers and sisters there and everywhere, the relatives and their own brothers and sisters or relatives. “Family, all one family, no matter what race we come from. All relatives together in a room.” He asked them all to help the old man on his way with a strong heart and clear head; to give him a long happy life, a peaceful life from now on, the bad spirit, the Ugly Spirit, having gone back to where it came from, and whoever it came from.

Finally the ceremony ended. The fire attendant had prepared a homely pot roast and gratin potatoes with salad followed by coffee and homemade iced cake. Afterward Ginsberg questioned Burroughs about his reaction to the exorcism ceremony, and how he felt about the waves of love and affection shown to him by the participants. “I feel it very deeply,” he said. “I like the shaman very much … The way he was crying. Deeply sad, deeply … That was something …”

Afterward Burroughs and Melvin Betsellie sat together and discussed the evil spirit. The next day Bill explained to Allen, “He was suffering, he was hurt by this spirit. And he says he hadn’t realized the power of this entity, the full, evil power. It was almost too much for him.” The shaman had said it was the toughest case he’d ever handled and for a moment he thought he was going to lose. He wasn’t expecting the strength and weight and evil intensity of this spirit, or “entity,” as he called it. “The same way the priest in an exorcism has to take on the spirit,” said Bill. “Some of them are not strong enough. Some are killed.” In the opinion of Bill Lyon, who had arranged the ceremony, “It scared Betsellie on a deep shamanic level. He entered into the purification of Bill’s spirit in an incautious, overconfident manner. Yes, he’d got the bad spirit. He knew he’d got him, but it hit him harder than he anticipated.”

Burroughs asked Betsellie what the spirit looked like. He said it had a white skull face but had no eyes, and there were some sort of wings. Discussing it the next day, Allen asked Bill if he recognized the image. Bill said that he had identified it many times in his paintings. He had shown some of them to Betsellie, who had immediately recognized the spirit in the swirls of abstract brushwork, pointing to it saying, “There it is, right there.”

When Ginsberg asked him, “Did you get anything from the shaman’s sweat lodge ceremony?” Burroughs replied, “That was much better than anything psychoanalysts have come up with. [ … ] Something definite there was being touched upon. [ … ] This you see is the same notion, Catholic exorcism, psychotherapy, shamanistic practices—getting to the moment when whatever it was gained access. And also to the name of the spirit. Just to know that it’s the Ugly Spirit. That’s a great step. Because the spirit doesn’t want its name to be known.”

This is the story of William Burroughs’s battle with the Ugly Spirit.


BOOK ONE
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An Education


Chapter One


As a child I had been a great dreamer, bordering on hallucinations which often involved animals. After years of trying to discover who and what I was, I suddenly awoke one morning and realized I didn’t care. I didn’t want insight. I wanted to escape and forget.1



1. St. Louis Toodle-oo

“It is self-evident that St. Louis affected me more deeply than any other environment has ever done. I feel that there is something in having passed one’s childhood beside the big river, which is incommunicable to those people who have not. I consider myself fortunate to have been born here, rather than in Boston, or New York, or London.”2 So wrote T. S. Eliot, who grew up not far from Burroughs’s house in St. Louis. Indeed Bill’s mother had waltzed with Tommy Eliot at dance class.

St. Louis was founded by Pierre Laclède Liguest in 1764 on the west bank of the Mississippi as a fur trading post. When Burroughs was born there in 1914, St. Louis was the sixth largest city in the United States, with a population of about three-quarters of a million. The 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair, to celebrate the centennial of the Louisiana Purchase, had given the city an enormous boost. It was the greatest event in the city’s history, spread over 1,272 acres of the western half of Forest Park, attracting twenty million visitors. It focused attention on St. Louis’s central location and triggered increased construction of hotels, office buildings, houses, and manufacturing industries. St. Louis in 1914 was prosperous. Safe drinking water had recently been installed and electric trolley cars connected all parts of the city. After the fair, Forest Park was laid out, using many of the World’s Fair buildings: the zoo used the fair’s giant aviary as its nucleus, and the Art Palace became the St. Louis Art Museum.

