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            To the gay men who are dying on G every twelve days in London, this one’s for you.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            FOREWORD

         

         We live in confusing and difficult times. We all have online profiles and spend our time posting photos of our perfect, flawless, photoshopped lives. We show our look, proclaim our uniqueness, all the while desperately wanting to belong. We have never been more connected with each other and with the world, yet we have never felt so lonely. This is the age of the individual, but still we feel pressure to conform, pressure for us all to be the same. The idea of a gay community should be a remedy, the very thing to pull us together, to help us belong, but still I find a bittersweet irony in the phrase ‘the gay community’. Maybe we are a united community, once a year, when Pride comes around – and sometimes we’re even united by Eurovision.

         But otherwise divisiveness, judgement and abjection all too often underlie so much of what we do and say. And chemsex, a word I loathe and find gravid with prejudice, has become a nidus for so much of this division. This bloody, bold and agonisingly honest book shows this with uncompromising clarity. It screams our pain and reveals our scorn. It will help many, horrify some and irritate a few. And that is exactly what a good book should do. It joins the ranks of Matthew Todd and Johann Hari as one of the defining social critiques of our time. Most importantly, it implores us as a society to change our views on drugs.

         Drugs are not, or should not be, an issue of law but one of public health. However, thanks to the hysteria whipped up by tabloids, decriminalisation has become a dirty word – as dirty a word as ‘chemsex’ is to the Daily Mail. Prohibition is all that our legislators seem to know, despite overwhelming evidence against it. Harm to health caused by drug use is rising, and that harm is concentrated in vulnerable groups. The LGBTQ+ community is vulnerable; we are hurting from our mistreatment by society and the mistreatment we have suffered by our own hand (to quote Hamlet, ‘the heartache, and the thousand natural shocks that/flesh is heir to’). Instead of wasting resources on punishment, we should focus on making society safe and on helping people to avoid, reduce or recover from drug-related harm.

         As a young doctor, I worked for a time in Kenya; there I learned a wonderful Swahili word, harambee, meaning ‘all pull together’. Harambee is a Kenyan tradition of community self-help – people fundraise for those in need and also initiate development activities to improve living conditions. Put simply, it is the act of kindness. We could benefit so much from such an attitude, from the same spirit of altruism. If ever there was a powerful cry for us to be better, wiser, more compassionate and eleemosynary, this book is it. Perhaps now fewer of us will feel the need to escape, to self-medicate, to isolate ourselves and ultimately end up feeling trapped. Help exists and everyone should be able to access it. The more we judge, the less we love. Harambee.

         
             

         

         Dr Christian Jessen, July 2017

         
             

         

         
             

         

         AUTHOR’S NOTE

         Some names have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.
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            SOMETHING FOR THE WEEKEND

         

         Friday afternoon, 4.30. The order has gone to my dealer: two bags of meph, 50ml of G. He replies via WhatsApp asking where he should drop the items off. ‘Can you do London Bridge? I’m heading straight out.’ He confirms and tells me he’ll meet me there around six. ‘Usual place.’ Perfect. This is just one order of hundreds made in a similar fashion every Friday by gay men all over town to the many dealers covering the boroughs of the capital. It will cost me £70 and, once started, will leave me wanting neither food nor alcohol, due to the potency of mixing the ingredients together, meaning essentially, bar the Uber journeys from location to location I’ll inevitably undertake in the hours and days following, £70 should be all the cost my weekend incurs. Until I run out of either drug and I can’t stop myself from buying more, which is another inevitability.

         Tonight’s activity is a friend’s house party celebrating his birthday in Dalston. Looking through the Facebook invite list, I can see the theme of the event is pretty much exclusively limited to drugs. Indeed, two fellow attendees have already messaged me asking if I can collect ‘drinks’ and ‘mints’ for them, the subtle terms adopted to describe the two aforementioned drugs. They are too late: my order has arrived and I don’t intend to hassle Peter until I either run out of supplies myself and have returned to south London (he gets a little precious about travelling north of the river) or find myself accidentally hosting a gathering in my Balham flat, something that happens often. In this instance, Peter will be at mine swiftly, knowing the ten or so guys in my living room will likely all need supplying, a good earner for him. When this happens, Peter typically gives me my drugs for free, or at least provides me with extra at no additional cost.

