Why Is It Called Chasing The Dragon 1

Why [s It Called Chasing The

Dragon

Downloaded from
Why Is It Called web1 .enteraskincare.com
Chasing The Dragon by Jacoby & Mann

INTRODUCTION: UNPACKING A
DARK PHRASE

The phrase "chasing the dragon” is one
of the most evocative and widely
recognized slang terms associated with
heroin use. Its imagery is both vivid and
tragic, conjuring a sense of pursuit,
illusion, and inevitable loss. For those
unfamiliar with the term, it might sound
like a poetic metaphor from a fantasy
novel or a description of a reckless
adventure. In reality, this phrase
describes a specific method of inhaling
heroin or opium fumes, a practice that
has carried a heavy toll of addiction and
death across the globe. Understanding
why it is called chasing the dragon
requires delving into its cultural origins,
the physical act it describes, and the
powerful metaphorical weight it carries
about the nature of addiction itself. This
article will explore the history, the
mechanics, the profound dangers, and
the enduring legacy of this infamous
phrase, providing a comprehensive look
at a term that represents one of the
most perilous relationships between
humans and a substance.

THE ORIGIN OF THE PHRASE: A
JOURNEY FROM EAST TO WEST

To understand why it is called chasing
the dragon, we must travel back in time
to the opium dens of East and Southeast

Asia. The term is widely believed to have
originated in the Cantonese-speaking
communities of Hong Kong and southern
China in the mid-20th century, before
the widespread availability of pure
heroin. The original Cantonese phrase is
thought to be "0" (zeoil lung4), which
literally translates to "chasing the
dragon" or "chasing the dragon's tail."

The Visual
Metaphor of the
"Dragon”

The "dragon" in this context refers to the
trail of smoke or vapor that is produced
when a heated substance, typically
heroin (often in its base or "brown sugar"
form), is placed on a piece of aluminum
foil and heated from below. As the
heroin melts and vaporizes, it does not
simply disappear. Instead, it forms a
liquid bead that moves along the foil,
leaving a wispy, sinuous trail of smoke
behind it. This moving bead and its
trailing vapor resemble the undulating
body and tail of a mythical Chinese
dragon. The user then "chases" this
dragon's tail by following the moving
liquid bead with a tube or straw, inhaling
the precious fumes as they are
produced.

The act is one of delicate and focused
pursuit. The user must carefully control
the heat source—often a lighter held at a
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precise distance—to keep the liquid
moving without burning it. The goal is to
inhale the entire vapor trail in one
continuous, deep breath. This
meticulous, almost ritualistic process
gives the practice its name. It is not a
passive act; it is an active chase. The
dragon is the smoke, the high, and the
fleeting moment of euphoria, all of which
are constantly moving, just out of reach,
requiring constant attention and pursuit.

From Opium to
Heroin

While the term is most famously
associated with heroin, its roots are in
opium smoking. Traditional opium
smoking involved a complex ritual using
a long-stemmed pipe and a special lamp.
"Chasing the dragon" was a simpler,
more portable, and arguably more
efficient method that emerged as refined
heroin became more accessible. It
allowed users to get a potent dose of the
drug without the paraphernalia and skill
required for traditional opium pipes. The
adaptation of the term from opium to
heroin shows the evolution of drug
culture and how a method born out of
necessity became a global phenomenon.

THE MECHANICS OF A
DANGEROUS PRACTICE

Understanding the physical process is
central to grasping why it is called
chasing the dragon. The technique is
deceptively simple, which contributes to
its appeal and its danger.

Step-by-Step

Process

1. Preparation: A small amount of
heroin (usually brown or beige in
color) is placed on a piece of
aluminum foil. The foil is often
slightly concave or shaped into a
trough to guide the liquid.

2. Heating: A flame from a lighter is
applied to the underside of the foil,
directly beneath the heroin. The
heat is carefully controlled—too
much and the heroin burns,
producing acrid smoke that is
wasted; too little and it won't
vaporize.

3. Vaporization and Movement:
The heroin melts into a dark, oily
liquid that begins to sizzle and
move along the foil. This
movement is partly due to gravity
(the user might tilt the foil) and
partly due to the vapor pressure
created by the heat. A trail of
thick, white or gray smoke rises
from the liquid bead.

4. Inhalation: The user places a
hollow tube (such as a straw, a
rolled-up piece of paper, ora
specially designed glass tube) near
the leading edge of the liquid
bead. As the bead moves, the user
follows it, inhaling the smoke
deeply into their lungs.

5. Swallowing the Smoke: To
maximize absorption, users often
hold the smoke in their lungs for
as long as possible. This is why the
process is often described as
"swallowing the dragon" or "taking
the dragon's breath." The smoke is
the dragon, and you are literally
chasing it to capture it and draw it
inside you.
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Why This
Method?

This method became popular for several
reasons. First, it bypasses the need for
needles, which carries its own set of
stigmas and risks. Second, it was
perceived as a "cleaner" way to use, as
no other substances are injected. Third,
the bioavailability of smoked heroin is
very high, meaning the body absorbs a
large percentage of the drug quickly,
leading to a powerful and almost
immediate rush. This rapid onset is a key
part of its appeal and its danger. The
user does not have to wait; the high is
there as soon as the smoke is inhaled.

THE METAPHYSICAL DRAGON:
ADDICTION AS A CHASE

Beyond the literal description, the
phrase "chasing the dragon" has a
profound metaphorical meaning that
perfectly encapsulates the nature of
heroin addiction. In this sense, the
dragon is not just the smoke, but the
high itself—specifically, the first, most
intense, and most euphoric high.