However, St. Louis was one of the most polluted cities in the United States, the result of burning soft bituminous coal for heat and a lack of proper zoning that allowed factories to be built next to residential neighborhoods. The town was always seen through a smoky haze, like something out of a Sherlock Holmes story, the globe lampshades haloed through the fog. Burroughs could still remember the old nineteenth-century Riverfront area, the site of the original village, before the whole forty-block section was torn down in the thirties. There was a high level of corruption, particularly surrounding major civic projects. In “When Did I Stop Wanting to Be President?” Burroughs jested that his childhood ambition was to be appointed commissioner of sewers for the City of St. Louis, so that he could wallow in graft and corruption with the fat cats. St. Louis was infamously the site of the worst race riots in the United States, when from June 30 to July 2, 1917, in East St. Louis, across the river in Illinois, whites rioted, burned, and murdered blacks on the streets; many were stoned to death or torn apart by the mob. The St. Louis Republic for July 3 ran the headline, “100 Slain, 500 Hurt in Race Riot. 6 E St. Louis Blocks Burned by Mob to Wipe Out Blacks.” The police and National Guard, rather than attempt to stop the violence, joined in.

[image: image]

Laura and Mortimer Burroughs lived on Berlin Avenue, a private gated street in the wealthy Central West End. The streets had night watchmen and guardhouses; one of them, the huge stone gatehouse guarding Portland Place, the extension of Berlin Avenue, is remembered in The Place of Dead Roads.3 The Burroughs house at 4664 Berlin Avenue was built by Mortimer Burroughs in 1912 to his own design. The name of the street was changed to Pershing Avenue,4 after General Pershing, a Missouri man, commander of U.S. forces during World War I. It was a large, comfortable five-bedroom house with a fifty-foot lawn in front sloping down to the street and a large garden behind with a fish pond surrounded by rocks. The backyards were separated by high wooden fences twined with roses and morning glory. At the bottom of each yard was an ash pit; the houses on the private roads were not connected to the main sewer, and from his bedroom window young Billy could sometimes see rats scurrying about. At the end of the garden the garage opened onto Carriage Lane behind.

The front door, with its yellow and blue stained glass panels, was reached by five stone steps. The door led to a large mahogany-paneled hall, set forward from the main house. A wide arch to the right led to the main reception room with more mahogany paneling, built-in bookcases and a fireplace, a high ceiling, and leaded windows looking out over the front lawn. Another wide arch led to the staircase, a large dining room, a study, and a big kitchen. Upstairs the master bedroom looked out over the lawn and was filled with light from an enormous window. There was a dressing room and bathroom, and a room at the back, facing south, where Bill and his older brother, Mort, slept. Mortimer, named after his father, was born on February 16, 1911. Mortimer senior was always called Mote to distinguish him from his son, known as Mort. The boys’ floor had a further guest bedroom and a clapboard sleeping porch jettied out over the back garden. The top floor consisted of two large rooms and a nanny’s bedroom overlooking the back. Despite the wooden paneling, the whole house was light and airy.

Mote was a keen gardener. The flower beds were filled with roses, peonies, irises. In an oft-repeated memory, Burroughs recalled, “The stars are coming out. There’s the Big Dipper. His father points to Betelgeuse in the night sky over St. Louis … smell of flowers in the garden.”5 Laura enjoyed flower arranging—later, in 1940–42, she wrote three books on the subject for the Coca-Cola Company—so the house was always filled with the scent of fresh blooms. There was a permanent yard man, an African American gardener named Otto Belue. Otto played with Billy and let him help out; they got on well. Sometimes Otto brought his son to work and the boys played together. Burroughs always remembered “Otto’s son, who played the violin.” When Mote and Laura moved to Florida, they gave Otto enough money for him and his wife, Gertrude, to buy a house. When Laura died, Burroughs continued the family tradition of sending Otto twenty-five or fifty dollars every Christmas.

The family had three servants in the house. Burroughs remembered, “We usually had a black couple, one that did the cooking, and the man was sort of a butler.”6 He also recalled having an Irish cook. There was a maid who did the housework and served table, and Mary Evans, a Welsh nurse (or nanny or governess; Burroughs used all three terms), who lived in.

