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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.”
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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.
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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 was in contact with the magical medium. “So many people have had at least one of such experiences as a child.” Laura was extremely interested in psychic phenomena, and Burroughs often spoke of her as having clairvoyant powers. Billy had a dream, accompanied by a smell of coal gas, that he was standing in front of his mother, leaning over her like a dinosaur and eating her back.12 “Now Mother comes screaming into the room: ‘I had a terrible dream that you were eating my back.’ I have a long neck that reaches up and over her head. My face in the dream is wooden with horror.”13 This dream recurred throughout his life and was described in a number of his books. He and Laura seemed to be psychically connected. His childhood memories were almost all of his mother. “I remembered a long time ago when I lay in bed beside my mother, watching lights from the street move across the ceiling and down the walls. I felt the sharp nostalgia of train whistles, piano music down a city street, burning leaves.”14


Burroughs was also exposed to the superstitious talk and ideas of the servants. Bill’s only memory of the old Irish cook was that she taught him how to call toads. She must have been from the Dingle peninsula where the natterjack toad is found, the only species of toad native to Ireland. Bill had a toad that lived under a rock by the pool in the backyard. The call was a subtle cooing sound, not much like the toad’s mating call, but it worked. Billy would call and his toad would come hopping out. Years later, in the seventies, Burroughs was visiting Ian Sommerville in Bath, in the west of England, and Ian informed him that there were toads in the garden. Bill’s powers had not deserted him and soon one came hopping out. The cook also taught him the rhyme for bringing on the blinding worm curse: “Needle in thread, needle in bread. Eye in needle, needle in eye, and bury the bread deep in a sty.” You took some rotten bread and threaded a needle with catgut and sewed it through the bread in a certain way and then buried it under a fencepost in a pigsty. And that would bring the blinding worm that gets in the eye and blinds the person. It is an old Irish curse. The counterspell was, “Cut the bread and cut the thread and send the needle back on red.” Little Billy listened, fascinated, to these old Irish tales.


But it was Billy’s Welsh nanny, Mary Evans, Mort’s nanny before Billy was born, who remained uppermost in his memory because of a traumatic incident that occurred when Burroughs was four years old. Little Billy was very close to his nanny, so much so that when she had her Thursday off he would throw hysterical tantrums, screaming, “All I want is Nursy!” In the haut-bourgeois atmosphere of upper-class St. Louis, the children probably saw far more of their nurse than they did of their parents and so related to Nursy like a mother. Burroughs later assumed that his need for her must indicate that she fellated him to calm him and send him to sleep, but he also told one of his analysts that Nursy was “severe” and said that when she caught him masturbating she threatened to cut off his penis; hardly compatible with fellation. It was Nursy who took Billy and Mort the three blocks to Forest Park each day. At first he was taken in a perambulator, leather-padded with metal-spoked wheels, then, when he was capable of walking the distance and back, they went on “shanks pony,” as Nursy called it15—on foot—unless the weather was inclement, often the case in the depths of the St. Louis winter. Like the Irish cook, Mary Evans imparted her native folklore to the boys, old Welsh rhymes: “Slip and stumble, trip and fall. Down the stairs and hit the wall.” It stayed in his memory, and his protagonist Kim used it in The Place of Dead Roads to make sex magic against Judge Farris.16 Billy thought Nursy had unusual powers. The fireplace had a surround rail, covered with padded satin that you could sit on. Billy sat there with Nursy, who had just laid the fire. “We should light the fire,” Billy said. She told him, “The fire will light,” and sure enough, the coals began to burn. She had laid the fire on top of hot coals that she knew would ignite the kindling. It seemed like magic.


When he was old enough Bill shared a room with his brother. The three-year age difference was insurmountable for the first few years, but Burroughs claimed they got on very well. Bill looked to his older brother for guidance. One of his earliest memories was at age three telling his brother that people saw through their mouths. Mort told him, “Close your eyes.” Bill realized that Mort was right. There were the usual fights, a memorable occasion being when Bill was four and asked Mort to play tenpin bowling and Mort refused. Bill threw a bowling pin at him, hitting him on the head. Mote spanked him, the only time Burroughs remembered his father doing so. There may have been more traumatic sibling incidents. In 1959, when Burroughs and the artist Brion Gysin were conducting psychic experiments in the Beat Hotel using a crystal ball and other devices, Gysin asked him, “What about your brother and your relationship with him?” Burroughs burst into tears. He later thought it must have related to “some awful thing with regards [to] my brother. This obviously means that there was something there, something that I probably did, that’s all.”17


Nursy was nevertheless responsible for a major trauma that occurred when Burroughs was four years old, something so extreme and shocking that despite ten years of psychoanalysis he was never able to properly retrieve it. Different analysts proposed various explanations, and Burroughs himself eventually identified some elements of the event. One Thursday in the late summer or autumn of 1918, possibly because of little Bill’s hysterical tantrums, Mary Evans took him along with her on her day off. Mary Evans had a girlfriend whose boyfriend was a veterinarian who worked from his home on the outskirts of St. Louis. They went there for a picnic. It seems that Burroughs had been there before, because he also had a dim memory of seeing the vet deliver a foal, though he felt that this might be a “screen” memory. The general consensus among his analysts was that Mary had encouraged Billy to fellate the vet and that, scared, Billy had bitten the man’s penis, causing him to smack Billy on the head. Bill also theorized that he had witnessed Mary and her girlfriend having sex, giving rise to an infantile idea that women had penises, but why would Mary have risked allowing Billy to watch, unless this was part of the same scenario involving the vet? Whatever happened, it disturbed Billy greatly and he told his brother. Bill later remembered Mort saying, “Should we tell on Nursy?” But they didn’t. Afterward Billy had dreams in which Mary Evans threatened him if he should ever tell what happened. He told another psychiatrist that he wished Nursy and her girlfriend dead, and felt deeply guilty for feeling this.


Both Alan Ansen and James Grauerholz have identified a passage in “WORD,” written in 1957–58 in Tangier at a time when Burroughs was off drugs and alcohol and conducting in-depth self-analysis, as being about this traumatic event:




We are prepared to divulge all and to state that on a Thursday in the month of September 1917, we did, in the garage of the latter, at his solicitations and connivance, endeavor to suck the cock of one George Brune Brubeck, the Bear’s Ass, which act disgust me like I try to bite it off and he slap me and curse and blaspheme. [ … ] The blame for this atrociously incomplete act rest solidly on the basement of Brubeck, my own innocence of any but the most pure reflex move of self-defense and—respect to eliminate this strange serpent thrust so into my face [ … ] so I [ … ] had recourse to nature’s little white soldiers—our brave defenders by land—and bite his ugly old cock.18





Grauerholz wrote, “Searching the Gould’s Directory for 1919 we find listings for eight or nine veterinary surgeons, and no ‘Browbeck … but there is an Edward H. Brune, at 1623 Hodiamont, with his surgical practice at the same address—which would indeed have been exactly at the city limits in 1918. ‘Brune’ … B-R-U-N-E … ‘the Bear’s Ass’ … bruin … this name, although unearthed from a work of fiction, seems well established in Burroughs’ mind. With all due respect to the late Dr. Brune’s descendants, we cannot convict him on this slender evidence, but it certainly points in an interesting direction.” Mary Evans returned to Britain abruptly in 1919, after a receiving a letter from England, which suggests a death in the family. When his mother told him, little Billy took it very calmly. Clearly the hysterical attachment had been broken. After she left, Billy wrote to her, dictating his letters to his mother. Mary Evans later ran a pub in Wales, and Mort and his future wife, Miggie, visited her there in 1934 when Mort was studying architecture in Paris. She was very hospitable toward them. There is very little cock-sucking in Burroughs’s sex writing.


2. The Autobiography of a Wolf


In 1919, at age five, Billy was sent to the Community School, founded in 1914 by a group of young mothers living in Clayton who were influenced by John Dewey’s The School and Social Progress (1899) and wanted a progressive school for their children. Laura was involved in fund-raising for the school. Billy and Mort were usually driven there, a five-or ten-minute drive, but would often come back on the Clayton trolley along with Jane Mathews, the girl next door, and other local children. “All the haut bourgeois went to the Community School.”19


Bill was slow to begin reading, then suddenly it came quite easy. Before that, Mote read aloud to him: Treasure Island, Kidnapped, Moby-Dick, Victor Hugo’s Toilers of the Sea. He was taught to write short stories and produced several westerns and “spooky things” that he read to the class. At an early age, Burroughs began to take refuge in fiction and to see himself as a fictional character. At the Community School he read a pirate book and wanted to become the coldest and nastiest of the pirates. He assigned a lesser role to his friend Eugene Angert, who wanted to be cold too. “Blundit was my name. I picked some old rat gambler up off the floor by his hair and ran a cutlass through his neck. The crew was chilled by the cold brutality of the act and they rushed me.”20


The school practiced Pearlman Writing, a technique in which the child was not permitted to move the hand or wrist but used the entire arm from the elbow. It was supposed to produce a beautiful slanting hand, but none of the children mastered it. Billy was useless at addition and division, and never learned to spell properly. His eccentric spellings often remained in his books because editors thought he intended them that way. The children expressed themselves in modeling clay, by beating out copper ashtrays in a mold, making stone axes, and acting out the everyday life of Neanderthal man by draping blankets over the tables to make caves. Billy sat in his cave in his baggy green plus-fours, his long socks pulled high,




my stone axe there and a pot made by a quiet, gloomy girl who solaced herself with Edna St. Vincent Millay and Sara Teasdale. “Read this and you will know!” she would say, fiercely thrusting a book of poems on one.


So me and Sara Teasdale under the table go into our “Mr. and Mrs. Average Cave Man” act.


“Did you kill a bison today my mate?”


“Yes, we were lucky in the hunt. There will be no hunger in the cave tonight. My companion is bringing in the kill.”


And Vincent Price21 who was in school at the time lugs in an old stuffed badger.





Bill wrote his first book at the Community School when he was eight years old. It was about ten pages long and was called The Autobiography of a Wolf, clearly inspired by Ernest Thompson Seton’s The Biography of a Grizzly, in which an old grizzly, saddened by the death of his mate, slinks off to a canyon containing poisonous fumes to die. Billy didn’t know the difference between biography and autobiography. “People said, ‘Oh you mean a biography!’ ‘No,’ I said, ‘I mean an autobiography,’ because I felt myself to be the wolf. I was Jerry the red-haired wolf. Grizzlies don’t eat wolves, particularly such a scrawny wolf as that. Really funny. Hunters killed his mate. [ … ] Me and the wolf were one, Jerry the red-haired wolf and all the wolf boys, the wild boys, and so on. It goes back to that, The Autobiography of a Wolf.”22 The bear was called the Grey Ghost. “The Grey Ghost met his death at the hands of a grizzly bear after seven pages, no doubt in revenge for plagiarism.”23 Then there was a tale called Carl Cran-bury in Egypt, which was abandoned. “Carl Cranbury frozen back there on yellow lined paper, his hand an inch from his blue steel automatic.”24 Bill also wrote ghost stories, westerns, and gangster stories. He already knew that he wanted to be a writer.


Billy got to know the neighbors through their children. Next door at 4662 lived an old Jewish doctor whose wife held mystical salons and had entertained such celebrities as the poet Witter Bynner and Gregory Zilboorg, the psychoanalyst and psychiatric historian. Next to them, at 4660, lived the Mathews family. Old Rive Skinker Matthews was a prosperous hardware dealer, with white hair, a high starched collar, and black tie. He was chauffeured home in a white walled Packard limousine. He was an old St. Louis resident, and Skinker Boulevard, which once marked the city’s western limits, was named after his grandfather. Bill used to play with his son, Rives. Burroughs remembered, “The older sister Jane told chilling ghost stories on the front porch at twilight fireflies over the lawn. [ … ] Ghosts are gentle creatures need gas light slate roofs a blue mist.”25 One of the stories ended with the postscript, “I have leprosy and I cannot live.”26


On the other side was Dr. Blair, and then came the Francis family. They were rather grand because their grandfather, David Francis, had been the state governor from 1889 until 1893. Mr. and Mrs. Tom Francis had two daughters, Sis and Jane. Sis was Billy’s age and they sometimes played together. “Sis was a terrific person, sort of a Tallulah Bankhead, kind of a forthright hard-drinking girl. She said about me when I hadn’t seen her for years, ‘Who would have thought that ratty little kid could grow into something quite attractive.’” Bill stayed in touch and went to her wedding in St. Louis when she married Lancing Ray, the heir to the Globe-Democrat. Bill’s mother said of Mrs. Francis, “She’s the coldest woman I’ve ever seen.” Burroughs clearly used Mrs. Francis as one of his models for a particular type of American woman that signified everything he hated most about his upbringing. “I remember going over there once and he’s drunk and grabbing the children and patting them on the head and she’s just sitting there like a block of ice with the most obvious complete contempt for him.”27 Oddly enough, one of Bill’s classmates at his next school felt the same way about Laura Burroughs. Ann Russe Prewitt said, “I never felt that Mrs Burroughs had any warmth. Mr. Burroughs, on the other hand, spent considerable time with Bill. [ … ] Someone told me that Mr. Burroughs would have Bill pick out five new words each day and then put them into several sentences until they were solidly in his vocabulary.”28


Bill’s best friend was his first cousin Prynne Hoxie, Aunt Alice’s boy, who lived nearby on Hirshman Avenue and went to the Community School. Prynne was the same age and his constant companion.29 They had a secret cry with which to identify themselves: “Woo woo whoop!” They would often go to Forest Park and fish in the pond and liked to walk along the slippery grassy banks of the River des Peres to watch for the turds to drop into the brackish yellow water from the numerous sewer pipes that lined its banks. When one shot out they would yell, “Hey looky! Someone just did it!” The River des Peres was then little more than an open sewer. Burroughs wrote, “During the summer months the smell of shit and coal gas permeated the city, bubbling up from the river’s murky depths to cover the oily iridescent surface with miasmal mists. I liked the smell myself.”30


The River des Peres flooded in August 1915, killing eleven people, destroying a thousand homes, and sweeping away three bridges. The Jefferson Memorial Building became an island in a sea of bobbing sewage. In 1919, in a scene straight out of Burroughs, during the second week of the municipal opera’s maiden season, the River des Peres again overflowed its banks, and a surging wave of fetid effluent swept into the outdoor theater, damaging the stage and routing the audience and cast of Michael William Balfe’s The Bohemian Girl. The audience scrambled for the exits screaming and shouting. A bond issue was finally passed in 1923, and over the next few years the river was buried in a twenty-nine-foot-wide, twenty-three-foot-high cement sewer pipe.