         I’m fairly late to the house party when I arrive; I always catch a friend for Friday drinks in Soho before starting my fun. He knows what I’m likely to be up to later, but doesn’t judge. He’d prefer I didn’t and offers an alternative plan, but I decline. As usual, I find it hard to give him my full concentration: all I can think about is seeing the boys and letting go of my cares over the course of a couple of lines and a large opening shot of the G.

         By 1 a.m., and after my third shot of the juice, I finally feel on top of the world. I’ve barely touched my own supplies because there’s so much going around the group. Crammed inside this apartment are about thirty guys, all in their late twenties or early thirties, all of whom are impressive in their own lives, and all of whom spend every weekend on another planet, carefree, just like me. Monday will come to each of us like a double-decker bus smashing through our lives, pushing us to reality. But that feels like a million miles away right now and nobody cares.

         This is a chill-out. Everybody is doing the same drugs, or ‘chems’, as the using community refer to them. The word ‘drugs’ conjures up so much additional meaning; it’s packed to the brim with judgement. When you think ‘drugs’, you think Trainspotting. ‘Chems’ is easier off the tongue and, although explicit, it doesn’t feel quite as bad. At least to us.

         Tops come off and we each appear to be wearing shorts. The host, Neil, will have handed out most pairs. ‘Neil, have you got a pair of shorts I can borrow?’ is a sentence I’ve heard said a dozen times, including by me. Everyone is euphoric. The effect of G, even though it’s administered in the tiniest of doses – measured by a medical syringe to ensure precise levels and on a strict hourly basis – sends the user’s mind whizzing within ten to fifteen minutes of swallowing. A friend once described the effect to me as being completely drunk, yet still being completely aware of one’s surroundings. It is possible to push this too far, the dreaded ‘going under’ effect, but so far everybody’s been OK. The music is turned up over the conversations, which span global politics, the latest Beyoncé track and anything else randomly entering the minds of us intelligent, but off our heads, savvy young adults. We are bobbing to the beats, sweat forming on our foreheads, and topping up the meph in our bloodstreams every ten minutes or so, either by snorting a line or, more likely, by bumping – placing some of the powder on the end of a key and sniffing the crushed-up crystals quickly up our nostrils.

         Occasionally, two guys will disappear off together, perhaps to the toilet or to some other corner out of main view. G, or GBL to give it its proper title, is a sexual stimulant, and of course boys will be boys. But this is not a sex party, and nor will it turn into one. Horniness and fondling have to be done out of sight.

         To an outsider, this entire situation would look alien. Nobody is drinking alcohol: people arrive clutching bottles of Pepsi, or another soft drink. We refer to these pop drinks as ‘mixers’, as they’re only used to mix the minuscule measures of G we each pour ourselves, too bitter (frankly disgusting) to drink on its own.

         And nothing else really happens. Everybody continues getting high, topping up their bodies with the drugs when the time is right. Nobody is being a dick, and nobody has, so far, taken too much. It begins to stale out a little around 2 a.m. and suddenly, it’s time for a change of venue.

         An army of Ubers are ordered. Somebody in the group has suggested we go on to theirs, another apartment, this time near Farringdon. The host sets off on the short car journey west with a couple of guys to set up; the rest of us follow in groups of four in our different cars. There’s talk of ordering more chems, and other people, not yet seen this evening, will meet us there. The night, or morning as it now is, has renewed life, and as soon as we arrive we all take a large G to get us full-swing in the mood. This new gathering seems to be a little sexier and, indeed, the arrival of new people, who have each been at a club somewhere east, creates excitement. It feels OK to be a little more forward here: people are now wearing just their boxer shorts and the vibe has turned a little more sexual.