William Seward Burroughs II was delivered by a midwife in the master bedroom of 4664 Berlin Avenue on Thursday, February 5, 1914, a healthy full-term, nine-pound baby.7 He was named after his grandfather, the inventor of the adding machine. The only family member not delighted to see him was Mort, his elder brother, then three years old and who no doubt deeply resented this intrusive stranger. Bill’s mother, Laura Hammond Lee Burroughs, was then twenty-six. Bill’s father, Mortimer Perry Burroughs, was twenty-nine. They had married five years before in November 1908. Although Bill was a wanted child, in 1940 Laura told a psychiatrist at the Payne Whitney Clinic in New York (where Bill was under care after a psychotic incident) that she thought she had really wanted a girl. Little Billy grew up surrounded by his extended family.
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Laura’s parents came from a religious background. Her father, James Wide-man Lee, was born in Rockbridge, Georgia, in 1849 to parents who were only eighteen. He realized that the church was his “calling” at the age of sixteen and became a circuit-riding Methodist minister. He worked hard as a preacher, a fund-raiser, an author, and a church builder: he had built three new churches in Georgia by 1893. He transferred to the fashionable parish of St. John in St. Louis when he was forty-four. In 1903 he built the new St. John’s, which still stands at “Holy Corners” at McPherson and Washington on Kingshighway.

When he was twenty-six, he married Eufaula Ledbetter, aged thirteen, then a marriageable age in the South. She was the daughter and granddaughter of Georgia preachers, which helps explain her attraction to James at such a young age. She had her first child at the age of fifteen. Of her twelve children, only six survived past infancy: Alice “Darly” May, Ivy Ledbetter, Kate Carter, James Wideman, Laura Hammond, and Lewis Hughes Lee, the youngest.

The Lees had a large, comfortable house and the family gathered there each year for reunions, Christmas, and Thanksgiving. It was something they had to do. The family patriarch also required the children to attend Sunday school at St. John’s. Lee wrote more than a dozen books, including The Romance of Palestine (1897), The Illustrated History of Methodism (1900), and The New Self Interpreting Bible (1909) in four volumes, as well as coauthoring a eulogy to his friend Joel Chandler Harris, author of Uncle Remus. Harris wrote for the Atlanta Constitution and Lee was a close friend of both its publisher, Evan Howell, and its editor, Henry W. Grady, also the subject of one of Lee’s biographies.8 Bill was only five when James Wideman Lee died from complications from a broken hip, but remembered him as a fine-looking old man with a thin face and white mustache. He was said to have been a great charmer. Mote had insisted that Bill and Mort attend Sunday school, but when their grandfather died they were no longer required to do so. Mote and Laura were not religious and their sons were not brought up as believers, though, rather hypocritically, Mote once spanked Mort for fighting on a Sunday.

Laura, born in Atlanta in 1888, was the fifth of the six surviving Lee children. Her older brother, Ivy Ledbetter Lee, born 1877, was the success of the family, becoming a world-famous PR man. He is considered to be the founder of modern public relations, and his company, Parker and Lee, apparently issued the world’s first press release, reporting news of the 1906 Atlantic City train wreck before journalists could get the facts elsewhere. In 1914 he worked for John D. Rockefeller Jr.—“to burnish the family image”—and to represent Rockefeller’s Standard Oil Company. He was dubbed “Poison Ivy” by Upton Sinclair after the Ludlow Massacre when the Colorado National Guard and Rockefeller’s camp guards fired on a tent city of twelve hundred striking miners, killing between nineteen and twenty-five people. Ivy Lee declared that the dead were victims of an overturned stove, when in fact they had been shot in cold blood by the Rockefeller-paid Colorado militia. He started Ivy Lee & Associates in 1919 and worked for Bethlehem Steel, George Westinghouse, Charles Lindbergh, and Walter Chrysler. He specialized in devising propaganda for clients despised by the public for their antiunion and strikebreaking activities. When he died in November 1934 the U.S. Congress was investigating him for his work in advising Joseph Goebbels on public relations techniques for the Nazi Party, and for his work for the IG Farben company, which manufactured the Zyklon B gas used in the Nazi death camps. He met with Hitler many times and told Bill, “The last time I saw him Hitler told me, ‘I have nothing against the Jews.’ He said, ‘This is all exaggerated.’” Ivy Lee was so famous there was even a song that ran, “Even Rumania has Ivy Lee mania. Gosh how the money rolls in.”