In 1919 Bill’s father bought forty acres of land on the south side of the Missouri River two miles south of the small hamlet of St. Albans, about thirty miles due west of the Central West End. He built a holiday cabin there for the family. A single-line railroad connected St. Albans with St. Louis, with a stop at Kingshighway and Audubon, a short walk from Pershing Avenue, so their country place was within easy commuting distance. In a few short miles the urban sprawl and pollution of St. Louis gave way to trees. The train approached St. Albans through thick woodland, sometimes skirting the Missouri, then passed over Tavern Creek on a high trestle before reaching the hamlet. Many of their neighbors had places there. James Grauerholz reports that Mortimer Burroughs may also have had a cabin in St. Albans itself, “for William’s memories of these summers vividly recreate the town.”31 It is St. Albans that Burroughs is remembering in The Western Lands: “In the 1920s, everyone had a farm where they would spend the weekends. I remember the Coleman lanterns that made a roaring noise, and the smell of the chemical toilets.”32


Large sections of The Place of Dead Roads are set in St. Albans,33 and the book features a map of the town, based on Burroughs’s childhood memory of the place.34 In the novel, Tavern Creek becomes “Dead Boy Creek,” and Head’s Store at the corner of St. Albans and Ridgeview Roads, in the same family since 1915, becomes “Uncle Kes’s Saloon and General Store,” the scene of a lovingly described shootout. The small town of Defiance, about four miles north of St. Albans, across the Missouri River, comes in for some rough treatment. Burroughs renames it “Jehovah”: “Their horrid church absolutely spoiled his sunsets, with its gilded spire sticking up like an unwanted erection, and Kim vowed he would see it levelled.”35 Kim laid waste the town by distributing smallpox-laced illustrated Bibles. The town and its church previously came in for opprobrium in Cities of the Red Night: “‘When the fog lifts you can see their fucking church sticking up.’ The boy spits.”36 Clearly the church irritated Burroughs enormously when he was a child.37


St. Albans was probably used mostly as a weekend retreat from St. Louis, but for their annual vacation the Burroughs family had a comfortable summer house in Harbor Beach, Michigan, on the western shore of Lake Huron, due north of Detroit. It was a small town of local residents and summer people. Bill’s parents knew people with houses on the lake. They took a train from St. Louis to Port Huron and continued to Harbor Beach by ferry. Burroughs remembered an incident on the ferry at the age of four or five when he picked up a water glass, bit a piece out of it, and spat it out. His mother later told him how astonished everyone was that he did not cut himself. Later he seemed to attract jokes involving broken glass, as David Kammerer, Lucien Carr, Dennis Evans, and Burroughs himself all had broken glass acts. Bill performed another swallowing act, as he recalled in his journals. “Now when I was four or five years old I had a little gold knife and I used to suck it for the steel taste. Folded of course the puckering steely taste. Ended up swallowing the knife but let that pass as it did three days later.”38


Bill learned to swim at an early age at Harbor Beach in the breakwater at Bathing Beach Park. It was at Harbor Beach that Mote moored his boat, a large, four-berth cabin cruiser, about fifty feet in length, with sails and an auxiliary motor. They would go out beyond the breakwater and chug along at five or six miles per hour across the lake. Mote loved to fish—it was his favorite occupation—and he passed the skill on to Bill. Harbor Beach is remembered with affection in the “From the lake, From the hill” section of Port of Saints: “The hills are very green in summer, surrounded by meadows and fields and streams with stone bridges, and further inland woods of oak and pine and birch.”39 The entire section could have come straight from a Denton Welch novel.


Though Harbor Beach was in no way a holiday camp, there was communal eating. A bell rang to tell residents to dress for dinner, and fifteen minutes later they would assemble in the dining hall. A typical Sunday menu consisted of plain mashed potatoes, fricasseed chicken, and rice. One resident got drunk and claimed that his flapjacks were soggy and slid them across the floor like curling stones. He was barred from the dining hall. Ringing the bell at the wrong time was a favorite prank of the summer children.


Bill used to go out to the end of the pier and catch a string of small rock bass and yellow perch using worms or minnows as bait. “I remember a yellow perch flapping on the pier, the stagnant water inside the breakwater where the carp lived.”40 He would ask the chef to cook them. Sometimes the family would fry the day’s catch in the cottage on a kerosene stove. Burroughs adored fresh fish, and when he eventually retired to Kansas, he bought a fishing lodge and small boat on Lone Star Lake near Lawrence.
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Burroughs’s use of the word “nostalgia” in a memoir suggests that even in 1925, when he was eleven, he already had a premonition that these carefree days were limited. “The pure pleasure of cold Whistle on a hot summer afternoon of my childhood. [ … ] Sitting on the back steps drinking Whistle at twilight on a summer evening, hearing the streetcars clang past on Euclid Avenue, I felt the excitement and nostalgia of the twenties tingling in my groin.”41 In 1925, the year that the Burroughs family moved to the suburbs, a carbonated orange soda called Whistle had been introduced by the Vess soda company of St. Louis. These were poignant moments for Burroughs: sitting on the stoop, watching the lamplighter make his rounds through the veil of smoky brown mist at dusk on the tree-lined private roads of the Central West End. Burroughs was not the only one to feel nostalgia for those days. T. S. Eliot recalled “the yellow smoke that rubs its muzzle on the window-panes,”42 and “the burnt-out ends of smoky days. / And now a gusty shower wraps / The grimy scraps / Of withered leaves about your feet / And newspapers from vacant lots.”43 However, the impact of the smog on people’s health and on the environment was disastrous, but such was the corruption and political chicanery in St. Louis that nothing was done to alleviate the situation until 1940, long after Burroughs had left home. In 1906 the Public Library had to spend $10,000 to repair smoke damage to its collection, and “sulphuric gases from smoke” were killing the trees in Forest Park, one block away. By the 1920s the botanical gardens considered moving out of town because so many plants were dying. The Burroughs family made the same decision.


Bill spent part of the summer of 1924, when he was ten, at a dude ranch in New Mexico with his mother. Valley Ranch was owned by Mr. Miller, a matchstick figure in a dark gray suit. Billy was assigned a gentle old strawberry roan named Grant. If he got lost he was told to just let Grant have his head, and he did and Grant did. The food was terrible, but occasionally Bill caught a fish and added it to the meager fare. He also caught a large centipede that he preserved in alcohol. Bill spent several summers there.


Bill first went to Los Alamos Ranch School when he was eleven. He and Mort attended summer camp there for three years running, from 1925 to 1927. Bill joined the school itself in 1929 and stayed for three years. The idea that Bill’s chronic sinus infection, no doubt caused by the filthy polluted air of St. Louis, would be improved by a summer in the West came from Dr. Eugene Senseney, who lived down the street at Pershing and Walton, and who was the doctor responsible for a botched job on Bill’s tonsils. “I came near bleeding to death from his bungling hands.”44


The family summer holiday in 1925 was, as usual, at Harbor Beach. That Christmas they spent in New York City. Bill’s Uncle Ivy had invited all his siblings to bring their families for a family reunion in his eighteen-room mansion at East 66th Street and Fifth Avenue. There were twenty-six family members at the Christmas dinner, including Bill, resentful at being dragged to New York away from his friends and who particularly disliked being ordered around by Uncle Ivy. “He was very domineering. He put us all up in this huge apartment and he would organize sightseeing.” The family were taken to see the sights, including FAO Schwarz’s famous toy shop on West 23rd Street and the Woolworth Building on Broadway, then the tallest building in the world.45 Burroughs told an interviewer, “Ivy Lee hated me on sight. He was part of that whole class of people that I was brought up with in St. Louis. And they all took one look at me and said, NO!”46




Chapter Three




A boy’s will is the wind’s will,
And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts.


—HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW, “MY LOST YOUTH”





1. Kells Elvins


The air pollution in St. Louis precipitated a flight to the suburbs by anyone who could afford it. On December 23, 1926, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch headline cracked, “Presumably the sun rose, but whether it did nobody knows.” That year Mortimer Burroughs bought five acres of land at 700 South Price Road and hired Wilbur Trueblood’s architectural firm, Trueblood and Graf, to design and build a house. Wilbur was married to Laura’s sister Kate. Bill’s natal house on what was now called Pershing Avenue was sold, but unfortunately the new house was not yet ready and the family had to spend a month living at the Fairmont Hotel, on nearby Maryland Plaza. Bill had with him his pet guinea pig, which “screamed and hollered, and the cage stunk something awful.”1


The new house at 700 South Price Road was large, with steep gray sloping roofs, double-window dormers, and three chimneys, shielded from the road by a curve in the driveway and surrounded by trees. The front door opened into the usual hall with a dining room to the left. Behind that was the kitchen and the servant quarters. To the right of the front door was the living room and above that the master bedroom with its own bathroom and a balcony opening onto the garden. The boys lived and slept at the back in a large comfortable room with windows on three sides, two beds, and two closets. On the same floor was a bathroom and a guestroom.


With five acres of garden, Bill was able to get more pets. At Pershing Avenue he had had an Irish terrier, as well as his guinea pig. Now he added a raccoon and an angora goat, which lived in a special enclosure. It was pregnant and gave birth. Bill loved the kid; he would put his hand up in a fist and the kid would butt at it.


Most of the children from the Community School continued either to the boys-only Country Day or to the coeducational John Burroughs School, named after the great naturalist, no relation. Mort went to Country Day as the John Burroughs School was only founded in 1923, the year he went to high school. The big high school football games were between John Burroughs and Country Day. Bill went to John Burroughs in the seventh grade, and Laura and Mote clearly liked the way the school was run, because they moved Mort there to join Billy, a move that was no doubt resisted by Mort, as he had always told Bill, “Call yours the Sissy School so I’ll know what you mean.” Like the Community School, it was private and progressive, with friendly teachers and no bullying. It had the added advantage of being less than half a block from where they lived, so they could walk across to it along the leafy suburban lane. Burroughs particularly remembered his Latin teachers: Mr. Baker, a supporter of the Russian experiment in communism who could be very sarcastic, and Mrs. Grossman, whom Burroughs “had some difficulties with.” Bill was sent to see the principal, Mr. Aitken, a few times but was never in serious trouble.


Burroughs has remarked on how utterly different life was in the twenties from the postwar life most of his readers knew. “If you want to get idea of what it’s like read Fitzgerald. He was born in St. Paul, Minnesota, and I think the midwestern towns, places like St. Paul, Kansas City, Cincinnati, and St. Louis, were pretty much similar.”2 It was the time before mass entertainment: when he was twelve or thirteen, Bill was sent for piano lessons with a Mrs. Stowe, where he just about learned to play the “Marseillaise,” “Frère Jacques,” and “The Last Rose of Summer.” He learned to waltz, foxtrot, tango, and to do the Charleston from a fat little man named Mr. Trimp and his plump little wife. Mechanically recorded sound was just being introduced into the home. Both cylinders and discs were available to play on your wind-up phonograph—the needle had to be changed for each playing. The movies were still silent: the first feature film with sound was The Jazz Singer, released in October 1927, but it was some time before Hollywood switched to “talkies”; Bill loved the movies and grew up with Rin Tin Tin the wonder dog, which played its first starring role in Where the North Begins in 1923. He loved the weekly serials. Other memorable films included Josef von Sternberg’s silent crime thriller Underworld with George Bancroft (1927), and Richard Barthelmess in Weary River (1929). In 1925 Bill saw Rupert Julian’s silent gothic The Phantom of the Opera: “How I loved the movies. ‘Phantom of the Opera.’ The scene where she comes up behind him while he’s playing the organ and pulls his mask off, ‘Feast your Eyes! Glut your soul on my accursed ugliness!’”3 In the 1920s there were still stage shows between the films. Bill disliked these because they went on and on and he just wanted to see the movies:




I remember now an occasion, I was with my father, a big rawboned performer got up and sang:


Sailing on


Sailing on


I am sailing on …


That was sixty-odd years ago. Where was he sailing to? I can’t remember the film but I can see him quite clearly from here. Not a young man, early to mid-forties, tall, angular, awkward, thick red wrists his sleeves too short, worn blue serge suit …


What did my father say after the show? “Big raw boned fellow …”


The full misery of the human condition hits me when I think about that long ago singer.4





