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wT THE RoAD - A S# Kilda Drug odyssey”

Joseph O'Reilly

Port Phillip's play "Hit the Road" was written and
directed by Robyn Szechtman as part of their strategy
to educate and inform the community. Before
expressing my personal opinions about the play and
drug addiction, I will give you a brief history of myself.

I am the youngest of the family, with seven older
siblings. I was born in Belfast, Northern Ireland and
migrated to Australia in 1981 just before my eleventh
birthday. I didn't enjoy school, but retrospectively I
think I had a thirst for knowledge and was a naturally
investigative child. Melbourne was like a different
world. My family felt such relief, no longer worrying
about bomb blasts or the oppression of the occupying
forces. Australia was safe.

I left school when I was sixteen, completed a
hairdressing apprenticeship then I started my own
business. This gave me the means to finance my
expensive habits, mainly heroin and marijuana.

This brings us to my involvement in the production
of "Hit the Road" a play that was performed outdoors
in St Kilda's parks and infamous streets. The play
addresses the life of a person (Matt) losing his ability
to cope with his wife, children and the world in
general. Matt's loss of control is due to a car accident
which results in an extremely painful back injury and
he becomes addicted to opiates. Drugs become the
coping mechanism for all Matt's problems. I have also

been through this dreadful addiction and consider
myself to be in remission. Addiction to me is like a
kind of physiological cancer, which is as individual as
each of us.

Robyn approached me about a new play she was
writing and asked if I would sit in on some focus
groups to collect information on using drug services.

I think because of her own professional background
in the drug and alcohol field, Robyn did not want to do
a glossy cover-up like so many media organisations.
She aspired to express the truth and importance of
addiction.

As an ex-user I found the whole process of the groups
very cathartic and others involved agreed with me.
Robyn selected an excellent cross section of the

drug or ex-drug using community. She would have
barely finished asking a question and we would all

be jumping in with our responses. Another reason

the groups were so successful and beneficial for

all involved was because they weren't self-help. It

was purely an exchange of information and factual
experiences allowing Robyn to mix these, darkly funny

. and often very sad facts with her imagination to create
' a twenty-four hour vista of the desperate reality of a

person with a substance problem.

I also believe people imparted their stories truthfully
because they were putting such negative life
experiences into such a positive project. One of the
duties I had was to assist the actor Andy Miller to
develop Matt's character and understand a drug user's
state of mind.

Matt is dealing with homelessness, addiction, family
break down whilst still recovering form the car
accident. I would remind Andy that all the negative
thoughts Matt would be experiencing would become a
mantra, not leaving much time for rational thinking.
The actors listened to our advice and also attended the
focus groups.

Robyn organised catering for the end of each night's
performance. This allowed the audience to provide us
with valuable feedback. I must admit I was delighted
with what I heard. People commented on how
professional and entertaining it was. A man, out for
a walk, did not realise it was a play, and interrupted
the actors in the final scene to offer Matt a bed.
Embarrassed after discovering it was only a play, he
explained that his daughter had struggled with a
heroin addiction for 16 years and he wanted to help
someone in similar circumstances.

Witnessing this and hearing the positive feedback
made me feel part of a successful and informative
project. The more I got involved in the process, the
more I enjoyed it. Thanks Robyn and well done to you
and Port Phillip Council.



Drug Servives:
Do they deliver?

"Hit the Road" gave hundreds of members of the
community an opportunity to be a fly on the wall
as they followed a homeless drug user's search for
help one night through the streets of St Kilda.
The real life insights contained in "Hit The Road"
were based on the experiences of six people who
had used local drug services. The following is an
excerpt from their discussions.

People usually are driven to seek treatment when
their circamstances fall apart. A crisis. It might be
family pressure.

Parent's saying, "You bave not done anything to show
us that you are serious about stopping. We are not
going to keep lending you money".

Or you might be dealing and you have had one dealer: ) Iy

Maybe be gets busted or you get busted.

There's almost always a lag time between the
decision to go to treatment and actually starting.
Research and the group's experiences suggest that
this ranges from one month to three years. Staff
attitudes were instrumental to a person sticking
out the full length of a detox. The group felt that a
punitive approach still exists within drug services,
but is packaged better in some than others.

They still think the drug addicts are supposed to do
it bard and burt as they go through detox and that's
going to stop them from using. It is just a fucking lie.