Burroughs disliked his uncle. “He was very pompous, you didn’t talk to him, you listened. There was never any feeling at all between us. The last time that I saw him we’d been out to his house for dinner in Long Island, and he was sort of fuzzy. Fuzzy the way people get when they’ve got something wrong.”9 He died suddenly of a brain tumor during a board meeting, leaving his family destitute with huge bills to settle all around the world, including unpaid accounts at the Ritz hotels in Paris and Rome. He had been supporting his mother in style but she now fell back on the family. Burroughs remembered, “All the relatives were going around, ‘Oh yes, sure, we’ll take care of grandmother,’ but when it came to a crunch it was my father.”10

Laura’s sister Kate became a real estate agent and married a St. Louis architect named Wilbur Trueblood. Alice married a businessman named Hoxie who died of cirrhosis of the liver despite never having taken a drink in his life. They lived close to the Burroughs household and Bill saw their three children, Prynne, Robert, and Jim, all the time. Robert became a bond salesman and died young of a brain tumor. Prynne died in a car crash, severing his jugular on a broken windshield when he was eighteen years old and a freshman at Princeton. Alice moved out west when her husband died and became very involved with spirit mediums to try and contact Robert and Prynne. Of the other children, James Wideman Lee Jr. joined his brother Ivy’s firm in New York, and Lewis Hughes accepted help from Ivy to set up a brokerage firm in New York, so they only visited St. Louis for family reunions. Uncle Lewis was a heavy drinker and died of cirrhosis of the liver. Wideman Lee also went into advertising; he was a member of all the fashionable New York clubs and knew everyone. He married a wealthy woman and had an estate on Long Island with horses and hunting dogs, but he was hard hit by the Depression and had to move to a small apartment on Madison Avenue. It was through Uncle Wideman that Burroughs later joined the University Club in New York. All the St. Louis relatives were around all the time, grumbling about the servants, discussing the scandals of the day, and they formed a significant part of the social milieu that Burroughs was later to reject so completely.
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The first William Seward Burroughs was the son of Edmund Burroughs and Ellen Julia Whipple. William was born in Rochester, New York, in 1857, the third of four children. By 1860, the Burroughs family had moved to live near William’s paternal grandparents in Lowell, Michigan, and later settled in Auburn, New York, during the 1870s. Edmund was something of an inventor and apparently filed patents for a railroad jack and a paper guillotine. He was such a fervent admirer of William Henry Seward, the great abolitionist and two-term governor of New York, also a resident of Auburn, that he named his son after him. When he was eighteen William joined the Cayuga County National Bank in Auburn as a clerk and worked there for five years, during which time he contemplated the possibility of creating a mechanical adding machine to do his job. While still a resident of Auburn, William married Ida Selover from the nearby village of Moravia. They were married at Groton in Tompkins County, New York, on July 30, 1879.

William’s father, Edmund, was living at St. Louis by 1880, where he was working as a model and pattern maker for castings. He set up a workshop at 114 North 7th Street, and lived close by at 703 Chestnut. The Gould’s Directory for 1881 has a listing for “E. Burroughs & Son, model maker; steam gauge testing apparatus, models in wood and metal, forty years experience.” Edmund’s wife, Ellen, remained in the family home at Auburn with her daughter, Anna, a music teacher, and her youngest son, James, a printer. William and Ida, recently married, either moved to St. Louis with Edmund or followed him there shortly afterward. Simon Johnson proposes that Edmund’s temporary separation from his wife and family in Auburn suggests that he moved to St. Louis to assist his son William in establishing himself there.

Before 1885, Edmund Burroughs returned to live with his family in Auburn, where he died in 1892, aged sixty-six years. By then William had established himself in St. Louis with his young family and was working for the Boyer Machine Company, owned by Joseph Boyer, a Canadian inventor who was of Edmund Burroughs’s generation. At Boyer, William developed an adding machine prototype, and in 1886 he founded the American Arithmometer Company with three other men—Thomas Metcalfe, R. M. Scruggs, and W. C. Metcalfe—to manufacture and sell the machine. It was the company’s only product and cost $475. Unfortunately, William was the only one who could operate the machines to get an accurate answer. They were all recalled until William invented a corrective hydraulic mechanism, a cylinder filled with oil with escape apertures that ensured that no matter how much pressure was exerted on the handle, the piston moved up and down the cylinder at the same rate each time. William was granted a patent for it in 1888. They were in business.