St. Louis had its first radio station in 1921, and the Burroughs family had a crystal set, stringing the antenna between the trees and the house. Electric street lighting was being introduced. Horse-drawn vehicles and trolley cars filled the streets, but new forms of transport were making an appearance. One of Bill’s aunts drove an electric car; they had a single lever and went at about twenty miles per hour, but they were heavy and the battery had to be recharged at frequent intervals. In the teens, several family members had steam cars, which had the advantage over gasoline cars of being faster; they could reach sixty miles per hour. The downside was they took some time to build up a head of steam, but in the days of servants that was not a problem. Bill rode around in his aunt’s Stanley Steamer. “There was the Stanley Steamer and the White Steamer, but they were immediately knocked out by the gas car because you could just go out and start it when you wanted to whereas your steam car, you had to go out and light it and then wait about half an hour, have breakfast.”5 They stopped making steamers in the early twenties. Male members of the family drove Stutz Bearcats: “Stutz Bearcats outside, it’s the 1920s.”6 When he was old enough to drive, Mort received a Model A Duesenberg, one of the grandest, most beautiful, and expensive American cars ever built: “firefly evenings at the Bellerive Country Club [ … ] Forest Park, my brother’s silver ‘Daisy’ glinting in a distant sun.”7 Bill and Mort often visited the Forest Park Highlands, a huge funfair complete with roller coaster, shooting arcades, and the penny-arcade peep shows that appear in many of Burroughs’s later cut-ups. “By the way, B.J. what ever happened to Forest Park Highlands?” “It burned down, boss—hot peep shows in the penny arcade.”8
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It was at the Community School that Bill met Richard Kammerer and his older brother David, but he didn’t really get to know them until they were all at John Burroughs School. Richard was the same age as Burroughs, but Bill found him rather surly. He got on better with David, who was born in 1911 and was three years older. Kammerer came from the same wealthy St. Louis background as Bill: his father was a partner in the consulting engineers Von Schrenk and Kammerer. But the real friendship began later when they admitted to each other that they were gay. David enjoyed a drink, and he was energetic, charming, and the life of any party. For years they were best friends, and later they were neighbors, first in Chicago and then in New York, where David was to meet his end. Kammerer appears to have recognized a sensitivity, a vulnerability, in the younger boy that he could relate to. Although Burroughs said that he knew he was homosexual by the time he was thirteen, his early crushes and experiments were fraught with anxiety and difficulty. “At that time I was felt by the other boys to be not quite right. You’re a character, just the wrong kind.”9 He was a very insecure twelve-year-old, hovering on the brink of adolescence: “I think it was always there, at the same time being afraid of the others and apart from them, I always felt a necessity to play it cool and conceal myself. I don’t know how or at what age that it occurred to me that I was of another species. It would have occurred to me of course no matter where I lived, sooner or later. I felt inferior to other people at the same time I’d feel different from them, I’d feel better than them. It was a confused feeling. I was terribly afraid of any physical conflict.”10


Other friends met at John Burroughs included Rex Weisenberger, whose father was president of the National Association of Manufacturers. Bill often visited his home and knew his father. “He was a big fat man and successful and worked hard and right on cue dropped dead of a heart attack at fifty-five leaving his widow with the money.” Bill and Rex did a trip to Europe and North Africa in 1933 and were close friends. It was at the John Burroughs School that Burroughs met his lifelong friend and the first love of his life, albeit unconsummated—Kells Elvins. Kells lived down the road from Bill on the corner of Price and Ladue Roads. “I just fell in love with him and everyone around school said, ‘Well, you’re his slave!’” Kells was a beautiful boy, very strong though not too athletic, with curly hair and brown eyes, “Just a beautiful kid with a terrific amount of élan. [ … ] I was terribly obviously, in retrospect, attracted to him. He would take me on his lap and strum me like a banjo and I’d always get a hard-on.”11 Kells was entirely heterosexual but was prepared to tolerate Bill’s signs of affection, such as walking to school with his arm draped over his shoulder. Burroughs was fascinated by Kells’s parents, Lorrie “Lee” and Politte Elvins, because his father, who was an attorney, was clearly suffering from Tourette’s syndrome. Bill and Kells were greatly amused by Politte’s verbal incontinence, his rudeness and outrageous remarks. He was manic all the time, yelling and screaming. He once dumped a scrambled egg on the head of a waitress, claiming he’d ordered it fried. He was a tiny wreck of a man yet drove everywhere at ninety miles an hour. In Burroughs’s words, he was “a very crooked nasty lawyer, an anti-Semite. He said, ‘You know what I like about this place is the view,’ and the view was of the Jewish cemetery. He says, ‘I like to see it fill up!’”12 Elvins and Burroughs roomed together as postgraduates at Harvard. Later they went into business together as farmers in Texas, were neighbors in Mexico City, toured Morocco together, and Bill visited him in Denmark when Elvins was married to a Danish actress.


“It was Lee Elvins who said I had the look of someone who would snap or take flight,” said Burroughs. “It was Lee Elvins who said, ‘That kid looks like a sheep-killin’ dog. He’s got an evasive, mean look.’”13 This phrase was taken up and run with by Burroughs, who used it in a number of texts. Burroughs remembered many of these cutting remarks for the rest of his life, and modified and repeated them until they were drained of venom by constant use. They made very good performance pieces. Another unkind remark, endlessly reworked by Burroughs, was made by Mrs. Senseney, the wife of the doctor who botched Bill’s tonsils, when Bill was thirteen. “She was a St. Louis matron, very poised and smug, very nasty. I was thin, she said to Dave Kammerer, ‘Well listen, if you want to get ahead socially, get rid of him, it’s a walking corpse!’ ‘It’s a walking corpse!’ she said. I said, when I heard of her death, ‘It isn’t every corpse than can walk. Her’s can’t.’ Old bitch.”14


2. Meet the Johnson Family


A whole beguiling new world was opened up for Burroughs when he read You Can’t Win by Jack Black, the autobiography of a former burglar, drug addict, and railroad hobo published in 1926. He had not known that such a life existed and was immediately intrigued. It had such a lasting impact upon him that he was able to quote passages verbatim fifty years later. It was set in that forgotten era between the days of the Wild West and the development of the big metropolitan cities, between the death of Jesse James and the rise of Al Capone. “It fascinated me and I thought it would be great to be a burglar. I saw all these furtive seedy rooming houses. I got so much from that book, Salt Chunk Mary was one of his characters. The whole idea of the Johnson Family comes from there.”15 He read and reread it, indulging in an adolescent nostalgie de la boue, longing for this other world of cheap hotels, smoky bars, pool halls, whorehouses, and opium dens, of cat burglars and hobo jungles. He wanted to be one of the Johnson Family, the good bums and thieves with a code of honorable conduct in direct contrast to the venal, corrupt, hypocritical behavior of people like Uncle Ivy or the parents of most of his friends. He became fascinated by gangsters and romanticized them. In a naïve attempt to emulate them Bill, Kells Elvins, and a friend, Richard Cameron, broke into an abandoned factory and smashed all the windows. They were caught and the man who owned the factory made a claim for damages amounting to about fifty dollars apiece. Bill’s father paid up, and Cameron’s father paid, but Politte contested the amount, insisting that the factory was already in decrepit condition, getting Kells to photograph the damage, and was so obdurate that the factory owner gave up.


Bill continued to write stories, mostly lurid adventure tales of derring-do, gothic horror, or westerns that were read aloud in class. Sometimes he wrote more philosophical essays, such as his first published work, “Personal Magnetism,” which appeared in the February 1929 issue of the John Burroughs Review, about sending two dollars for instructions on “how to control others at a glance.” His interest in control systems appeared early on.


The 1927 St. Louis tornado made a big impression on him. On September 29, the sky turned black and green and Bill was standing in the entrance to the boys’ locker room when he saw a bolt of lightning strike the cornice of the school, knocking off bricks. The children ran through the corridors, screaming hysterically. Then the phone calls from concerned parents began, but no one in the school was hurt. In St. Louis itself the scene was very different; seventy-nine people were killed and over 550 injured. The fronts were torn off whole rows of buildings, leaving their interiors exposed, cars were flipped over, trees uprooted, telephone poles became javelins as the tornado cut a swath through the West End. It was left looking like a scene from a Great War battlefront, with houses reduced to rubble and tram lines twisted into bizarre sculptures. James Grauerholz points out that tornadoes appear throughout Burroughs’s later work, “usually with a frisson of sexual excitement.”16


That year Bill attended summer camp at Los Alamos with Mort, and they all made a family trip to France, staying in Paris, then spending two weeks in Cannes on the Riviera. Bill enjoyed himself immensely. It was his first trip abroad. The next year they remained in the States, with a family holiday in a rented house on the beach near La Jolla, California, and an extended period at the family summer cabin in St. Albans. As well as fishing, Bill was also keen on hunting for food: shooting quail or duck that he was going to eat was not a problem for him. Burroughs loved his food, and his books are filled with descriptions of meals and feasts: the fish he caught in Lake Huron; the preparation of a dish; how Virginia ham comes from hogs fed on peanuts; caviar. He became something of a gourmet.


Bill and all of his friends had chemistry sets, wooden boxes with little compartments filled with chemicals. He would pour ammonia over iodide crystals to make ammonium iodide. This compound, when it dries, is so sensitive that a fly will explode it. “I remember how I used to while away the long 1920’s afternoons with sugar sprinkled around little heaps of ammonium iodide waiting for the flies to explode in little puffs of purple vapor.”17 Bill and his friends all made black powder, which they would put in boxes and throw, causing a loud explosion. When he was fourteen, he was at work in the basement of Price Road and had carefully packed a mixture of potassium chlorate and red phosphorus into a box. He was putting the top on when the friction caused the chemicals to explode, shredding his left hand. His father, who was working with his tools in the next room, rushed in, quickly wrapped his hand in a cloth, and drove him straight to the nearest hospital emergency room in University City. He was operated on by Dr. Masters, who spent two hours carefully removing the wooden splinters from his damaged hand. The injury was so serious that Bill remained in hospital for six weeks with his hands bandaged; in the days before penicillin there was a terrible danger of infection, which could have resulted in gangrene and amputation. Changing the dressings was terribly painful. Bill’s father came to see him every day. It was a bad injury, and Bill was exempt from gym and athletics for a year. Dr. Masters told Bill’s parents that he had given him “nearly an adult dose of morphine,” something that stuck in Bill’s mind.


The explosion and hospitalization transformed Bill from being a very talkative boy to a very reserved one; a profound character change. This change suggests that six weeks of enforced idleness and boredom brought about a sudden self-awareness; most people have an adolescent epiphany, a conscious moment when they realize they are the person looking through their eyes at the world, that they are on a small planet revolving in the middle of infinity. Being alone in hospital appears to have undermined Bill’s unconditional acceptance of the all-encompassing bourgeois value system he grew up with. Suddenly finding himself outside it showed it was fallible and not permanent, fixed. He was alone with his thoughts, his experience of the green reindeer and his visions. He became afraid of the dark and kept a pair of brass knuckle dusters beneath his pillow at night. He always had sinus trouble and when he had a fever often saw animals in the wall; Laura thought nothing of this because she also had fever visions. In Burroughs’s own cosmology, the damage to his hand would have provided an entry port for the Ugly Spirit. Self-awareness came with recognition of the Ugly Spirit. It was, incidentally, the same hand that he later mutilated by cutting off part of his finger in a psychotic episode.


The family had enjoyed themselves so much on their 1927 visit to France that in 1929 they did it again, in greater style. After staying in a luxury hotel in Paris they hired a touring car and a chauffeur and visited the sights. They toured the châteaux of the Loire, which Bill found boring, though some of them had moats where he could fish while his parents inspected the staterooms. They drove through the high Pyrenees and across to the Riviera, where they spent two weeks in a grand hotel on the Croisette in Cannes, where all Bill had to do was cross the road to the beach. He used to hire a kayak and row out to sea. In the evening they dined at all the expensive gourmet restaurants.
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Bill and Mort had attended the Los Alamos Ranch School summer camp for three years running, 1925, 1926, and 1927, so the school pitched for them to attend full-time. The director, Albert James Connell, spent much of his vacations traveling the country, meeting with parents, hoping to persuade them of the benefits of sending their boys to his rugged, outdoor-life school, which also happened to be the most expensive school in the United States: $2,400 a year, double the cost of the prestigious eastern schools. After three summers, Connell knew Bill’s parents quite well, which must be how he came to be left at Price Road with Bill when he was in St. Louis recruiting. Burroughs remembered an extraordinary story, which we must assume is true: “I was left in the rather dubious company of Mr. Connell. He says, ‘I’d like to see this gibbon stripped!’ In my own house. Nobody was there.” Bill obediently went to his room and took off his clothes. “God, it’s enough to make you puke when you think back on it.” Bill got a hard-on. “He wanted me to get a hard-on, so I did. He then says, ‘Do you play with it gibbon? Do you play with it till it goes off?’ and all this creepy talk, oh my God. He made no effort to touch my prick or anything like that. ‘Well, have you ever done this with other boys?’ And I hadn’t. But I remember after he left and everything, that I was thinking that idea of doing it with other boys would seem to me the most exciting thing. I remember I was coming back [from school] and I was walking up the hill and I got a hard-on thinking about it.”18


In the summer of 1930, Bill, his father, and a guide made a canoe trip in Minnesota, up near the Canadian border, crossing through lakes, back and forth across the border, which was not controlled in those days, just fishing for bass and pike, exploring and seeing the sights. They continued on to Missoula, Montana, where they met up with some of Mote’s friends from St. Louis and then took a pack trip up into the mountains, once again with a guide, fly-fishing for Dolly Varden, a large salmon trout.19 Bill caught them up to six pounds. The fishing was too easy, since the streams had not been fished; he threw in his line and pulled out a fish. The limit then was twenty-five a day. He and his father built a smokehouse and smoked some of their catch, they had so many. Then, at the end of the summer, Bill was enrolled in Los Alamos Ranch School. He was sixteen.




Chapter Four




Far away and high on the mesa’s crest. Here’s the life that all of us love the best. Los Al-amos.


—LOS ALAMOS RANCH SCHOOL SONG





1. “I Know What’s Best for Boys!”


“Boys become men more easily when separated from oversolicitous mothers” was the motto of Ashley Pond, who founded the Los Alamos Ranch School in 1917. Pond believed that the rough outdoor life was just what the pampered children of the rich needed. He was succeeded by Albert James Connell, known to everyone as “the Boss,” who recognized that these boys were not destined to be farmhands but to run the large prestigious corporations that their fathers owned, and that consequently the school should prepare them for the top universities. The boys stopped doing all the manual labor and staff was brought in to do it. Lawrence Hitchcock ran the academic program and Connell took care of business, recruitment, discipline, and field expeditions such as the overnight excursions to the high valleys and full-day Saturday trips. Connell discouraged married teachers—he wanted an all-male society—however, Pond’s daughter Peggy and her husband, the science teacher Fermor Church, lived there with their three children. Half the day was taken up by studies and the other half by scouting activities. Many of Connell’s ideas were taken on board by Burroughs, such as that there was no such thing as an accident: if something went wrong, it was someone’s fault, probably yours. As an adult Burroughs found amusement in Connell’s frequently used line, “I know what’s best for boys!”