         In one of the bedrooms, boys hang out on the bed. There’s fumbling and kissing going on. But it’s about as far as it’s going at the moment. In the main living room and in the kitchen, the majority of the gang congregate. A plate with lines of varying sizes is passed around. Somebody announces they have some ketamine, and bodies start to manoeuvre to get a bump before it disappears. Ketamine is a drug that really lets its effects on the user be known. It can make everything around you appear different; the walls, the ground beneath you, the sky and even the stars appear as if they might all exist in a different reality. Some of us bump a small amount and about seven minutes later our minds are behaving in ways that we each find difficult to explain. Our grasp on reality, at least for a little while, has left us. Ketamine can be deadly when this happens.

         There are some drop-offs from the party as the next couple of hours go by. These are either disciplined users, whom I admire, who have reached the time they set themselves to call it a day and go home, or guys who felt the vibe get a little too sexual for their liking and decided to break off to another, less sexually vibed, chill-out – or the opposite, some who have gone to a more full-on sex party, having found this to be a good starter. Perhaps we’ll see them later? At about 10 a.m., the gathering in the flat in Farringdon starts to fizzle out. This causes me and a couple of others to panic: we still have supplies and don’t want to call it a day. At this point, I usually either fall on my sword and pull the stragglers back to mine or go to my default setting: find a sex party. Fortunately, I know just where to find one.

         Thirty minutes later, after a shot of G to send me on my way in the mood I want to remain in, I’m in an Uber heading to Stratford. Over in that part of town is a modern apartment which constantly has a gathering of guys within its walls. The owner of the property is himself a dealer, and can therefore provide his visitors with constant supplies, and himself with a lucrative flow of cash. I WhatsApp him from the car double-checking I can swing by; ‘of course’ comes his reply. I have pulled with me a friend, an older chap in his late forties, and an unknown guy I met at the last flat. The three of us will arrive at something completely different to what we’ve seen in the last twelve or so hours. This will be a group of somewhat strangers to each other, high on the drugs of their choice. Steven, whose flat it is, has everything one could wish for, and everyone there will be looking for sex. Some will be unattractive, some will be hot. None will have slept and all will be completely out of their minds. My two companions and I will do what we need to do to fit in within minutes of arriving, and after that pretty much anything goes. I have redonned my jeans, but the atmosphere at the next place will not require me to wear anything more than my underwear at most. We are going to a chemsex party.

         I am, at this point, on to my second and final bag of meph. I have half a bottle of G – it was used by everyone at the last venue; it always seems to balance out, the sharing of supplies, and part of being allowed to turn up at Steven’s Stratford pad is that we will spend money on his various stock. I agree to buy a bag and the boys say they will each do the same. We pool together what G we have left, and we discuss how long we’ll each stay. All of it is irrelevant. We know the rules we make will be broken. I promised myself, just a day earlier, that I wouldn’t buy any more drugs this weekend. And the last three occasions I was at Steven’s, I stayed until the very early hours of Monday morning. I will likely be at this next place for thirty hours. Let’s see.

         We arrive and are not disappointed. It’s a good-looking bunch of guys, all wearing practically nothing, and considering they’ve abused their bodies with everything from M and G to crystal meth over the course of the last day or so, some longer, they look in pretty good nick.

         While stocking up, I also buy some Valium in preparation for when I do eventually have to come down, and two little blue pills: Viagra. The unfortunate, and quite ironic, side effect of all these chemicals is a penis that refuses to budge. Steven has been handing out the Vs in abundance for as long as boys have been high in his second-floor flat, two for a fiver.

         Having scored my supplies and topped up on the hourly dot with G, I mingle with some of my newfound companions in the living room. Soon somebody’s hand finds itself in my pants and I return the gesture. We are holding a conversation about each other’s careers yet each fondling the other’s chemically induced erection. There’s a parliamentary researcher, a doctor; it feels completely OK to be here given how diverse the crowd is. Somebody gets up to cut some lines, and a plate is passed around the six of us leaning on various parts of the somewhat worn sofa. The signature sound of house music remains a constant, as does the need to consume chemicals in the regular fashion the body has become used to. Does anybody consider quitting and going home? No: there are drugs in abundance, hot guys and enough testosterone to sink a ship. The doorbell rings and more people arrive.