A lack of understanding about people using drugs
as a means of self-medication was believed to
underlie the judgemental attitudes of staff in drug
services.

Smoking cigarettes is just another part of self-
medication and when you are freezing cold,

then boiling hot, you don't really want nicotine
withdrawals as well as opiate withdrawals. You don't
want to go out into the freezing cold to have a smoke.
When I was caught smoking inside, the worker said
to me, "You are just trying to get kicked out because
you don't want to face your drug taking". I was just
thinking, "I want to bave a cigarette, I don't want to
leave".

Group members cited many examples of when they
were seen as being 'non compliant' and felt that the
staff member didn't understand how difficult it is
to give up the last vestige of control you have over
your life.

You are expected to tell a complete stranger who you
potentially bave never met before or perbaps bave a
minimal relationship with, stuff that you would not
even tell a very good friend!

Behaviour deemed 'unacceptable' was often
perceived as a clash of cultures between drug users
and service providers.

ll

A lot of people can't meet a service's restrictions, so
it's another experience of failure, ' you are chaotic,
you're not trying. You don't deserve our belp.'

Punitive attitudes were said to be particularly
prevalent amongst doctors and pharmacists.

With pharmacotherapy, you are tied to a chemist

and doctor. There is a massive power imbalance - the
doctor holds the scripts and if you don't abide by their
rules - then they can withhold the drug.

The group went on to discuss the experience of
being rejected by a service and acknowledged the
behaviours and rorts that lead to this.

Other group members had found some staff
members inspirational. These were often ex-users
who had gone through the experience themselves.

Before I went to detox I never met someone who

bad successfully given up a beroin babit. But when

I went to Windana, I met a worker there who bad
been clean for 10 years. Ex-drug addicts make the
best counsellors because they have the ability to truly
empathise.

‘When the group was asked their final question
about the type of drug services they found the
most useful, counselling and pharmacotherapies
came out on top.

Therapy to me it is just a way of getting some of the
angst out of my body that I have not yet discovered
bealthy ways of getting out.

I think methadone can work really well for people
who do want to keep using as you have a prescriber
who respects that your goal is not to stop using. 1
need to be functional to go to work so it suits me to
stay on a low dose and then use beroin whenever I
want to.

Complied by Robyn Szechtman,
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Day

Chasing chasing
Never enough
Clockwork thinking
- With a silet alarm
Dark, soft, lost

| must remember to stay calm

Chasing thinking

What to do next

“ Yhe other guy's shit is always the pest
Stealing, waiting, so mundane

It's a full time joh and I'm staying the same

{iquid magic work your wonders
Thena when | come undone | feel your thunder
But while I'm uader your euphoric spell

I'll'put ink to paper and recount my hell
By Luke Wolokh
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SLIDE THE STEEL

TIME STANDS STILL

A THOUSAND THOUGHTS

YOU'RE ABOUT TO SMOTHER

PUSH IT IN AND fl'HINK

ABOUT HOW l'l"S; ALL GOING TO BE BETTER

~ FOR A LITTLE WHILE ANYWAY

THAT'S ’i‘llE BEST YOU CAN GET

WHEN YOU WASTE YOUR EXISTENCE
DUE TO SELF PRESCRIBED MEDICATION
BY LUKE WOLOKH




1 hadn't 3 or more than a year.
As | stood above her where she was seated <
| looked into those dead eyes. Nothing. 2
Once they were brilliant, playful and witty.
She was already on the slab of the morguse
She was a sucker for the macho men.
And the Pool Halls and Bars of Deathé

Ve |t was romantic to live
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f Substance

serious pains in my chest. | thought | was going to die! | went to my

a nurse and | said "I'm dying, what should | do?" She told me to go to the
alty Department. But | was afraid of doing that. And besides, I still had a
gs at night.

So | went to my d
a chest x ray. So @

next day and she suggested having an ECG and blood work done and
en the results came through, | found myself back at the doctor.

"Tell me the bad ne
wall.

er twenty years of heroin use, | knew the writing was on the

"Your heart's fine",
twenty years of herc

r liver and kidneys". Feeling slightly smug | said, "so
wuh".

"But you are showi
The smile left my fac

he doctor replied.

"It's the thirty years of ou", the doctor continued.

| should of just stuck to t
Maurie S - St Kilda
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