Every month all the boys were subject to naked physical examinations in the nurse’s office by two of the teachers. They were weighed and measured to see how much they had grown and to check their muscle tone. Connell took a close personal interest in this and was almost always there to supervise, touching their arms, chests, and buttocks though never anywhere else. His sexual interest in boys was generally recognized by the staff and boys, and many of the masters were concerned by it.1 “A closet queer, not so goddamn closet either. A. J. Connell. Confirmed bachelor my dear, confirmed. He had decided that this was all wrong. But he was very superior for having these tendencies and not giving in to them,”2 Burroughs opined.


When they arrived at Lamy, New Mexico, the boys were met by the school station wagon and driven across the arroyo and up the switchback turns of the bumpy dirt road cut into the solid tuff of the canyon, emerging eventually on the Los Alamos mesa like something in a western movie. Los Alamos is named after the few cottonwood trees that manage to grow on the Pajarito Plateau (it translates as “little bird”), part of the volcanic Jemez mountain range. Gore Vidal, who attended Los Alamos ten years after Burroughs, wrote, “As they approached the top of the mesa, the road became narrow and rocky. Tall juniper bushes on every side and the air sage-scented.”3 The station wagon bumped across the desert, finally arriving at the Big House, a large three-story pine-log structure with a high roof and a veranda supported by smooth round wooden columns. In the distance the Sangre de Cristo Mountains glowed red in the lowering sun.


New arrivals were weighed and inspected by Connell, who assigned them by size and physical development to one of the four patrols, Piñon, Juniper, Fir, and Spruce (older boys); forty-four boys altogether in khaki Boy Scout shirts and short shorts. There were three sleeping verandas on the top floor of the Big House, unheated roofless terraces where the boys slept all year round, with removable awnings that could be lowered in case of rain or snow and screens around them to stop wind. The nights were cool in summer but freezing in winter. There were shower stalls on the ground and third floor, but the boys dressed as soon as they got up and showered later, usually after being outside all day. There was just one toilet on each floor. Connell, Hitchcock, and a number of the other masters had rooms on the second floor of Fuller Lodge, but an unmarried master usually slept on each of the three porches with the boys. He did, however, have an adjoining room to retreat to if he required privacy. Bill had a room that he shared with another boy in Spruce cottage with a sleeping porch attached, but sometimes up to eight boys could be sleeping on the porch.


Lessons were held on the ground floor of the Big House. The ground floor of Fuller Lodge housed the kitchen and large dining room, one end of which had a stage for theatrical productions. Once a year they performed a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta, which called for considerable rehearsal and stage work. Burroughs played the lead role of A. E. Scott-Fortescue, “the Toff,” in A Night at an Inn by Lord Dunsany. He particularly enjoyed it because he had to flourish his .32 revolver and act the hard man. Occasionally the room was cleared and the girls from Santa Fe’s Brownmoor School for Girls or from Bishop’s Lodge were invited up for a dance. There was a trading post that sold clothes, ammo, toiletries, and candy: Milky Way, Baby Ruth, Oh Henry!, Hershey Bars and Mars Bars and Denver Maid, chocolate with a pink crème center. O’Connell ordered Life Savers for the whole school by mail.


The Big House and Fuller Lodge were surrounded by ground staff quarters for the forty or more workers at the school, a huge barn, a guest-house, huts and storage sheds, and the corrals that stabled the sixty riding and ten workhorses that served the ranch. Each boy had a horse assigned to him. On riding days they had to catch their horse—Bill had a strawberry roan—saddle it up, and curry it down afterward. Burroughs often rode bareback “just for laziness. [ … ] I could stay on, riding along, galloping, trying to hang on to the horse. I fell off a couple of times.”4 There was a ski lift and in the winter months they did ski-oring, towed behind a horse like waterskiing except on snow. Bill liked that.


The school day began at 6:30 a.m.,5 and at 6:45 sharp the boys did calisthenics on the exercise field outside, push-ups and jumps; if it had been snowing Connell always made sure the field was shoveled clear. If you wanted to get up earlier and work that was permitted. Breakfast was at 7:00 a.m., then beds were made according to Connell’s strict regulations. Classes were from 7:40 a.m. until 1:00 p.m. Study hall was at 5:00 p.m., followed by dinner at 6:00, more study, and early to bed. Sometimes movies were shown in the Big House after dinner. A priest would come and talk to them on Sundays in the main lodge. The school library was equipped with the complete Yale Shakespeare, one volume for each play, and all the standard classics.


English, French, Latin, history, mathematics, and chemistry were taught at a number of different levels, and each of the forty-six boys had an individually determined timetable according to his age and ability. Lawrence Hitchcock taught Latin; he was a traditionalist who believed that Latin was essential for speaking and writing English. Fermor Church taught algebra; he was a good teacher but Bill had a blind spot against it. Someone named Waring taught French, but didn’t really know the language. The English teachers changed frequently; one named Mr. Chase taught Browning, Shakespeare, David Hume, and the classics. “I was very into it.” Bill would escape to his room, light incense, lean against the radiator, play records, and read the Haldeman-Julius Little Blue Books: Guy de Maupassant, Anatole France, Remy de Gourmont, Baudelaire, Oscar Wilde’s Dorian Gray, and others. Periodically Connell would come around and confiscate some of them as being unfit to read. “Insufferable man!”6


Lunch at 1:00 p.m. was the main meal, followed by a half-hour siesta. The food was homegrown and extremely healthy; they had a big vegetable garden and Bill particularly liked a cornmeal cereal made from blue corn. They kept chickens to eat and for their eggs and there was a dairy that provided both milk and fresh beef. They kept their own pigs. Bill recalled throwing them a dead rabbit, of which they ate every morsel. On Monday afternoon the boys mostly did maintenance work, “community service,” rolling the tennis courts, weeding the garden. The boys had to do one hundred hours during their time there, which Burroughs thought was pointless. He thought the Mexican staff should do the jobs. The other weekday afternoons were spent on horseback riding and athletics, sports such as boxing or tennis. Or the boys could go to the range and shoot. Bill arranged shooting expeditions. He had a .32 Smith & Wesson with a four-inch barrel that he bought secondhand from a mail-order catalog for fifteen dollars when he was fifteen. Anyone could order guns through the mail. Other boys had .25 automatics, .22 Woodsmans, and one boy had a .38 Colt Long. There was not a lot of interest in shooting, but Bill was usually able to get a group of four or five boys to go out. The guns were kept in a locked drawer in the counselor’s room but ammo could be bought from the trading post.


On Saturday the whole school went on an all-day horseback excursion starting at 8:00 a.m. When they reached their destination they cooked their meals in groups of two or three, usually steak and baked potatoes with blueberry jam and bread. Connell had his methods, and if anyone used anything other than glowing coals and got soot on their mess tins from an open flame there was trouble. They were taught to toast marshmallows to a golden brown but never let them catch fire.7


The trips were sometimes extended to an overnight camping expedition to Camp May, up near the Jemez crest, the men and boys leading a trail of ranch hands with a mule train of tents and supplies. Connell ran around screaming and hollering at the boys as they attempted to erect their tents, hindering more than helping. At night, seated around a roaring campfire, Connell would lead the storytelling and singing. In the mountains there were deer, black bear, coyote, raccoons, skunks, and gophers, and a few mountain lions and rattlesnakes. Bill used a box trap to catch animals, and had several chipmunks for pets. Sometimes there were swimming parties to hot springs and to the nearby Rio Grande, but the boys generally resisted such trips because Connell liked to share a bed with the prettiest boy and had been known to make advances to them.


Despite the school’s location, Native American history was not on the syllabus. In front of Fuller Lodge were the visible remains of an eight-hundred-year-old Pueblo Indian ruin, but it was not excavated until after Burroughs’s time there. Sometimes the Indians from San Ysidro were invited to the ranch to perform their traditional dances, dressed in their totemic eagle costumes, but the school did not include their story in their history studies. Burroughs always thought it was a missed opportunity that the school did not teach the Spanish language or Mexican cooking, as the ground staff would have made good teachers and the chefs were all Latinos.


In February, not long after his seventeenth birthday, his mother came to visit and took Bill and a school friend into Santa Fe for a day’s outing. In his avid study of gangster books Bill had come across knockout drops—chloral hydrate—and managed to slip, undetected, into a drugstore and buy some. A few days later he took an almost lethal dose and finished up in the school infirmary. His explanation was simply that he wanted to see how it worked. It was his first investigation of mind-altering drugs, albeit a very crude one.


There was one strange episode where Bill hanged one of the teachers in effigy. Henry Bosworth was the algebra teacher, a heavyset sergeant type with very intense, hypnotic brown eyes. He hated Bill on sight even though Bill was not in his class. It manifested in many small ways. On a mountain walk they disturbed a yellowjackets’ nest and Bill was stung four times on his back. Bosworth had medicine for insect stings in his backpack but would not help him. Once at shooting practice, Bill hit the target and Bosworth didn’t. Bosworth was always insulting Bill, calling him a “worthless little punk.” Bill hung a two-foot-high plaster-of-Paris figure of a Boy Scout by a noose over the fireplace with a sign saying, “Bozzy bitch goddamn him!” Before Bill’s guilt was detected, Bosworth was dismissed: he had been fooling around with three brothers, and they reported him to Connell. Bill once saw his cock sticking out of his pajamas when he was roughhousing with another boy. He had to go. Connell finally found out that the effigy was by Bill and summoned him to the office. He said it might have been grounds for expulsion, but queried, “Why did you have to make it so vulgar?”


Twice a week Connell made trips to Santa Fe and the specially chosen would accompany him, usually the older children of the richest parents, who could act as drivers. They would stay at the Hotel La Fonda, the adobe-style inn on the plaza. During one of these trips Bill wrote a pulp fiction story on hotel notepaper. It concerned four jolly murderers:




A middle aged couple very brash and jolly …


“Sure on I’d kill my own grandmother just for a little kale.” “We have regular rates of course …” the woman observed tartly.


A soft plump pearl gray man stands there with a sickly smile. He is flanked by a skull face Mexican also smiling.8





The Mexican reappeared years later as Tio Mate in The Wild Boys. Other characters were developed: there was a vicious old tycoon who kept pretending to die and listening to what people said about him, then leaping up out of bed and cutting people out of his will. The old tycoon later became Mr. Hart in Ah Puch Is Here. Bill read Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray and “soon languid young aristocrats were making epigrams on my pages.”9
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Bill had a crush on one of the other boys, William Russell Fawcett: “you align yourselves to people you feel attracted to in some way or another. He was [nice-looking] he had pimples, I find pimples quite attractive. [ … ] we did actually jack off together under the sheets with flashlights on. [ … ] Then he said that he thought that this was all wrong. He said ‘I think you are going to be the sort of person that will be revolted by a naked woman.’ He finally got to hating me completely. [ … ] You see with boys like Kells and Russell Fawcett when I was attracted to them, I became extremely subservient and actually made myself an object of contempt to the boy. For being so much more interested in him than he was in me. Abject. It was horrid! It was horrible, I don’t blame them.”10


In the end it was Fawcett who was the cause of Burroughs leaving the school. Bill had known he was homosexual since he was thirteen, but didn’t know how to do anything about it as he seemed attracted to heterosexual boys. Burroughs wrote that he “formed a romantic attachment for one of the boys at Los Alamos and kept a diary of this affair that was to put me off writing for many years. Even now I blush to remember its contents.”11 Home for the Easter vacation in 1931, he convinced his family that his feet were giving him pain. They were unusually long, and later when he lived in London he had shoes specially made to fit him. He managed to persuade his parents to let him stay home. He then told his mother that he felt miserable because he had a fixation on a boy at school and the boy had become “very hostile.” He was very unhappy there and just wanted to leave. His mother was terribly upset and traveled to New Mexico with Bill to talk to Connell about it. Connell agreed that it would be best if Bill withdrew from the school. He left two months early, after staying on long enough to appear in a dramatic production he had rehearsed.