Meanwhile in 1880, William and Ida had their first child, Jennie. She was followed by Horace in 1882, Mortimer (Mote) in 1885, and Helen in 1892. Mote later told his son that his grandfather was a remote, cold man who would not allow his children to bother him when he was working. He worked long hours and had a reputation for eccentricity; he drank alcohol “to keep his energy up” and once became so frustrated with his work that he threw open his window and tossed out all his faulty machines to smash to pieces on the ground. He behaved like the classic absentminded inventor, with Ida having to remind him to change his clothes and to eat. She said she had five children: two boys, two girls, and a husband.

William had suffered all his life from chronic health problems, and in 1896 he and Ida moved to a hotel in the hot-springs spa of Citronelle, Alabama, where they hoped to regain their strength. Ida died first, in May 1896. William bought a twenty-square-foot burial plot in the old Bellefontaine Cemetery in St. Louis, which was to become the Burroughs family mausoleum. William remarried in St. Louis less than a month after Ida’s death, to his children’s nurse, Nina Keltner. But he did not long survive Ida, and on September 14, 1898, only two years after her, he died of tuberculosis at Citronelle, leaving young children: Jennie, eighteen; Horace, sixteen; Mortimer, thirteen; and Helen, six. William himself was only forty-one years old. He was buried next to Ida at Bellefontaine. After William’s death, his widow, Nina, was initially appointed guardian of the children and was made executor of his estate. Nina married Clarence White in 1900 and they raised Helen, William’s youngest child, as their own daughter, initially in St. Louis and later in Seattle.

In 1902, his supporter and backer Joseph Boyer became president of the American Arithmometer Company. Two years later Boyer moved the company to Detroit, taking with him all his employees on a special train. In 1904 the company’s name was changed to the Burroughs Adding Machine Company. Over the next fifty years it grew to become the largest adding machine company in the United States. When their father died, the four children had each received a block of shares in the American Arithmometer Company, with the Mississippi Valley Trust Company appointed as financial advisers.

William Burroughs, the subject of this book, always thought that the Burroughs Company swindled the children out of their shares by buying them back at less than they were worth. We don’t know when this was, but there is no evidence of chicanery. The Mississippi Valley Trust probably felt quite sincerely that it made better financial sense to cash in and diversify their investments, rather than have all their wealth concentrated in one new unproven company. There was no way of knowing then how important the company was to be. As it was, according to Burroughs they sold their shareholdings for an enormous sum: $100,000 each, equal to $2.8 million in purchasing power in 2012.11 Burroughs also said that his mother, Laura, had persuaded Mote to hold back some of his shares, which is unlikely as his parents did not marry until November 1908, ten years after William Sr. died. For whatever reason, however, Mote did hold back some of his shares and benefited considerably in the rise in value of the corporation under its new management. The sale likely went through when the company was restructured and renamed in 1904. That same year, Burroughs’s partner Joseph Boyer erected a mausoleum to mark the burial plot at Bellefontaine of his old friend. In Citronelle a stained glass window was installed in the local church with the words “Sacred to the memory of William S. Burroughs.”

Of the four children, only Mote and Helen made a success of their lives. Helen is said to have suffered with tuberculosis. She married an insurance agent named Arthur Mercer in Detroit in 1913. They had a son, born in the same year as Bill, who later became a schoolteacher. Though the family home remained in Detroit, Helen spent some time living in Colorado Springs during the 1920s, presumably for her health. Bill met her in about 1920, and again briefly when he and his mother saw her on their way to Valley Ranch in New Mexico in 1925. Laura said Helen was “very intelligent.” It seems that she and her husband lived a comfortable life in Detroit, and later in New Mexico, California, and Arizona. Prior to her death in 1972, Helen set up the Helen Burroughs Mercer Trust, which bequeathed $137,274 to the University of Arizona College of Medicine. This was used to recruit outstanding faculty members for the medical college.

