THE HEALTH OFFICER
An

Opiated
Jungle
Tale

By William Burroughs with illustration by Paul Jasmin
The District Health Officer, Farnsworth, distributed his life into
daily routines .. . work, food and opium. He asked for little and
hoped for less until an event happened, a kind of journey, which
led him to a sexual territory which heretofore had remained dormant.
September 13th, 1923 . . . Farnsworth,
the District Health Officer, was a man
so grudging in what he asked of life
that every win was a lose; yet he was
not without a certain plodding persistence of effort and effectiveness in
his limited area. The current emergency
posed by the floods and the attendant
cholera epidemic, while it did not spur
him to any unusual activity, left him
correspondingly unruffled. Every morning
at sunrise, he bundled his greasy maps
- which he studied at breakfast while he
licked butter off his fingers- into his
battered Land Rover and set out to
inspect his district, stopping here and
there to order more sandbags for the
levees (knowing his orders would be disregarded as they generally were unless
the Commissioner happened to be with
him ). He ordered three relatives to
transport a cholera case to the district
hospital at Waghdas and left three opium
pills and instructions for preparing rice
water. They nodded, and he drove on,
having done what he could.
The emergency hospital at Waghdas
was intalled in an empty army barracks
left over from the war. It was understaffed and overcrowded, mostly by patients who lived near enough and were
still strong enough to walk. The treatment for cholera was simple: each patient was assigned to a straw pallet on
arrival and given a gallon of rice water
and half a gram of opium. If he was still
'· "a1ive six hours later the dose of opium
..,;:;~ · was repeated. The survival rate was
about twenty percent. Pallets of the dead
were washed in carbolic solution and
left in the sun to dry. The attendants
were mostly Chinese who had taken the
job because they were allowed to smoke
the opium and feed the ash to the patients. The smell of cooking rice, opium
smoke, excrement and carbolic permeated
the hospital and the area around it for
several hundred yards.
At ten o'clock the Health Officer en-

tered the hospital, requisitioned more
carbolic and opium, sent off another request for a doctor which he expected
and hoped would be ignored. He felt
that a doctor fussing around the hospital
would only make matters worse; he might
even object to the opium dosage as too
high, · or attempt to interfere with the
opium smoking of the attendants. The
Health Officer had very little use for
doctors. They simply complicated things
to make themselves important.
After spending half an hour in the
hospital, he drove to Ghadis to see the
Commissioner, who invited him to lunch.
He accepted without enthusiasm, declining a gin before lunch and a beer with
lunch. He picked at the rice and fish,
and ate a small plate of stewed fruit.
He was trying to persuade the Commissioner to assign some convicts to work on
the levees.
.
"Sorry old boy, not enough soldiers
to guard them."
'
" Well it's a serious situation."
Farnsworth did not press the point.
He simply did what he could and let it
go at that. Newcomers to the district
wondered what kept him going at all.
Old-timers like the Commissioner knew.
For the Health Officer had a sustaining vice. Every morning at sunrise, he
brewed a pot of strong tea and washed
down a gram of opium. When he returned
from his rounds in the evening, he repeated the dose and gave it time to take
effect before he prepared his evening
meal of stewed fruit and wheat bread.
He had no permanent houseboy, since
he feared the boy might steal his opium.
Twice a week he had a boy in to clean
the bungalow, and then he locked his
opium in an old rusty safe where he
kept his reports. He had been taking
opium for five years and had stabilized
his dosage after the first year and never
increased it, nor gone on to injections of
morphine. This was not due to strength
of character, but simply to the fact that
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he felt he owed himself very little, and
that was what he allotted himself.
Driving back to find the sandbags not
there, the cholera patient dead, and his
three relatives droop-eyed from the
opium pills he had left, he felt neither
anger nor exasperation. All he felt was
the slight lack that increased in the
last hour of his drive, so that he stepped
harder on the accelerator. Arriving back
at his bungalow, he washed down an
opium pill with bottled water and lit
the kerosene stove for his tea. He carried
the tea onto the porch and by the time
he had finish ed the second cup, he felt
the opium wash through the back of his
neck and down his withered thighs. He
could have passed for 50; actually he
was 28. He sat there for half an hour
looking at the muddy river and the low
hills covered with scrub. There was a
mutter of thunder and as he cooked his
evening meal, the first drops of rain fel,l
on the rusty galvanized iron roof.
He awoke to the unaccustomed sound
of lapping water. Hastily he pulled on
his pan.t s and stepped onto the porch.
Rain was still falling and the water had
risen during the night to a level of twelve
inches under the bungalow and a few
inches below the hubcaps of his Land
Rover. He washed down an opium pill
and put water on the stove for his tea.
Then he dusted off an alligator-skin
Gladstone bag and started packing, opening drawers and compartments in the
safe. He packed clothes, reports, a compass, a sheath knife, a .45 Webley revolver and a box of shells, matches, a
mess kit, filling his canteen with bottled
water and wrapping a loaf of bread in
paper. Pouring his tea, the water rising
under his feet, he experienced a tension
in the groin, a surge of adolescent lust
that was stronger for being inexpli<:<able
and inappropriate.
His medical supplies and opium he
packed in a separate bag and as an added
precaution, a slab of opium the size of a
cigarette package wrapped in heavy tin
foil went into his side coat pocket. By
the time he had finished packing, his
pants were sticking out at the fly. The
opium would soon take care of that. He
was able to reach the Land Rover without stepping into the water. The motor
caught, and he headed for high ground
above the flood. The route he took was
seldom used and several times he had to
cut trees out of the road with an axe.
Towards sundown he reached the medical
mission of Father Corre. This was out of
his district, and he had only met the
priest once before.
A thin red-faced. man with a halo of
white hair, Father Corre greeted him
politely but without marked enthusiasm.
He brightened somewhat when Farnsworth brought out his medical supplies
and went with him to the dispensary
and hospital, which was simply a large
hut with screens at the sides. The Health
Officer passed out opium pills to all the
.,..... ..... .... ; ...... _-1- ....