Laura was very understanding about it, but to her homosexuality was a terrible, frightening illness. She said, “We’ll send you to a doctor who will fix this up. We’ll spend every penny if necessary!” They got back to St. Louis and she sent Bill to a psychiatrist friend of theirs, Dr. Sidney Schwab, for a psychiatric evaluation. “We talked a little bit about the Greeks and decided that it wasn’t to be taken too seriously, and he assured my mother that it was a phase and that I would grow out of it. He was a nice enough old man.”12


This first encounter with the official opprobrium toward homosexuality from school, family, and the object of his affection unnerved Burroughs and contributed to his future secrecy about his sexual inclinations: the development of his persona as el hombre invisible was all to do with his fear of exposure and his horror of being the object of contempt and ridicule. The school packed his things, including the incriminating diary, and sent them to him. “I used to turn cold thinking that maybe the boys are reading it aloud to each other. When the box finally arrived I pried it open and threw everything out until I found the diary and destroyed it forthwith without a glance at the appalling pages. [ … ] The act of writing had become embarrassing, disgusting, and above all, false. It was not the sex in the diary that embarrassed me it was the terrible falsity of the emotions expressed. The sight of my words on a page sickened me and this continued until 1938. I had written myself an eight year sentence.”13


Bill’s two years at Los Alamos made a huge impression upon him, featuring in many of his utopian fantasies about all-male societies, particularly in The Wild Boys. After Bill left the school, Connell visited St. Louis and they had dinner. Some years later Bill drove out to Santa Fe and spent several days on the ranch; old boys were always welcome. The school came to an abrupt end, however. One spring morning in 1942 a small reconnaissance aircraft circled around and around the ranch. Con-nell knew something was up, as only the military could afford to use that much aircraft fuel in wartime. Then they received two visitors: Dr. J. Robert Oppenheimer and General Leslie Groves carrying a set of plans. The school was requisitioned, sentries were posted all around, and a team of scientists moved in. It was at Los Alamos that the atomic bomb was invented. “It seemed so right somehow,” wrote Burroughs.14
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Back in St. Louis Bill spent two months at the Evans Tutoring school. That summer he went on a fishing holiday with his father and older brother, which he assumed was intended to make him more “manly.” In fact, this was an activity Burroughs loved, and not just on vacation. He would sometimes tag along with a group of rabbit hunters often including his brother, Mort. Max Putzel, one of the group, remembered, “One evening, we drove down to an estate in the Ozarks in an ancient Cadillac town car likewise belonging to a prosperous St. Louis attorney, the father of our host. Avid for sport, we were armed not only with shotguns but with assorted target pistols and drove merrily down the mud highways, stopping from time to time to drink from a large tea kettle of sour wine known as ‘Dago red.’ We pulled up at a tavern near Kimmswick, unaware that it had been the scene of a hold-up a few days earlier. Unwilling to leave our weapons in the car, we toted them along—five boys with guns, puzzled at the hostility of the host and customers at the bar. The only game we encountered that weekend were two miserable possums treed the next night and happily presented to a tenant farmer partial to fatty meat. The shotguns accounted for one rattlesnake and, I believe, a copperhead cornered near the entrance to a cave.”15


In the fall of 1931 Burroughs started at the Taylor School. Edgar Curtis “Joe” Taylor was a faculty member of Washington University in St. Louis and saw the need for a small private school for boys that would parallel the East Coast preparatory schools. In 1930 he opened the Taylor School in a fourteen-room house on North Central Avenue to teach grades six through twelve. At its maximum capacity the school had fifty students, and gave individual tuition with classes limited to four or five students per class. It had only been open a year when Burroughs joined. He was not impressed by Taylor. “He was a Rhodes scholar, real bumptious. I didn’t like him at all, he was a hustler. But the school was alright, he got some good teachers in.” Taylor employed staff from Washington University, including an excellent English teacher called Jellinek who had a deep understanding of literature and was able to communicate it to Burroughs. Thanks to him Burroughs was able to quote at length from Milton, Wordsworth, and Shakespeare throughout his life. “He was a terrifically good teacher. He told me once, ‘I know you despise Joe Taylor, I can see it in your face,’ but he said, ‘Don’t despise him, he’s hooked, he’s got a wife and kids, don’t you understand?’”16 Bill got good grades on the college board and graduated in the spring of 1932 and was able to go on to Harvard.


Even then Burroughs saw beyond the surface of things, and sensed the dread beneath the veneer. Years later he wrote, “When I lived in St. Louis and drove home past the bare clay of subdivided lots, here and there houses set down on platforms of concrete in the mud, play-houses of children who look happy and healthy but empty horror and panic in clear gray-blue eyes, and when I drove by the subdivisions always felt impact in stomach of final loneliness and despair.”17


2. Billy Bradshinkel


After a summer in Majorca with the family, where Bill enjoyed some serious swimming and diving, he went up to Harvard. Prohibition was still in force when Bill arrived, and he and his friends used to make bathtub gin. Grain alcohol was not hard to get and you just bought flavorings to add to it, usually “gin” (juniper berry juice) or “whiskey,” and added water. The results were terrible, but drinkable if you added plenty of soda or quinine water or mixed it with fruit juice. Prohibition was repealed on December 5, 1933, with the passage of the Twenty-First Amendment. There had been plenty of speakeasies in St. Louis, one of which held special memories for Bill: “I remembered a prohibition era road house of my adolescence and the taste of gin rickeys in a mid west summer. (Oh my God! And the August moon in a violet sky and Billy Bradshinkel’s cock. How sloppy can you get?) [ … ] P.S. Billy Bradshinkel got to be such a nuisance I finally had to kill him.”18


James Grauerholz has provided persuasive proof that Billy Bradshinkel was in reality Prynne Hoxie, Bill’s first cousin, neighbor, and his best friend at John Burroughs School.19 The dates fit, as does Burroughs’s use of the material. It is a convincing portrait of eighteen-year-old Burroughs’s confused emotional state as he grows into manhood and prepares for Harvard.




The first time was in my model A after the Spring prom. Billy with his pants down to his ankles and his tuxedo shirt still on, and jissom all over the car seat. Later I was holding his arm while he vomited in the car headlights, looking young and petulant with his blond hair mussed standing there in the warm Spring wind. Then we got back in the car and turned the lights off and I said, “Let’s again.”


And he said, “No we shouldn’t.”


And I said, “Why not?” and by then he was excited too so we did it again, and I ran my hands over his back under his tuxedo shirt and held him against me and felt the long baby hairs of his smooth cheek against mine and he went to sleep there and it was getting light when we drove home.


After that in the car several times and one time his family was away and we took off all our clothes and afterwards I watched him sleeping like a baby with his mouth a little open.


[ … ]


I remember the last time I saw Billy was in October of that year. One of those sparkling blue days you get in the Ozarks in Autumn. We had driven out into the country to hunt squirrels with my .22 single shot, and walked through the autumn woods without seeing anything to shoot at and Billy was silent and sullen and we sat on a log and Billy looked at his shoes and finally told me he couldn’t see me again (notice I am sparing you the falling leaves).


“But why Billy? Why?”


“Well if you don’t know I can’t explain it to you. Let’s go back to the car.”


We drove back in silence and when we came to his house he opened the door and got out. He looked at me for a second as if he was going to say something then turned abruptly and walked up the flagstone path to his house. I sat there for a minute looking at the closed door. Then I drove home feeling numb. When the car was stopped in the garage I put my head down on the wheel sobbing and rubbing my cheek against the steel spokes. Finally Mother called to me from an upstairs window was anything wrong and why didn’t I come in the house. So I wiped the tears off my face and went in and said I was sick and went upstairs to bed. Mother brought me a bowl of milk toast on a tray but I couldn’t eat any and cried all night.


After that I called Billy several times on the phone but he always hung up when he heard my voice. And I wrote him a long letter which he never answered. Three months later when I read in the paper he had been killed in a car wreck and Mother said, “Oh that’s the Bradshinkel boy. You used to be such good friends didn’t you?”


I said, “Yes Mother” not feeling anything at all.





Prynne had been killed in the early hours of Monday, December 17, in New York City when the car he was in swerved to avoid wet trolley tracks and struck a pillar. There were four other Princeton students in the car. Later that day, Bill’s father cabled Harvard to ask that his son be excused from classes for three days, December 19–21, to attend Prynne’s funeral in St. Louis on Thursday, December 20, 1934.


Homosexuality was so forbidden that many people, like Bill’s grandmother, had never even heard of it. His sense of alienation and being different put him into a mental turmoil. He didn’t know “why I couldn’t go out and get boys, which I didn’t at all … I just somehow didn’t know how to do it! It wasn’t a question of being forbidden. I was scared of everything, practically, and no wonder.”20




Chapter Five




Veritas





1. Harvard


It was the done thing for someone of Burroughs’s class and background to go to Harvard, but he had not reckoned with the attitude of the boys from the East Coast prep schools who wanted nothing to do with him. He was unable to get into a club; “those were a very snobbish thing, they were all people from the eastern prep schools. They got into the clubs and other people didn’t and that was that.”1 He could have involved himself in the Harvard Advocate, the Lampoon, or the Crimson, the daily student newspaper, but chose not to, nor did he join the Dramatic Club. The 1932 Harvard academic year began on September 25. Burroughs lived at Straus dormitory in room D-41, a new block in Old Yard, overlooking Massachusetts Avenue and Harvard Square. The suites had wood-burning living room fireplaces and the use of a mahogany-paneled common room furnished with leather armchairs and oriental rugs. It was a world away from the Ranch School’s outdoor bedrooms. He ate at the Freshman Commons and joined the Harvard Coop to buy his books and equipment. Freshmen were required to do at least one afternoon a week of athletic activity. Burroughs did swimming and individual sculling. He loved swimming; he was buoyant and able to lie still in the water without sinking. He complained that there was nowhere to do target practice, but he could have joined the Harvard Rifle Club, which had facilities for pistol shooting at their Walnut Hill Range in Woburn.2 He sometimes saw movies, still mostly silent, such as Charles Chaplin’s The Floorwalker, at the large Common Room of the Freshman Union. Mostly he spent his time reading until the Widener Library closed at six.


Burroughs delved into witchcraft and Tibetan tantricism and read numerous books on the subject. His professor, George Lyman Kittredge, had published Witchcraft in Old and New England three years before, and Burroughs also read his Notes on Witchcraft (1907). “I was interested in any kind of witchcraft and the occult to learn more about my own visions. If your totem animal is a deer, this will be revealed in a vision of a deer. Now that means for one thing you’re not allowed to kill the totem animal. Technically you shouldn’t eat the totem animal, but I have eaten venison frequently, but I would never kill a deer. My other vision was of little men playing in the blockhouse. I think of these in cinematographic terms: one is slow-down, and one is speed-up. The little men were moving fast, speeded-up; the deer was in that slow-down medium.”3 He read The Tibetan Book of the Dead in the W. Y. Evans-Wentz translation and Sir John Woodroffe’s translation of the Mahanirvana Tantra. His mother had introduced him to the Buddhist concept of the Four Noble Truths in their long talks together (she later gave him her copy of Siddhartha by Hermann Hesse, published in 1951). He was years ahead of Ginsberg and Kerouac in his study of Buddhism, but though he was interested in many of the ideas, he rejected Buddhism as requiring too much scholarly study for an individual from a Western background. He studied astrology and took up yoga, sometimes locking himself in his room for several days. Friends heard him mumbling to himself, and Bill told Bill Gilmore it was subvocal speech, part of his yoga training. He had a French book describing various forms of torture and delighted in shocking people with it and explaining in detail what went on in medieval torture chambers. Many of the Radcliffe women found this objectionable.


The biggest subject of debate on campus at the time was communism and the “Russian experiment”; all the Harvard bookshops were filled with books about it. The idea never appealed to Burroughs at all; in fact, as he put it, “I was never tempted by any political program. [ … ] I don’t want to hear about the fucking masses and I never did.”4


Burroughs was an English major. He graduated with honors and got an A in every course. “I’ve never seen a course that I couldn’t pass the exams with an A after three days’ study. My technique was to memorize certain sections so I could quote them verbatim. So there was just nothing to it when it came to getting ready for an exam, it was a snap.”5 He went to hardly any lectures, nor was he required to attend classes. He was taught ethnology by Carlton Coombe, who concentrated on the most sensational things like homosexuality and anything of a violent nature to make his lessons entertaining. Burroughs thought Professor Greenhaup’s lectures on seventeenth-century literature were the dullest he had ever heard, but went to everything by John Livingston Lowes, who wrote The Road to Xanadu. Another professor whose lectures he found to be a real pleasure was the young Bartlett Jere Whiting, who taught his Chaucer course. “He was marvelous!” Burroughs attended Kittredge’s lectures on Shakespeare and delighted at his showmanship: Kittredge started his class on the dot and did not tolerate coughing or sneezing. At the end of a talk he would come down from the platform, still talking, and deliver his last lines from the door just as the bell rang. Kittredge assigned a lot to be learned by heart, several hundred lines for an exam, and Burroughs remembered them all his life. When he published The Exterminator in 1960, he provided an epigram for the title page. Though misquoting (not corrected by the publisher), he pulled from memory an apposite line from The Rehearsal by George Villiers, Second Duke of Buckingham, published in 1672.


T. S. Eliot was the Charles Eliot Norton Professor of Poetry during 1932–33 and delivered eight lectures under the general title “The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism.” Burroughs attended one of them. “He had a very conservative attitude but well presented, and he was quite humorous and knew how to talk. Very dignified, very decorous, he gave teas every week that were open to the undergraduates as part of his duties, but for some reason I never went.”


Harvard could have been a lonely place; it was possible to stay in your rooms and be completely isolated. Fortunately Bill knew a half dozen or more people. At Harvard he was reunited with Kells Elvins, who had gone from the John Burroughs School to the University of Missouri and then transferred to Harvard. But Kells was living off campus; he had married a red-haired woman named Brick (“Brick top”) Orwig after getting her pregnant, and the couple lived with their son, Peter. Several of Bill’s other classmates from John Burroughs were also there, including Jay Rice, who also went to Los Alamos and whose parents owned a large department store in St. Louis; and Eugene Angert, a beautiful fragile boy who became a hopeless schizophrenic. Angert had already begun to display the symptoms that would eventually hospitalize him. He was sent to the Blaine Sanatorium outside Boston, where Burroughs visited him several times, but by then his conversation did not make much sense and he giggled compulsively.


Bill’s brother, Mort, also arrived at Harvard. He had gone to Princeton and studied architecture in Paris before taking an architecture course at Harvard. Bill saw him once a week for dinner. “Mort was much more interesting in those days, he even read some. We talked about Freud and neurosis and psychoanalysis, things like that. But as time went on he became less and less interested in anything. Morose, sort of sullen. Not at all fun.”6 Bill’s friends called his brother Glum Burroughs because he was so dour. Mort graduated but never practiced architecture. He married Miggie when he was twenty-three, got a job with Emerson Electric in St. Louis as a draftsman working initially on the B-17 Flying Fortress bomber aircraft, and stayed there for the rest of his life until he retired. “My brother is a cipher, a blank, a zero. We had some talks about the past and about this nurse that we had together and things like that, but if I ever got close to anything that would mean anything he would immediately break off the conversation.”7 Mort had no small talk and little sense of humor; nothing seemed to really interest him except his family and fishing. “He was a pretty square, regular sort of a guy, so we didn’t have all that much in common. He couldn’t read my books.”8


In 1933 Bill was still adjusting to his new surroundings. He read Kafka and continued his studies of tantra and witchcraft. That summer his parents permitted—and paid for—him to go on his first trip to Europe without them. He was accompanied by his friend David Kammerer, whom he had known from the Community School and the Burroughs School and who was now at Washington University in St. Louis. Kammerer was three years older and presumably trusted to take care of Bill. They went to England and to Paris and had a great time. Bill knew that Kammerer was gay, and Bill had probably revealed his own interest in men to Kammerer. One of their subjects of conversation was Kammerer’s obsession with an apache they met at a bar on the rue de Lappe, probably at La Boule Rouge at number 8, where knife-wielding young petty criminals liked to gather, plying for trade with tourists. His attraction is unlikely to have been reciprocated, given the vigorous heterosexuality of most apaches, though money may have exchanged hands. Bill and David were not lovers; it was a friendship based on mutual experience and interests, and Bill enjoyed being with him because Kammerer had a great sense of humor and was always fun to be with. While in Paris Bill added a few items to his arsenal, including a sword cane and a shotgun cane that fired deadly .410 cartridges.
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For his sophomore year, Burroughs moved to Adams House, one of the private “Gold Coast” dormitories built around 1900 to provide luxurious accommodation for Harvard undergraduates. Russell, the block containing the dining rooms, kitchen, library, and common room, was not completed until 1932, just before Bill moved in. Unlike most of the dormitory blocks, Adams had multiple, unguarded entries, making it difficult to enforce the college’s strict nightly curfews, and was therefore a desirable place to have rooms. He was required to eat two meals a day in house. Most halls shared central kitchens, but Adams had its own, as well as a reputation for the best food on campus. This was not the view of Burroughs, with his epicurian tastes, but he could do little about it.