Bill’s mother had the opposite opinion of Jennie, whom she described as “just a little bit smarter than a moron.” In 1902 Jennie married Sheldon Edler in Chicago and had four children: Charles in 1902, Kenneth in January 1905, and two daughters born in 1909 and 1910, the second of whom appears to have died in infancy. They moved back to Jennie’s native St. Louis and in the July heat Jennie was preparing little Kenny for his bath in front of the open window when he fell naked through the mosquito screen, three floors to his death. Only two weeks before, Jennie had narrowly averted a similar fall by both children, but apparently learned nothing from the experience. Kenny was the third family member to be interred in the Bellefontaine mausoleum. Shattered by Kenny’s death, Jennie became an alcoholic. She and Sheldon separated and she turned to her brother to help her. Mote would get telephone calls from the desk sergeant at the police station, “Mr. Burroughs, Jennie’s here again,” and he would have to go and get her. Mote never spoke about Jennie, or their uncle Horace, to the children. The last time Jennie made an appearance in St. Louis was when Bill was about eight years old. Bill’s father gave her a one-way ticket to Seattle, where her son Charles was living, and they never heard of her again.

Bill’s favorite uncle was Horace, the drug addict, but he never met him. Horace and Bill’s father used to share a house at 4620 McPherson Avenue in 1904 when they were both still teenagers, but whereas Mote used his inheritance to enroll at MIT, Horace was the black sheep of the family. He used his money to live an extravagant lifestyle, carousing around St. Louis in a coach and four wearing a cape, drinking and leading a dissolute life. He married, divorced, and it was said that he lived for some time in Los Angeles and “made and lost several fortunes there.” Horace sustained a shotgun injury to his arm and wrist while hunting and took morphine for the pain. It was legal then and could be bought over the counter in any pharmacy. He quickly became heavily addicted. On graduation Bill’s father had moved to Detroit to work as a salesman for the Burroughs Adding Machine Company. Now Horace also moved to Detroit and Mote was continually having to extricate him from difficult situations. Still in his twenties, Horace had lost all of his teeth and looked like a tramp. Laura Burroughs described him as “just a derelict.” He eventually went to pieces completely. The president of Burroughs, Joseph Boyer, sent him to a sanatorium to cure him of his habit, not for the first time and to no avail.

The Harrison Narcotics Tax Act of 1914 entered law on March 1, 1915, depriving morphine addicts of their drug supply. On March 4, Horace collapsed outside Harper Hospital and was released the next morning. Later that day police discovered him unconscious on the sidewalk on Park Boulevard and kept him overnight. He was released early on March 7. He rented a room at 208½ Michigan Avenue, telling the landlord, “I want to take a long sleep.” He locked the door and braced it with a chair against the knob. He smashed the glass chimney of the oil lamp and cut the veins in the wrist and elbow of his left arm. Later that morning, the landlord was alerted to terrible groans coming from his room. Horace was still living when the police broke down the door, but he died that afternoon, one of the first victims of American antidrug hysteria. Dr. Eugene Smith told the Detroit Free Press, “It must have been a horrible death. Deprivation of morphine will drive a man temporarily insane with pain.”12 Horace was buried in Bellefontaine next to his father. Bill could never get his father to talk about him and could only glean snippets of information from his mother. Uncle Horace the morphine addict became a legendary, forbidden figure and his fate undoubtedly contributed to Burroughs’s long campaign against American antidrug legislation.
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Mote met Laura Hammond Lee on one of his frequent visits back to St. Louis to see the family. During their engagement Mote remained in Detroit and Laura in St. Louis. They were married by her father at the Holy Trinity Methodist Church in Atlanta in November 1908. Laura clearly had a lot of girlfriends, because the twenty-two-year-old had ten parties and receptions given in her honor in the three days before her wedding, which were all reported in the society columns of the local press. For their honeymoon they went to the spa town of French Lick, Indiana, to take the waters at the Pluto Spring. Afterward they continued to Detroit, to their new home, where the family firm, the Burroughs Adding Machine Company, presented them with a solid silver dinner service as a wedding gift.