The priest nodded absently as he led
the way back to the house. Farnsworth
had swallowed his opium pill with water
from his canteen, and it was beginning
to take effect as he sat down on the
porch. The priest was looking at him with
a hostility he was trying hard to conceal.
Farnsworth wondered what exactly was
wrong. The priest fidgeted and cleared
his throat. He said abruptly in a strained
voice, "Would you care for a drink?"
" Thank you, no. I never touch it."
Relief flooded the priest's face with
a beneficent glow. "Something else then?"
"I'd love some tea."
"Of course. I'll have the boy make it."
The priest came back with a bottle
of whisky, a glass, and a soda siphon.
Farnsworth surmised that he kept his
whisky under lock and key somewhere
out of the reach of his boys. The priest
poured himself a generous four fingers
and shot in a dash of soda. He took a
long drink and beamed at his guest.
Farnsworth decided that the moment was
propitious to ask a favor, while the good
father was still relieved at not having
to share his dwindling supply of whisky,
and before he had overindulged.
" I want to get through to Ghadis if
possible. I suppose it's hopeless by road,
even if I had enough petrol?"
The priest got a map and spread it
out on the table. " Absolutely out of the
question. This whole area is flooded.
Only possibility is by boat to here . . .
then you'd have to transport the boat
overland for five miles to here . . . from
there it's forty miles downriver to Ghadis.
I could lend you a boat with a boy and
outboard, but there's no petrol here ... "
"I think I have enough petrol for
that, considering it's all downstream."
"You'll run into logjams; may take
hours to cut through . . . figure how long
it could take you at the longest, and then
double it . . . my boy only knows the
route as far as here. Now this stretch
here is very dangerous . . . the river
narrows quite suddenly, no noise you understand, and no warning . . . advise you
to take the canoe out and carry it down
to here . .. take one extra day, but well
worth it at this time of year. Of course
you might get through- but if anything
goes wrong . . . the current you understand . .. even a strong swimmer ... "
The following day at dawn, Farnsworth's belongings and the supplies for
the trip were loaded into the dugout
canoe. The boy, Ali, was a smoky black
with sharp features-clearly a mixture of
Arab and Negro stock. H e was abou 1
with beautiful teeth and a quick by
smile. The priest waved from the jetty
as the boat swung into midstream. Farnsworth sat back lazily, watching the water
and the jungle slide past. There was not
much sign of life. A few birds and
monkeys. Once three alligators wallowing in a mud bank slid into the water,
showing their teeth in depraved smiles.
Several times logjams had to be cleared

for tea while Ali walked to the end of
the bank and dropped a hook baited with
a worm into a deep clear pool. By the
time the water was boiling, he was back
with an eighteen-inch fish . As Ali cleaned
the fish and cut it into sections, Farnsworth washed down his opium pill. H e
offered one to Ali, who examined it,
sniffed a t it, smiled, and shook his head.
"Chinese boy . . ." He leaned over
holding an imaginary opium pipe to a
lamp. He drew the smoke in and let
his eyes droop. " Not get- " He put his
hands on his stomach and rocked back
and forth.
By the afternoon of the second day
the stream had widened considerably.
Towards sundown Farnsworth took an
opium pill and dozed off. Suddenly he
was wide awake with a start, and he
reached for the map. This was the stretch
that Father Corre had warned him about.
H e turned towards Ali, but Ali knew
a lready. H e was steering for shore. The
silent rush of the current swept the boat
broadside, and the rudder wire snapped
like a bowstring. The boat twisted out of
control swept towards a logjam. A splintering crash and F arnsworth was underwater, struggling desperately against the·
current. H e felt a stab of pain as a
branch ripped through his coat and along
his side.
He came to himself on the bank, with
Ali pushing water out of his lungs. He
sat up brea thing heavily and coughing.
His coat was in tatters, oozing blood. He
felt for the pocket, and looked at his
empty hand. The opium was gone. He
had sustained a superficial scratch down
the left hip and across the buttock. They
had salvaged nothing except the short
machete that Ali wore in a sheath at his
belt, and Farnsworth's sheath knife.
Farnsworth drew a map in the sand to
approximate their position. He calculated
the distance to one of the large tributaries as about forty miles. Once there,
they could fashion a raft and drift downstream to Ghadis, where of course . .. the
words of F ather Corre played back in
his mind: " Figure the longest time it
could t<lke you and then double it ... "
D arkness was falling, and they had
to tay there for the night, even though
he was losing precious travel time. He
knew that in 72 hours at the outside he
would be immobilized for lack of opium.
At daybreak they set out heading north.
Progress was slow; the undergrowth had
to be cut step by step, and there were
swamps and streams in the way and f
time to time deep gorges that necesfiltated long detours. The unaccustomed
exertion knocked the opium out of his
y tern, and by nightfall he was already
feverish and shivering.
,
By morning he was barely able to walk,
but managed to stagger along for a few
miles. The next day he was convulsed
by stomach cramps and they barely covered a mile. The third day he could not
move. Ali massaged his legs, which were