Bill sometimes drove to New York to see Rex Weisenberger, his friend from John Burroughs. That summer, 1934, Bill planned to go down to Mexico with Rex, who was at Yale. That trip did not work out and instead they went to Paris together and then down to Algiers. It was then that Bill found out that Rex was gay. “We wouldn’t make it together, he was not my type.”9 They continued on into the Sahara. It was summer and so hot and dry that they couldn’t drink hard liquor and instead drank enormous beers called Formidables. They went as far south as Touggourt in the desert, spent one day there, and returned to Biskra. Next they stayed at a little place in the mountains, which was a relief because it was cool. From there they traveled to Malta, where they split up and Rex returned to the States. In Malta Burroughs read a German newspaper report of how Hitler came upon Ernst Röhm, the Sturmabteilung chief of staff, “in a disgusting position.” The story read: “A shameful sight greeted the eyes of the Führer, there was Röhm with his Lustknabe—his pleasure boy.” That June 30 was the Night of the Long Knives, when Hitler purged the entire leadership of the SA, murdering eighty-five or more members, including Röhm, and arresting thousands. Bill’s normal indifference to politics was breached by the homosexual element in the story.


By now Bill was beginning to make friends at Harvard. He met James Le Baron Boyle, who was also studying English and who later went to the Sorbonne and got his PhD with a thesis on Proust. He was a member of the Advocate team. He had a big red Irish face, full lips with crooked teeth, and smoked a pipe. He had developed a number of idiosyncratic mannerisms, all designed to amuse and entertain. He claimed to descend from royalty, but his mother was a cleaning woman. He was gay and Burroughs went to bed with him once, but not until after Harvard. Boyle’s mother wouldn’t let Bill in the house because she thought he was sinister.


About a year after getting to know Boyle, Burroughs met Richard Stern, of the Stern investment bank family, who was at Harvard Business School. Although it was illegal to have a gun in Massachusetts, the Harvard authorities never searched the students’ rooms and Burroughs had with him the .32 Smith & Wesson revolver that he had bought at Los Alamos. Not long after their meeting, Richard Stern and Burroughs were both drunk in Bill’s rooms and Bill began waving his gun around. He pointed it at Richard’s stomach, some three feet away, and pulled the trigger, sure that it was not loaded. Fortunately Stern was in the fencing club, and as soon as Bill pointed the gun he turned to the side. The gun went off, blowing a hole in the wall. It was a close thing. Another time, Bill invited Stern over for a drink and James Boyle was already there visiting. Bill introduced them and they hit it off right away and became lovers. James had no money but Richard had plenty. They lived together at Harvard and on and off the rest of their lives, spending summers together and making foreign trips. Boyle turned up in Tangier in the fifties when Burroughs was there and spent two weeks.


Through Stern, Bill met the Honourable Graham Eyres-Monsell,10 whose father was then the First Lord of the Admiralty. He was nine years older than Burroughs (born in 1905) and doing postgraduate studies at the Harvard Business School. “Ears” was the social arbiter of the queer set at Harvard, such as it was, and he knew everyone on the international gay scene: Somerset Maugham, Noël Coward, Dwight Fiske. Burroughs saw him with Baron Wolfner in Budapest in 1936 and later in Tangier with Lord David Cecil. He was very grand and used to being deferred to. Though Burroughs saw quite a bit of him at Harvard, they were never really close.


A good friend was Robert Miller, whom Bill met in his first year. Miller later became a priest, but not until after he had accompanied Burroughs on a trip to Vienna and Eastern Europe. Bill described him as “a sort of a high Episcopalian pederast type-person, all very precious.”11 Miller described Bill as a tall, lanky, pleasant guy, amusing, with a dry wit, and wrote that he had nothing but good memories of Bill: “he was placid and good natured, easy to get along with and entertaining.”


There were speakeasies in Boston, and Bill used to sometimes cruise Scollay Square, which catered to sailors and gay men, but it was safer for Harvard boys to go to New York to get drunk and have sex. It was also the Big City in a way that Boston never could be. “In the early 1930’s, when I was studying at Harvard University, New York was a glamorous, sophisticated, romantic, glittering metropolis. The place where things were happening. Anyone trapped in the provinces with artistic or theatrical or deviant tastes was inexorably drawn to New York. Greenwich Village in that time, that remote epoch, was peopled by real artists and bohemians. Rents were low, restaurants were cheap. Used to drive down to drink at the speakeasies on 52nd Street, to visit Harlem night clubs, to eat in the Village.”12 Richard Stern, James Boyle, Robert Miller, and Bill went to Tony’s on 52nd Street and Jimmy Daniels’s, a high-class place with a floor show. Daniels was a good-looking young man and every evening would sing “Miss Otis Regrets.” Burroughs remembered, “He had a very low key and gentlemanly delivery of his songs.” But music was not the point there at all; these were gay clubs.


Clint Moore’s place in Harlem was not so luxurious: up three flights and knock three times. It cost a dollar to get in, which entitled you to drink some terrible-tasting liquor from a punch bowl. Most people brought their own rather than drink what was offered, and smoked pot and sniffed coke. Moore had a dimly lit flat, with everyone circulating around, both black and white, making contacts. They met some older people: Bernard Pyle and Thomas Jeffreys, both art teachers at Barnard. It was Clinton Moore who gave Burroughs one of his best lines: “A wise old black faggot said to me years ago, ‘Some people are shits, darling.’”13 There was a cheap “anything goes” apartment hotel on Central Park South at four dollars a night where they always stayed.
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In his junior year Bill took refuge from the food at Adams House by moving to rooms in Claverly Hall, just up the street. Built in 1892–93, it had fifty expensive suites, and when it opened it offered the young gentlemen such modern improvements as private baths, electric bells, speaking tubes, valet and maid service, steam heat, a swimming pool on the ground floor, and squash courts. Bill ate in the various nearby cafeterias and tea rooms, and in the evenings he would drive his Ford V8 into Boston to places like the Locke-Ober at Winter Place,14 Parker House on School Street, or the Union Oyster House on Union. Most of all he liked eating communally at the long paper-covered tables at Durgin-Park in the Faneuil Hall area; it was in the market and catered to the stallholders, there was sawdust and “one of the best chicken pies I’ve ever eaten.”15 Burroughs’s memories of places and situations often involve food, and Harvard was no exception. Bill and Robert Miller often ate at the Bowl Waffle Shop and sometimes at the grill at Harvard’s Eliot House, which sold hamburgers and beer. It was at Harvard that Burroughs began his habit of eating all his meals out.


That year, at Claverly, Burroughs and Richard Stern sent away for a ferret. It cost two dollars from the ferret farm, and though it was jointly owned, it lived in Bill’s rooms. It was a nice little animal, quite tame, and they fed it dog food. It would curl up in the fireplace in the summer where it was cool. Bill called it Sredni Vashtar, after the little boy in Saki who uses his pet ferret to kill his grandmother.16 Bill held an open house on Sunday afternoons and the ferret would hide under the couch and nip at the ladies’ heels. He had it for more than a year, but there were too many complaints from the cleaners and eventually he put up a notice on the house board and gave it away. There were three girls from Radcliffe in the group, but Bill never had any luck with them; there was just something about him they found wrong. “Rex Weisenberger told me, ‘the girls are down on you.’ I don’t know what for. It wasn’t any particular thing. It was just my emanations, they felt were not … I didn’t feel bad about it.”17


That summer, 1935, Bill did not go abroad but instead took a job at the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, thanks to his father’s friend, the managing editor, O. K. Bovard. Bill was a poor reporter. He would be sent to get a photograph of a dead child, but if the grieving parents saw no reason why they should give him one he was inclined to agree. He would not pressure or cajole them like most reporters. He hung around the police courts and called in any stories that seemed possible. Bill found the editor, Bill Reese, to be a very disagreeable person; the whole job went against the grain and he was glad when it was over.
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Bill was twenty-one, but he had never had a lover. His sexual experience was restricted to mutual masturbation and blow jobs. He wanted a boyfriend, but had no idea how to find one. The final realization that he preferred boys had resulted in a complete paralysis of action and no sex at all. None of his visits to New York had resulted in full sexual relations, although his friend Bill Gilmore claimed that Bill was very promiscuous in his first years at Harvard, but much less so in the last two years. He was socially inept; he didn’t know how to act, and didn’t know the right things to say in order to pick someone up, even in a gay bar in New York. He obtained temporary relief in the traditional manner, by visiting the whorehouses of St. Louis. The best one was on Westminster Place. It didn’t have a name. The madam knew who everyone was, and if someone was coming in or out, she would shunt Bill into an alcove and draw the curtain in case it was the judge, or his uncle or a friend of his father. There was one African American woman whom he really liked and whom he would always ask for. “She was real motherly, big boobs. She was gentle and receptive. It wasn’t what I wanted but it was better than nothing.” Coming from a family where there was little in the way of hugging, the best thing was the physical contact. It was five dollars for half an hour. “I did all kinds of things, I came between her breasts.”18


He remembered, “It was alright. You get a sense of release and pleasure and you feel you’ve done a very socially acceptable thing. I used to drive from there over to Culpepper’s bar on the corner of Euclid and Maryland. Go there and talk to your buddies and get a little drunk, made you feel a man.”19 The extent of Bill’s sexual ignorance emerged when he was in his senior year. “Until the age of twenty-two I thought that children were born through the navel. I did. It was an evening with James Le Baron Boyle, Richard Stern, and Graham Eyres Monsell that I expressed this theory, which I thought was a fact, and they said, ‘What?!’ Then they enlightened me to the horrible fact, the facts of life. I knew about female genitals, I knew they had a hole down there, but I did not know that the baby was born down there. [ … ] I never had one of those man-to-man talks with my father. He would have been shit scared. He was the most prissy heterosexual I have ever known.”20


In his final year of college Bill still had no idea what to do with his life. Mort had done postgraduate studies, and Bill must have been considering some further study. He made plans for another trip to Europe that summer, this time with Robert Miller. Harvard meant so little to him that he left before commencement. His parents were clearly still concerned about him, because they arranged a follow-up meeting with their psychiatrist friend Dr. Sidney Schwab to see how he was doing.




Chapter Six




The sky over Vienna was a light, hard, china blue.1





1. Mitteleuropa


Although the trip to Vienna began as another summer vacation, it turned out to have profound repercussions for Burroughs. By the time he returned to the States he had studied medicine in Vienna and was a married man. Burroughs and Robert Miller left for Europe in the early part of June 1936, sailing on SS Bremen, which made the crossing in under five days. They went first to Paris for a week, staying on the Left Bank near boulevard Saint-Germain, where they spent most of their time in cafés, people watching. From there they continued to Vienna, arriving on July 4. Gay friends had recommended them to the Hotel König von Ungarn (King of Hungary), at Schulerstrasse 10, on a narrow medieval street close to the twelfth-century St. Stephen’s Cathedral. It is supposedly Vienna’s oldest continuously operated hotel, first opening to guests in 1746. Mozart lived there from 1784 until 1787 and there composed Die Hochzeit des Figaro. Once a pied-à-terre for Hungarian noble families visiting the city, by the time Burroughs stayed there it had become notorious as the place the international queer set took their boys any time of day or night. Burroughs liked to tell the story of someone bringing back a queen in drag to the hotel to be told, “I am sorry, sir, you simply cannot bring a woman into the hotel.” The man took off his wig and the doorman quickly apologized—“Terribly sorry, sir!”—and welcomed them in. An arched doorway led to a central courtyard and a maze of small rooms, each of which had a porcelain stove almost the height of the room.


They swam at the beaches on the Danube and met up with Bernard Pyle and Tom Jeffreys, whom they had first met in New York. Bernard and Tom introduced them to the Romanische Baden, the huge Turkish baths complex at Kleine Stadtgutgasse 9, with its marble hot-water pool, its hot and cold showers, Roman sweat room, and wide colonnaded central hall. Burroughs remembered it fondly. “Vienna was a great gay place [ … ] they had beautiful boys in the afternoons, the most beautiful boys from twelve to twenty, so it was great from that point of view.”2 Bill had no hesitation in taking advantage of the situation, in fact quite the opposite. He enjoyed Vienna.