Their first child, Mortimer Jr., was born in Detroit in 1911. Mote transferred to the St. Louis branch office of the Burroughs Company so that Laura could be close to her family with her new child. In 1912 he bought a plot of land on Berlin Avenue and built a house to his own design. On February 5, 1914, William Seward Burroughs II was born there. Mote did not stay with Burroughs for much longer. In 1916 he took a job at the Thatcher-Kerwin Glass Company, then in 1928 he used the remainder of his money from the original sale of Burroughs shares to start his own Burroughs Glass Company at 305 Arsenal Road, St. Louis, with Laura as vice president. This he owned and operated for many years. He was successful, employing several hundred people, and one year made $80,000. During the Great War, Mote was enrolled in the artillery, but was still in training at Jefferson Barracks when the war ended. He told his sons that during roll call in 1918, soldiers would simply keel over onto the parade ground as the global Spanish influenza pandemic took its toll.

In 1929 Mote sold for $276,000 (worth $3,642,425 in 2012) the remaining shares in the Burroughs Adding Machine Company that he had retained, just three months before the 1929 stock market crash. He continued to operate the Burroughs Glass Company until 1932, when he decided to retire. He sold the company, retaining a block of shares. Retirement did not suit Mote, so he started up as a landscape gardener, combining business with his love of gardening. But it didn’t work out—he would execute a commission, then the client would say they didn’t like the results and refuse to pay—so he and Laura started a garden and gift shop called Cobble Stone Gardens, located at 10036 Conway Road in Clayton. They sold garden furniture, antiques, barbecue sets, bric-a-brac, porcelain birds, upmarket gift items, and finally phased out the landscape gardening altogether.

It was through the art and antiques side of the business that Bill’s parents encountered the homosexual world. They became friends with a gay couple who ran an antique shop, and by having direct contact and friendship with homosexuals they became far more tolerant than most people of their class and background. Burroughs commented, “When they were in the gift and art business they said my father was the only straight man in the industry. They went to the Gifts and Art show in Chicago, so she knew every fag in the industry. She knew all of these people were queer, she was no fool. My mother knew all these queers who loved her. She was well on the way to being a sort of fag hag!”13 Laura thought of herself as something of an intellectual; she read Aldous Huxley in the 1920s but was shocked by the homosexuality portrayed in Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice. She explained it all to her mother, Eufaula, who was equally shocked, even though she didn’t actually read the book. “Things that you didn’t know existed!” Grandmother said. It all helped prepare Laura for her youngest son’s deviation from the society norm.


Chapter Two


Opening bars of East St. Louis Toodleoo … at times loud and clear then faint and intermittent like music down a windy street.1



1. The Green Reindeer

Burroughs grew up surrounded by family: his grandmother, two aunts, two uncles, and five cousins. After her husband died, Eufaula Lee traveled all over the world, visiting India and Europe, always bringing back souvenirs. Every Sunday they went to lunch with Grandmother and, as Burroughs put it, she would disinter her dead brother, killed fifty years before dragging his shotgun through a fence and blowing his lungs out. “So every Sunday at lunch there was the boy lying by the wood fence and blood on the frozen red Georgia clay seeping into the winter stubble.”2 There were frequent family reunions and she would lecture them on leading a spiritual life. “Faula” was a member of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, so there was no alcohol in her house except that which Uncle Robert and Bill’s cousin Fred would bring in their hip flasks. They would disappear into the bathroom and come back reeking of liquor, but Grandma never noticed. She always said she would rather see a son of hers come home dead than drunk; meanwhile the men would sit there dead drunk saying, “Aw, Grandmaw! Grandmaw!”