The Myth of the
First High

Nearly all users report that the first time
they use heroin is unlike any other. It is
described as a feeling of overwhelming
warmth, peace, and bliss, a "whole body
orgasm" that erases all pain, anxiety,
and worry. This is the dragon. The user's
entire addiction becomes a desperate,
lifelong attempt to recapture this initial,
magical experience. But it is a chase
that is doomed to fail.

After the first use, the brain's chemistry
changes. Tolerance builds rapidly,
meaning the user needs more and more
of the drug just to achieve a normal
state, let alone the euphoric one. The
initial rush becomes elusive, a phantom
that can never be caught again. Every
subsequent use is a diminished echo of
the first. The user is metaphorically
"chasing the dragon" of their first high,
running after a memory that grows
fainter with every fix. The pursuit
becomes the entire focus of life,
consuming time, money, health, and
relationships. The dragon is always just
ahead, always out of reach, leading the
user further and further into a dangerous
and desolate landscape.

The Inevitable
Crash

The chase is punctuated by periods of
withdrawal, which are the opposite of
the high—a state of severe physical and
emotional pain. The fear of withdrawal
becomes another dragon to chase,
forcing the user to keep taking the drug
not for pleasure, but to avoid the agony
of sickness. The chase is no longer about
getting high; it is about being normal.
This is the tragedy at the heart of the
phrase: the beautiful, powerful dragon
eventually becomes a terrifying,
demanding master.

THE PROFOUND DANGERS AND
HEALTH RISKS

"Chasing the dragon" is not a safer
alternative to injection. It carries its own
unique and severe risks, many of which
are not widely understood.



Respiratory
System Damage

Inhaling hot, concentrated heroin fumes
directly into the lungs is incredibly
damaging. Common short-term effects
include a chronic cough, wheezing, and
chest tightness. Long-term, this practice
leads to devastating pulmonary
conditions, including:

¢ Heroin-Induced Pulmonary
Edema: A life-threatening
condition where fluid builds up in
the air sacs of the lungs, causing
severe shortness of breath and
oxygen deprivation.

e Lipoid Pneumonia: A rare type of
pneumonia caused by the
inhalation of fatty substances.
Heroin is often cut with various oils
and fillers, which can accumulate
in the lungs and cause
inflammation.

e Bronchospasm and Asthma
Exacerbation: The smoke can
trigger severe constriction of the
airways.

e Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary
Disease (COPD): Over time, the
constant irritation and damage can
lead to irreversible lung damage.

Neurological and
Brain Damage

Chronic heroin use, regardless of the
method, damages the brain's reward
system. However, "chasing the dragon"
can also lead to a specific and tragic
condition known as
leukoencephalopathy. This is a

progressive, often fatal condition where
the white matter of the brain
degenerates. Symptoms include
difficulty speaking, impaired
coordination, dementia, and loss of
motor control. It is directly linked to
inhaling the toxic fumes produced when
heroin is heated on foil, particularly
when the heroin is impure or
adulterated.

Overdose Risk

Because the high is so immediate and
intense, it is very easy to overdose while
"chasing the dragon." The user may
misjudge the purity of the drug or inhale
more than their body can handle.
Respiratory depression—where the brain
forgets to tell the lungs to breathe—is
the primary cause of death from heroin
overdose. Fentanyl, a synthetic opioid 50
to 100 times more potent than
morphine, is now a common adulterant
in the heroin supply. A tiny amount can
be fatal, and "chasing the dragon" using
fentanyl-laced heroin is playing Russian
roulette.

Other Harms

e Burns and Fires: Using lighters
and foil in a state of intoxication
can easily lead to burns on the
fingers, lips, and face. Fires are a
real risk.

e Dental and Gum Problems: The
hot, dry smoke is terrible for oral
health, contributing to gum
disease, rapid tooth decay, and a
condition known as "meth mouth"
is also seen in heroin smokers.

e Skin and Soft Tissue
Infections: While not injecting
avoids needle-borne infections,
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"chasing the dragon" can still lead
to skin abscesses and cellulitis if
the user gets burns or cuts.

CULTURAL IMPACT AND THE
ENDURING LEGACY OF A TERM

The phrase "chasing the dragon" has
seeped into popular culture, appearing
in music, movies, and literature. It is
used as a shorthand for any dangerous,
obsessive, or self-destructive pursuit.
Bands and musicians from the Velvet
Underground to Sinéad O'Connor have
used the term to evoke themes of
addiction, escape, and ruin. In films like
The French Connection and
Trainspotting, the practice is depicted
not as a glamorous activity, but as a
desperate, gritty, and tragic one. These
cultural references have helped solidify
the phrase's place in the public
consciousness, often serving as a
cautionary tale.

However, the term has also been
criticized for having a darkly poetic
quality that can inadvertently
romanticize a horrific act. For those who
have lost loved ones to heroin addiction,
the term is not a metaphor; it is a painful

reminder of a devastating reality. Public
health campaigns have sometimes
moved away from using the phrase,
preferring clinical language like "heroin
smoking" or "vaporizing" to avoid any
unintended glamorization. Despite this,
"chasing the dragon" remains the most
common and recognizable term for the
practice. It is a linguistic relic of a
specific time and place, a window into
the mindset of addiction, and a stark
reminder of the drug's power.

CONCLUSION: A CHASE THAT
ALWAYS ENDS IN LOSS

So, why is it called chasing the dragon?
The answer is a layered story of
linguistics, history, chemistry, and
human tragedy. On the surface, it is a
direct, visual description of the physical
act of inhaling moving heroin smoke
from a piece of foil. The liquid bead and
its trailing vapor look like a mystical
dragon, and the user follows, or
"chases," it to capture its essence.

On a deeper level, the name is a perfect
metaphor for the entire experience of
heroin addiction. The dragon is the
elusive