They took a short trip to Salzburg, where they saw Mozart’s Don Giovanni and Così fan tutte and also encountered a parade of banner-waving Nazi sympathizers. On July 19, they left the König von Ungarn for Budapest, where they took a pension in Buda on the west bank of the Danube for a week. Bernard Pyle and Tom Jeffreys came with them and they all met up with Graham Eyres-Monsell, who was in Europe for the summer. Monsell introduced them to Baron Janos “Jansci” Wolfner, a well-known character in the international gay set whom Monsell had known in London. Wolfner was a Hungarian nobleman with a monocle, described by Burroughs as “a very purposeful fascist-minded elitist.” He was the Baron in Isherwood’s Mr. Norris Changes Trains, which Burroughs claimed was a lifelike portrait. Wolfner was who you went to to get boys. Many of the Hungarian noblemen were gay, with big estates where they had the pick of all the boys. They would be brought in, made to take a bath, and then be paraded for the guests. Wolfner took his work seriously. Bill often reenacted him in later days: “Vee vill haff FUN. Vee vill haff an ORGY!” Bill went with him to a bar with loud gypsy music. “Do you see anybody here that you want?” Wolfner asked. Burroughs pointed to a boy across the room and Wolfner snapped his fingers. Burroughs had been worried that he would be unable to perform, frozen in self-conscious embarrassment, but “in that case there wasn’t any block,” he said. “No block there.” Burroughs found Wolfner rather dull; still, it was Wolfner who informed him that vitamin A in megadoses of between 200,000 and 500,000 units is a cure for the common cold, something Burroughs swore by as being effective for the rest of his life. With the rise of the Nazis, Wolfner obviously had to get out. He returned to London, but his old famous friends who had been delighted to receive his hospitality in Budapest shunned him, and he ended his life in much-reduced circumstances.
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Dubrovnik in Yugoslavia was an important stop-off for the international gay set. Bill and Robert arrived on July 29. The medieval walled city occupies a promontory overlooking the Adriatic with a harbor on either side. It is a town of stone steps and alleys where even the roads are made from white marble. Cars were banned completely, and there were many wonderful bars and restaurants. Sometimes they took trips out to the beaches at Lapad and spent the night in a pension. Burroughs loved it there.


Graham Eyres-Monsell introduced him to Romney Summers, an English remittance man who moved on the gay circuit and knew everyone. He was a heavy drinker who was sometimes abusive when drunk. He had been a great friend of Somerset Maugham’s until they had a falling-out over cards. Through Monsell Burroughs also met Jock Jardine, another wealthy, well-connected Briton. They showed Bill and Robert all the best places to go.


“Ears” Monsell had given Bill a letter of introduction to Ilse Herzfeld Klapper, who made a career out of playing hostess to the visiting gay set, mostly English. She was someone whom everyone called upon when in Dubrovnik. She always knew who was in town and who was expected. She saw Bill and Robert every day, showed them the sights, and introduced them around. Ilse was born on April 19, 1900, fourteen years before Burroughs, and came from a very wealthy haut-bourgeois Jewish family in Hamburg. She knew the cream of the Weimar Republic. Kurt Weill and the American actress Lillian Gish were friends of hers; in fact, Gish was a witness to Ilse’s U.S. naturalization petition in January 1944. Burroughs had grown up watching Lillian Gish’s films and later met her in New York through Ilse.


Ilse had married Dr. Klapper, a German physician, and they had moved to Dubrovnik, but they were divorced and no longer saw each other. He was Aryan, but had been an outspoken anti-Nazi and was now practicing medicine illegally in a small Croatian community some miles out of town. Ilse had lived in Dubrovnik for many years and had made it her own. She was the city’s social arbiter, and she knew all the countesses and artists, all the intrigue and scandal, but had continual problems with the social split between her Serbian and her Croatian friends. Her affairs had taken a downturn: recent developments in Germany meant her stipend from her family was cut off and she was forced to give English lessons and take other odd jobs to earn an income. She was living in a tiny room in a hotel when she met Burroughs and Miller.


She was small-boned but of average height, with brown eyes in a small, birdlike face that was framed by a tight bob of brown hair. Burroughs described her as having “definitely a shrewd birdlike look.” He liked her complete lack of any pretense and the fact that she could see straight through any phony. He said, “Ilse was a terrific person. She wore a monocle. She was very straightforward and mannish. Partly a dyke but not really, she was much more into men. She told me a lot about her affairs.”3 Burroughs thought she was “terrifically intelligent” and they became very good friends. He liked the way that no one could put one over on her: she was a survivor. She told him about an affair she had with a White Russian taxi driver, a tough Cossack type. One day in conversation he referred to her hotel room as “our little room.” She immediately thought, “I must get rid of this man! It’s not ‘our little room,’ it’s my little room,” and he soon went on his way.


2. Mrs. Burroughs


On August 21, Bill left for Vienna. Bill and Robert had been due to return to the States from Dubrovnik in September, but Bill had always considered becoming a doctor, and in order to get into American medical school he needed pre-med qualifications in biology, chemistry, and mathematics. In Vienna, all he needed was his high school diploma as the university system in Europe meant anyone could enroll in a course and keep taking the examinations until they eventually qualified, although the dropout rate was considerable. Bill enrolled at the fourteenth-century University of Vienna Medical School for the winter term, October 1936 until mid-February 1937, and paid his half-yearly fee of three hundred schillings, the most expensive course on offer. The anatomy was in Latin, which he knew from Los Alamos and Harvard, and he spoke decent enough German. He improved his reading using a method he discovered in one of Somerset Maugham’s books: taking a book he knew in English, and a copy of the book in translation, then reading a page from each with the aid of a dictionary. He used books by Maugham. After three books, he could read the language.


The Nazis were growing increasingly more powerful and he followed their rise with deep fascination. He read the local Austrian newspapers, the daily Völkischer Beobachter, owned by Hitler and published by the German Nazi Party, and the weekly downmarket Der Stürmer. “[I] saw the emergence and manipulation of these fiendish archetypes. A Jew head with a spider body. Picture of a Jew accused of some crime: ‘From his horrible Jew eyes speaks the crime world of the Talmud.’ And this image was then grafted onto the homosexual.”4 He found that almost all the students he talked to at the medical school were pro-Nazi and anti-Semitic, unless of course they were Jews. It seemed obvious that the Nazis were going to take over Austria with the massive support they had among the population and the police, and in Vienna, despite its left-wing traditions, there was growing support for them, with swastikas on buildings and marches and demonstrations. Only eighteen months later, on March 12, 1938, Austria was annexed into the German Third Reich.


Before starting his studies Burroughs took a bus trip south through Albania, first to Tirana then Durrës on the coast. He and a German were the only tourists. The Albanians were not used to foreign travelers and were unfriendly. There were no proper restaurants or hotels and the food was awful. Burroughs thought it was a very strange, primitive country; the thick forest on the coast did not look Mediterranean at all, but as if it had come from elsewhere.


After another week in the König von Ungarn, Burroughs rented a large flat near the university at Garnisongasse 1, flat 26 on the fourth floor in a huge ornate building overlooking Universitätsstrasse with a rusticated doorway complete with an elaborate pediment. Sigmund Freud lived about four blocks away, but although many Americans visiting Vienna made a pilgrimage to visit him, Burroughs was not among them. Though living in “the City of Dreams,” he had not yet realized the importance of his own dreams, which were to provide him with about half of his characters.


As was usual for Burroughs, he moved around a lot, relocating on October 1 to the Hotel Dianabad, at Obere Donaustrasse 93, on the recommendation of friends. It was a huge wedding-cake building with 125 rooms, taking up a whole block on the Donau canalside just over the Marienbrücke bridge. Rooms started at eight schillings a night but the main attraction was that the whole building was essentially one huge Turkish bath. It was clean and very well heated and had a dining room where Burroughs took most of his meals even though he was not too keen on wienerschnitzel or any of the local cuisine. Burroughs described it as “a spa with queer sections.” There were quite genuine health baths, but “you could rent a whole section of the Turkish bath for sexual orgies, all the waiters were queer, oh it was a marvelous place!”5 There was a swimming pool on the roof, and Bill had a room two floors below. He spent his twenty-third birthday there. Some days he would walk to the Prater, the huge amusement park that was on his side of the canal. He went on the Riesenrad, the giant Ferris wheel built in 1897 and featured in Carol Reed’s 1949 film The Third Man, but the Prater itself was equally well known as a gay cruising area. Then Bill found that he had contracted syphilis from a boy in New York and now had secondary symptoms. He initiated a course of intravenous Salvarsan injections but felt that he was “unclean.” He became wary of sexual entanglements, not knowing at the time that after a month of treatment using Salvarsan he was no longer contagious. This dampened his appetite for sexual adventures.


In his fourth and final move in Vienna, Burroughs now took a large flat at Auerspergstrasse 21, flat 5 on the fifth floor on the corner of Josef-sgasse just one block from the parliament building and still close to the university. He shared it with a man in his fifties who worked as a civil servant at the nearby Rathaus Wien (Town Hall), who appears to have been a sexual partner rather than just a roommate. There was a marble staircase, wrought-iron balusters, and huge double doors leading to his apartment with an elaborate husk garland and cartouche above. His two hundred dollars a month meant that he could live in style. By the end of term, in the middle of February 1937, Burroughs could see that the situation in Vienna was now so unstable that he would never be able to complete his medical education there. He also felt that “I could never have been a doctor. I did right to quit. My heart is too soft and too hard, too quickly moved to love, anger or indifference. I would care too much for some patients and nothing for others.”6 On March 1 he enrolled instead in the Diplomatische Akademie, a postgraduate school founded in 1754 that provided training for careers in international business, public service, and political science. There were courses in German language, French, economics, and international relations, and it might have been useful if Burroughs was intending to join the Burroughs Company, but it was a stopgap move and short-lived.


While visiting Prague, Burroughs came down with acute appendicitis and quickly returned to Vienna. A Dr. Thibes examined Bill, told him, “We can’t wait a second,” and took him straight to the Sanatorium Hera.7 They operated that night. In those days before antibiotics, peritonitis was lethal, so he was fortunate. The Sanatorium Hera, at Löblichgasse 9, was a maternity hospital, and it is likely that Bill was the only male patient. He recuperated for seventeen days before being discharged on April 4. He dropped out of the Diplomatische Akademie, and on May 1 he returned to Dubrovnik to recuperate from the operation. There he naturally contacted Ilse.


She was frantic with worry. Her Yugoslavian visa was about to expire, but as a Jew she could not renew it. She would have to return to Germany. There the Nuremburg Laws8 had already excluded German Jews from Reich citizenship, prohibited them from holding public office and from marrying or having sexual relations with persons of “German or German-related” blood. She could see what was coming. She asked Bill to marry her. For her it was a matter of life or death, whereas for Bill marriage meant nothing; he knew he was gay and unlikely ever to want to marry. He told Ted Morgan, “Obviously she was pushing this, I guess I was pretty malleable. I said, ‘Well, it wouldn’t hurt anything.’ Remember there’s a lot of pressure coming from a very experienced woman who knows how to exert pressure, on someone who at that time had no very clear orientation. And she was also being pushed by a desperate need.”9 Bill was twenty-three and she was thirty-eight, but they were genuinely good friends so, as he said, “I was doing it to be a nice guy.”


Predictably, Bill’s parents went berserk. To them she was a grasping European gold digger, an older femme fatale who had ensnared their naïve young son. They bombarded Bill with phone calls, telegrams, and letters. His mother understood why he was doing it and attempted to find other means of getting Ilse into the country without resorting to marriage, but Bill was determined.


The American consul in Athens, Henry A.W. Beck, was an old friend of Romney Summers’s. On July 26, Ilse, Bill, and Romney took the steamship Prestolonaslednik Petar from Dubrovnik down the Adriatic coast to Athens, where Beck arranged all the paperwork with no trouble. Americans marrying abroad had to complete a number of forms. It turned out that Beck was living with Fritz Tunnell, an old acquaintance of Bill’s from Harvard. Next they needed to find someone to marry them. The first priest refused to do it: he said he had “scruples” and wouldn’t have anything to do with it. He thought there was something suspicious about this callow youth wanting to marry a monocled, mannish woman who looked old enough to be his mother. Undaunted, they quickly found a priest with no scruples who was prepared to take the ten-dollar fee, and on August 7, 1937, at the American embassy, they were wed. They had forgotten to buy a ring, so during the ceremony Ilse had to pull a large turquoise ring from her finger and give it to Bill, who then replaced it on her wedding finger. Beck and Tunnell showed them all around Athens, where they ate in a number of fashionable restaurants, drank a good deal of retsina, and walked in the parks full of pepper trees.
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Bill’s family were still sending frantic messages, and so he returned to New York. Marrying an American citizen does not automatically make you American, and there were a number of obstacles to be overcome before Ilse could join him. Burroughs contacted Mrs. Lipp, a powerful Jewish matron in a hotel in Park Avenue who had known Ilse in Dubrovnik. She remembered Ilse as a charming, magnetic person and that Ilse had once helped her out. “We want to get this straightened out, Bill,” said Mrs. Lipp.


“We certainly do,” Bill told her.


“I’ll send you to see the man,” she said.


Bill went to see the man, a dignified white-haired old gentleman in an office in a hotel with an American flag on the wall behind him. He asked Bill, “Young man, this was a perfectly sincere marriage, wasn’t it? It wasn’t in any sense a marriage of convenience.”


“Certainly not!” said Bill. “I love my wife and I want to have her in the United States with me.”


Bill answered all the questions and the man said, “Well, all right.” Bill let himself out. Three weeks later Ilse had her entry visa and traveled to the United States as a non-quota immigrant. Burroughs had saved her life.
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The marriage caused considerable tension between Bill and his parents, but it never erupted into a row; Bill never ever witnessed a raised voice or argument in the Burroughs household, just resignation, disappointment, and sad looks.


Bill had exhibited various types of compulsive behavior ever since he left Los Alamos. From the age of eighteen he always had to have a coin in his pocket, which he took out and looked at frequently. Since marrying Ilse he had compulsively stuck bits of torn newspaper beneath his nails. Bill knew that his behavior was neurotic, but couldn’t stop himself. He enrolled in a psychology course at Washington University in St. Louis, hoping to cure his neurosis, but he was soon unhappy with the tuition and looked for somewhere better.


3. Enter Dr. Benway


Burroughs had always been interested in the whole area of psychology, sociology, and anthropology. He enrolled in a psychology course at Columbia University for the winter 1937 term, intending to write a dissertation. When he decided to move to New York, his father contacted James Wideman Lee Jr., Laura’s brother, who worked for Ivy Lee in New York and belonged to a lot of clubs. Mote asked him if he could get Bill into the University Club. Uncle James pulled a few strings, Bill was interviewed by the club secretary, and he was in. The club, in a nineteenth-century mansion at 1 West 54th Street at Fifth Avenue, was founded in 1861, originally for the “promotion of literature and art,” and housed a magnificent library and art gallery. Bill moved in.