The Lees had been slave owners. Faula found a diary written by her own grandmother in which she said she felt responsible for the spiritual welfare of every slave on the property in Georgia. Eufaula lived to be eighty-nine, and died in October 1951, a month after hearing that her grandson had accidentally killed his wife in Mexico City. Another grandson described her as being livid with anger at the news.3

Burroughs described his father as reticent, remote, rather difficult to talk to, although he must have been animated enough to discuss adding machines, as he worked as a salesman for so many years. He was not a ladies’ man and Burroughs thought that Laura was probably the only woman in his life, ever. Bill’s parents were in the Social Register and knew all the doctors and lawyers, bankers and businessmen of the community, but Bill’s father was not gregarious and didn’t like parties. Mote drank very little when he was young and not at all later. They had few people around to the house other than family. One of their few regular guests was the famous newspaperman Oliver Kirby Bovard along with his wife, Suzanne. For thirty years O. K. Bovard was the managing editor of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch until he resigned in 1938 after the paper’s owner, Joseph Pulitzer, objected to what he saw as Bovard’s emerging socialist views. The staff were about to walk out in protest, but Bovard persuaded them to stay at work. He was renowned for his pioneering journalism in exposing corruption and graft. In order to remain objective, he did not mix with the St. Louis social set, which is probably why he chose Mote as his best friend.

Mote had a duck club, and from the age of eight, when Burroughs first began using guns, he would take his two sons along on the shoot: “I used to go out duck shooting with the old man and the president of the First National City Bank and the editor of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. You have to get up real early, six o’clock, to catch the ducks. All in hiding in this marshy ground and we would put out decoys, and then as the ducks came in, all these fat old businessmen would stand up and blast away at them. We had retriever dogs to collect the ducks. I used to really enjoy it!”4 Mote’s other great interests were fishing and tinkering about in his workshop. Bill was welcome on the former but banned from the latter; he was too young to touch his father’s tools, something that always rankled. Mort, however, being three years older, was encouraged to learn. Mote had a fully equipped workshop with a long workbench and power tools. He made a pirate chest for the boys that appears in Cities of the Red Night: “I open a rusty padlock into my father’s workshop. We strip and straddle a pirate chest, facing each other.”5
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Bill’s mother was clearly a profound influence on his life. It was a relationship out of Proust, who wrote, “I used to receive, in a kiss, my mother’s heart, whole and entire, without qualm or reservation, without the smallest residue of an intention that was not for me alone.”6 William was his mother’s favorite; she adored him and he could do no wrong. James Grauerholz reports that Margaret “Miggie” Vieths, who married Mort in 1934, never really liked or got along with her mother-in-law. “Laura was forever talking about how wonderful Billy was, how bright and clever and interesting.”7 When Laura was interviewed by psychiatrists at Payne Whitney in New York in 1940, they noted that she was “intelligent, but emotional; inclined to be unable to see shortcomings in patient, and to stress what she regards as his successes.” When Bill was an adult, she told him, “I worship the ground you walk on.” Mote was prepared to go along with his wife’s adoration of her younger son, to the extent that he continually bailed him out of trouble and paid him an allowance until he was fifty years old. This does not appear to have caused tension, certainly nothing that Burroughs ever saw. “My parents apparently got along just perfectly. There was never a quarrel. I never saw any signs of friction. Never. Not only were there no fights but there was never a raised voice. Nothing like that. It’s amazing when you come to think of it. They saw each other all the time. All the time.”8

Billy was a sensitive child and prone to visions. Much of the connection with his mother came from Burroughs’s belief in magic and the world of the occult. He had intermittent fevers and saw “animals in the wall” of his bedroom. “I’ve always been a believer in spirits, the supernatural, like my mother. It was a weird family.” When he was four years old he and Mort were playing in Forest Park. Mort had his BB gun and had gone on ahead when Billy saw a delicate little green reindeer, about the size of a cat, standing in a grove of trees, “clear and precise in the late afternoon sunlight as if seen through a telescope.”9 Billy called to Mort to come and look, but Mort refused. Mort said that Billy talked too much; Billy talked all the time, and Mort probably ignored most of what he said. “He wouldn’t believe me. I can see it quite clearly now, the reindeer. Oh yes. It was very delicate, very thin legs, in a sort of green shade. So I was subject to those sort of things. To visions, hallucinations, whatever you want to call them.”10

One morning, aged four, he woke up early in his and Mort’s bedroom, where he had built a little house of building blocks on the floor. “I see little gray men playing in my block house. They move very fast, like a 1920 speed-up film … whisk … they are gone. Just the empty block house in gray dawn light. I am motionless in this sequence, a silent witness.”11 From an early age Burroughs
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