         What’s pulled each of us here? Addiction? A longing to be part of something? A need to escape life for a few days? Are there elements of self-hatred, or of not holding respect for one’s self and dignity? Of course, it’s all of these things, and there are many more reasons why this is as popular a weekend hobby as visiting art galleries in London. As wacky and dangerous as this weekly dive into craziness is, I never stop to pull my head away from the plate that’s passed before me. We are all in this together. We know it’s fucking up our lives, and we know it will come to an end one way or the other. It has to, right?

         But hey, giving up is not on my mind right now. And fuck it, I feel on top of the world. I have hot guys never before introduced to me pulling at my underwear, dragging me off to the bathroom, sharing their chems with me. I feel popular, an ecstasy in itself: my body is being validated and people like me.

         This is of course wholly the effect of the drugs on my mind. I look terrible, I can’t think straight and I smell a bit. I haven’t eaten anything, I look gaunt, and although I’m only midway through this debauchery, I’ve already had sexual contact with at least ten different guys. I’m a fucking mess.

         A day later, having spent another £100 on supplies, I am eventually done. I order an Uber and I return to my flat ten miles away in south London. I am exhausted, yet not tired. I am hungry, but without an appetite. My mind is full of faces and encounters of the past two days, but I am unfulfilled. I need to shower, to brush my teeth, to get something, anything, into my stomach. But I don’t. I walk through the door, I glance at the many messages on Facebook from friends and family worried about why I’ve been so silent all weekend, again, and I collapse onto my bed. I drop the Valium and become numb. I close my eyes and, in an instant, it’s time to go to work. That doubledecker bus of a Monday morning, and reality, has arrived.

         I will feel like shit until about lunchtime on Wednesday, and then I’ll start to think about the weekend again. It’s a cycle I can’t stop. 
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            STATE OF THE NATION

         

         In 2017, as an entire country – regardless of sexuality – it is right that we mark the fiftieth anniversary of the Sexual Offences Act, an Act that decriminalised sex in private between men over the age of twenty-one in England and Wales.

         Legislatively speaking, it was a start. In the years that followed, many battles would be fought and eventually won: levelling the age of consent; achieving equality across the border in Scotland; removal of the dreadful Section 28, which instructed councils not to ‘intentionally promote homosexuality or publish material with the intention of promoting homosexuality’ in schools and workplaces. There are many other victories to celebrate, too: civil partnerships, same-sex marriage, the Equality Act, the pardon afforded all those like gay hero Alan Turing, who were convicted for simply being themselves before the introduction of this historic Act. In fact, since 27 July 1967, when the Sexual Offences Act was enforced, we gay members of Great Britain have been on an upward trajectory, surviving Tory attempts in the 1980s and 1990s to suppress us, to stop us becoming what we are today: equal. 

         But that’s just the law. Every step forward on paper has had to be matched by a societal acceptance and embracing of this steady dawning of gay equality, and that hasn’t always been straightforward. Whereas the law has generally (and I say generally) moved to protect LGBT people, some parts of the country, and people, have been slow to embrace it and in many cases have actively fought against it: the Church, Thatcherism and Northern Ireland’s continued refusal to grant equal marriages are just a few examples I can cite. And who can forget the candlelit vigil that was held in 1990, commemorating the five gay men who were murdered within months of each other on the streets of London.

         In an interview for Winq magazine in 2015, Sarah Kate Ellis, CEO of the US-based GLAAD (Gay & Lesbian Alliance Against Defamation), told me that ‘as policy moves forward, culture starts to lag behind’ – an expression that I think aptly describes the situation for LGBT people in this country, although Sarah was actually talking about the atmosphere at the time in the United States. Legislation can never progress quickly enough when talking about human rights, of course, but perhaps the problem we face in the UK is that the legislation did advance, but at a speed that not everyone could keep up with. Sadly, a unified position on LGBT equality has never existed.

         Nowhere is this better depicted than in the 2014 film Pride, in which a group of 1980s London-based gay men and women rally together to raise funds for striking miners in Wales. When the metropolitan gays arrive at the small mining community to hand over the money, there is hostility towards the ‘queer’ and ‘perverted’ out-of-towners. To some, the hostility might have merely seemed a glimpse into a bygone era, a time that has been consigned to the history books. But as someone who grew up in a similarly small Welsh community in the late 1990s and early 2000s, with a local economy that was faltering compared to that of our flourishing cosmopolitan cousins across the English border, what I saw in the film was typical of the ignorance that went hand in hand with a rural community upbringing. Pride presents us with men and women who have chosen to settle in London despite not hailing from the capital. In 1984, London was their haven; they followed the bright lights to the city where they could be, in spite of Thatcherism and the unfolding AIDS crisis, to an extent, themselves – something that was impossible at home. Let’s remember that.