Bill had already read most of Freud, and now extended his studies to Carl Jung on alchemy, archetypes, and the psychology of the unconscious, Otto Rank on dreams and “Will Therapy,” and Theodore Reik on masochism.10 He read the Psychoanalytic Quarterly and theoretically he was very well informed. He worked hard in class but was stopped cold by statistics. They were a very important part of psychology studies but he was unable to master them.


The Manhattan that Burroughs entered in 1937 is long gone: when jazz played on the radios in corner stores, the Third Avenue Elevated shook the windows when it passed, and everyone wore a hat. Even the light was different then; John Cheever called it “river light,” when Manhattan had working piers all along the Hudson and the harbor was filled with ships. Great transatlantic liners—RMS Queen Mary, SS Normandie—docked on the Hudson. The recently completed Empire State and Chrysler buildings towered over Midtown.


Burroughs headed for Greenwich Village where there was a run-down block directly across from the Provincetown Players on MacDougal Street between Washington Square South and West 3rd Street that housed a row of gay bars, collectively known as the Auction Block. The San Remo and the Minetta Tavern were both in the next block, and he soon got to know all the regulars like Maxwell Bodenheim, a successful author back in the twenties—Burroughs liked Replenishing Jessica—who was now down on his luck. Another was Joe Gould, who was supposedly compiling an Oral History of the World, a tiny toothless figure who, when plied with enough liquor, would do his seagull imitation, flapping his arms, skipping from one foot to another, and screeching.


Bill saw a lot of his Harvard friend Bill Gilmore, the notorious check dodger. Gilmore was always sponging off Bill, asking to dine at the University Club, where he knew all Bill had to do was sign the tab. Bill sometimes had a pickup stay over. As long as you wore a jacket and tie “you could take anyone you wanted there. I’ve seen some guys in the dining room with screaming faggots. You could do pretty much anything you wanted.”11


Bill remained in touch with Rex Weisenberger and together they would make the rounds of gay bars. Sometimes Rex would hock his stamp collection to get money to go out and get drunk. Rex lived in the family house in Bronxville, and he commuted every day to his job at McGraw-Hill. Rex hated his mother and Burroughs remembered, “Staying at Rex Weisenberger’s family’s house was something. He was quite likely to have two sailors for breakfast and his parents frowning over their coffee and orange juice as if to say, ‘You know what happens to people who go out with sailors.’” Rex had a model electric train set arranged in the family basement, and Bill was visiting one day when his mother threatened to throw it out. Rex retaliated by saying, “If you do, I’ll saw the legs off your goddamn antique table.”12
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That summer Burroughs moved back to Harvard to do graduate work in anthropology and Mayan archaeology. He did a summer course, then enrolled for the fall term. Kells Elvins was also at Harvard, doing graduate work in psychology. Bill, Kells, and “a snippy queen” named Alan Calvert rented a wooden suburban frame house on the outskirts of Cambridge in a tree-lined street behind the Commodore Hotel. They had a black manservant who did the cooking and cleaning while they attended to their studies. Kells was still married but he and his wife were no longer together.


Ever since the Los Alamos diary, Burroughs had disliked the whole process of writing; however, in Cambridge writing was a frequent subject of discussion, and Kells persuaded Bill that they should write a hard-boiled detective story together in the style of Dashiell Hammett, Carroll John Daly, and the writers in Black Mask magazine. They read Felix Riesenberg’s The Left-Handed Passenger about the sinking of SS Morro Castle, which caught fire and burned off the New Jersey coast with loss of two hundred lives on September 8, 1935. The first mate was in the first lifeboat to leave the burning ship, and the official inquiry condemned the crew’s behavior. Similarly they researched the sinking of the Titanic in the Widener Library and found that one of the survivors in a lifeboat was a man dressed as a woman.


Sitting in the screened porch of their house, they acted out the different roles of their characters, laughing uproariously as they did so. It quickly became a Burroughs routine, marrying shocking stories of cowardly behavior with elements of his recent medical training. This was taken to a grotesque extreme in a story called “Twilights Last Gleamings” that Burroughs later used, almost verbatim, in Nova Express.13 “We acted out every scene and often got on laughing jags,” Burroughs wrote. “I hadn’t laughed like that since my first tea high at 18 when I rolled around on the floor and pissed all over myself.”14 They decided that acting out the parts was the best way to gain understanding of the characters and their physical actions. “Acting things out is a very very good practice. Somebody came into the room, where did he come from? What door? Lots of times there’s something wrong with a scene and what’s wrong with it is, it couldn’t possibly have happened. You’ve got someone coming through the wall. [ … ] That’s a very useful exercise that I started when we were writing this story together. Kells was great, he was funny. That was the first appearance of Dr. Benway. Kells just dredged him up, the name and the personality: a completely irresponsible doctor that gets into the first lifeboat. ‘You all all right? I’m the doctor.’”15 Dr. Benway, who became one of Burroughs’s best-loved characters, was based on a real doctor whom Elvins once knew.


The writing of “Twilights Last Gleamings” cemented Bill and Kells’s friendship for life, and Elvins always encouraged and supported Burroughs in his literary endeavors, long before he was published. They sent their story to Esquire magazine, which rejected it saying, “Too screwy, but not effectively so for us.” “I see now that the curse of the diary was broken temporarily by the act of collaboration,” Burroughs wrote.16 It was a temporary respite and Burroughs wrote nothing more until 1945, when once again a collaboration raised him from his torpor.


On September 21, Bill was having a nap in his room when Alan Cowley knocked on the door and said, “Well, Bill, I think the house is being blown down, in case you’re in-ter-ested.”17 Bill got dressed and they went out into the street. Trees were uprooted and they saw the wind disintegrate a shop window and blow a great cloud of broken glass down the street, so they hurried back inside and stayed away from the windows. It was the great hurricane of 1938. Boston was only on the outer edge of the storm, which killed approximately six hundred people in New England, mostly in Rhode Island, and destroyed over forty-five hundred homes, damaged twenty-five thousand more, and uprooted an estimated two billion trees.


Around this time, Burroughs finally achieved the sexual experience he had been looking for. He told Victor Bockris, “I don’t think I was fucked until 1938, in Cambridge. [ … ] I’d known Lloyd Hathaway before, and we jerked off together, and this particular occasion he fucked me. I asked him to.”18 Life in their frame house was enjoyable, but in the spring of 1939 Kells left to do graduate work in the state prison in Huntsville, Texas, where he had been offered a place as prison psychologist. The household broke up.


Bill was at a loose end and, after giving Kells time to settle in, went down to visit him in Texas, where he was now living with a woman named Jean. Huntsville was a tough jail; the prisoners were kept in stockades and worked at the prison farms, but Burroughs proclaimed the food as excellent. Kells did the psychological evaluations. Elvins’s master’s thesis in psychology was titled “Forty-Four Incestuous Fathers of Texas,” based on interviews with the prison’s inmates. There was one man who had gone through three generations, getting his daughter pregnant and then his granddaughter. He got out of jail when he was about eighty years old, and said, “I don’t see anything wrong with raising your own tail. I guess the other one’s about right now.”19 The prison authorities were not pleased when Kells presented his thesis to the university.
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Ilse Herzfeld Klapper Burroughs arrived in New York on MS Vulcania on January 19, 1939, and found herself a small apartment at 230 West 61st Street. Her first job was as secretary to Ernst Toller, the leftist German dramatist whom she almost certainly knew from Dubrovnik or Berlin. Toller had escaped to the States and was living in the Mayflower Hotel at 61st Street and Central Park West. Developments in Europe had left him very depressed, and several times Ilse had returned from lunch at two o’clock sharp to find that he had tried to hang himself. She was back in time to cut him down, as he obviously intended. Then one day, May 22, 1939, she ran into a fellow German Jew whom she had been concerned about, not knowing if he had escaped. They discussed who got out and who was in the camps and she was a half hour late getting back. She told Burroughs, “I sit down and get my notes, and then it comes up the back of my neck and I know he is hanging up somewhere.” She opened the bathroom door. He’d hung himself with his bathrobe cord, expecting her to be back in time to prevent him from dying. She cut him down and called the hotel manager, whose first reaction was, “We don’t want any scandals here and …” She said he was “like ice.” Toller had actually broken his neck, so even if she had been back on time it would have made no difference.


At Toller’s funeral she met Kurt Kasznar, a penniless Austrian actor who had married the American heiress Cornelia Woolley, an admirer of Toller’s work. Ilse moved in with them and became the Kasznars’ social secretary. They were multimillionaires and gave big parties to which Bill was occasionally invited. He met John La Touche there and also Mrs. Mathews, his old next-door neighbor from Pershing Avenue, who was there with a young gigolo. Bill saw Ilse from time to time, whenever he was in New York, meeting at modest French restaurants she knew where they could get a good meal for a dollar. Never once did she ask Bill for money or make any claims or demands on him.


When Kasznar’s wife died unexpectedly in June 1944, the maid accused Kasznar of having poisoned her. She was exhumed, but it wasn’t true; she had died of liver failure from years of excessive drinking.


Ilse next worked as a secretary for John La Touche, a close friend of Brion Gysin’s, though Burroughs and Gysin did not meet for another decade. La Touche wrote the lyrics for such hits as “Taking a Chance on Love” in the musical Cabin in the Sky (1940) and acted in Dreams That Money Can Buy (1947). Ilse did not think much of La Touche’s songs but conceded, “He has a tremendous talent—for this shit.” John La Touche did an act about Burroughs; prancing around the room he would say, “I am Bill Burroughs. I’ve got a gun here, don’t come near me!”


Bill and Ilse divorced amicably in October 1946, after she moved back to Europe. They last met in New York in 1965. On his return to New York in 1974 he looked up all the Burroughs names in the phone book without success. Then he heard from his friend Timothy Baum that he had met her in Zurich. Bill was never able to locate her. She died in Ascona, Switzerland, in August 1982.




Chapter Seven




If we enquire about the “meaning” of a word, we find that it depends on the “meaning” of other words used in defining it.


—ALFRED KORZYBSKI1





1. Count Alfred Korzybski


That summer, 1939, Burroughs attended a weeklong seminar given by Count Alfred Korzybski at his Institute of General Semantics in Chicago. He first heard about Korzybski at Harvard and then read his enormous book, Science and Sanity: An Introduction to Non-Aristotelian Systems and General Semantics, first published in 1933. In it Korzybski attempted to show how “factors of sanity” can be tested empirically using modern scientific methods, and illustrated his findings with hundreds of pages of material drawn from all the many different branches of science from biology to mathematics, psychics to semantics. Intrigued, Bill applied for Korzybski’s course. In order to be accepted he had to submit an essay, and chose as his subject the eighteenth-century London dandy Beau Brummell, examined in the light of the work of Trigant Burrow, John W. Dunne, and Korzybski. The paper, written in July 1939 and unfortunately now lost, is described as an examination of Brummell as an “oral personality” in the context of “projection” that touched on the future possibilities of television, the new media introduced to the American public two months earlier when Franklin D. Roosevelt became the first person to address the American public live on television. Baudelaire’s famous 1863 essay “The Painter of Modern Life” proposed the dandy, or flâneur, as a model for the modern artist; he was opposed to bourgeois society and was aloof from the everyday crowd, having no interest in everyday trivialities—“the soccer scores are coming in from the Capital … one must pretend an interest”—he was distant, detached, removed, an observer, and, of necessity, emotionally cold. These are all traits that Burroughs must have recognized in himself.


Korzybski was a sixty-year-old Polish war hero who emigrated to the United States after the Armistice. Described by Burroughs as a heavy, vigorous gentleman looking somewhat like Picasso, he was an emphatic and energetic teacher. He would begin his lectures by banging down his fist. “Whatever this is, it is not a ‘table.’ It’s not the label table.” That things were not their labels was one of his main points. The other was the fallacy of Aristotelian either/or logic: that a proposition is either true or false; hereditary or environment; instinct or emotion. He said the either/or contradiction does not correspond with the human nervous system at all. It is not either/or, it is both/and; not intellect or emotion, every act is both intellectual and emotional. There is no way that you can split the human organism into two halves. In fact this is a rather crude reading of Aristotle, who wrote, “It is not necessary that of every affirmation and opposite negation one should be true and the other false.”2 Another memorable Korzybski line, often quoted by Burroughs, was that the “I” is not just confined in the brain. Korzybski always told his class, “You think as much with your big toe as you do with your brain—and probably more effectively.”3 As usual, Burroughs took from it what he wanted, namely the idea that words should mean what they say. In conversation, and when he was teaching, Burroughs railed against all generalized words like “justice” and “communism,” “art” and “culture” because they have as many definitions as there are users.


It was a small class of fifteen to twenty people. It lasted for five days and everyone had a one-on-one tutorial. Bill’s was unfortunately timed for the early afternoon of September 1, 1939. Korzybski could have been forgiven if he was distracted. That morning, at 4:45 a.m., just before dawn, 2,750 tanks, supported by 2,315 aircraft, led an army of more than a million Germans into Poland in the opening action of World War II.
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Burroughs took his fall 1939 and spring 1940 anthropology courses at Harvard but made an abrupt move to New York City before completing the course. On February 1 he wrote asking Harvard to send his papers to Columbia to enable him to study anthropology and psychology there. At first he lived in the Harvard Club on West 44th Street, a private club to which anyone who had attended Harvard could apply and which was less expensive than the University Club. He stayed there over the years when he was moving from one apartment to another. Bill moved seamlessly between the world of his upper-middle-class background and his newly found bohemia, and continued to do so throughout his life. After getting settled at Columbia, he moved around from hotel to hotel, finally selecting the huge, anonymous Taft Hotel at 761 Seventh Avenue between 50th and 51st Streets, just north of Times Square.
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