         Some parts of the UK have been more forward-thinking and quicker off the mark as the ascent to equality has taken flight. There are places – London, Manchester and Brighton – that have been more accommodating and culturally sympathetic towards gay people during the gruelling journey to reach where we are today, and as a result these places have become the main UK hubs for the LGBT community. Most of us packed up our lives and headed to one of these areas because where we came from wasn’t the right place for the people we were. We were, in effect, outsiders.

         When I first arrived in London, in 2004, I found it surprisingly easy to become part of the gay community and for the first time in my young life I felt I was part of something. Friends were made, relationships forged, fun had. But all around me were people and places that had been scarred of our journey to equality. It has not been plain sailing; there have been many obstacles we have had to navigate along the way – let’s not forget the disgusting bombing of the Admiral Duncan pub on Old Compton Street in 1999. I think of that terrible attack every time I enter or walk past the place.

         Encountering this inequality, either at first hand or via someone else’s story, has left us to some extent angry. A mere mention of how the government made it illegal to talk about homosexuality in schools, or how the Vatican encouraged people not to use condoms because it ‘aided the spread of HIV’, helps people get the message: we’re pissed off.

         If we look at the LGBT community today, moving beyond the fifty-year anniversary of decriminalisation, what we see is a huge human picture composed of many different identities. Even the term LGBT, which stands for lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender, is criticised by some as being too narrow-minded. Some might ask, and rightly so, about the inclusion of queer people, or of unisexuals, pansexuals and, of course, asexuals. Even just honing in on one area, gay men for example, we are all incredibly different. Take me, for instance. I’ve been a fresh-faced young man on the scene, trying to cram everything and everybody into my nights out; a married twenty-something in a committed relationship; a country boy who likes walks on a Sunday with his dog; an inner-city single; a party boy; a scene queen and a chemsex addict, all by the age of thirty. Life for all of us in our so-called community is different. When you look at things in this way, it’s perhaps easier to understand why some people refuse to label themselves as anything at all, something which is becoming more common among millennials. Equality has progressed, but it hasn’t accounted for individualism; instead it’s grouped us all together as ‘one’, when we are actually anything but. We simply are not as similar as we are told to believe.

         Of course, everything didn’t just become OK overnight back in 1967. But save the occasional snag, homosexual males progressed through the ’70s and into the early ’80s in what must have felt like an alien world compared to the days when you could be chemically castrated for being gay. Bigotry was still common, and times remained tough for those who were discovered to be gay, or who were brave enough to be out and proud, but in places like London, men could unite and live in relative safety. Again, the difference between the urban city and rural town was pronounced.

         And then, just as things were going well, the world changed.

         It’s impossible to summarise in just a few words the impact that AIDS has had on all of us, regardless of whether you’ve lived through its terrible epidemic or you’re a twenty-something who has never witnessed at first hand somebody’s final days in an AIDS ward. You may have only seen images on the internet, or you might have buried a lover, but whether you lived through it or not the emotional impact of knowing that people just like you died through no fault of their own is tremendous. And if you did live through it, then those memories are etched into your mind for ever.

         For many young gay men today, the 1980s AIDS crisis evokes images of fear. This is good if it encourages people to educate themselves about practising safe sex. But it is terrible if it pushes a person towards stigmatised ignorance. Are you clean? Three words brimming with stigma and often uttered by people enquiring about another person’s medical status. What does this question infer at its core? And today, hiding behind the cloaks of anonymity that instant messaging apps and social media provide us with, people can verbalise their fear in the most sickening of ways, with a complete disregard for the feelings of fellow human beings. This isn’t limited to HIV shaming, but also to ethnicity, body shape and size: for a so-called community, we do a very good job of ostracising people.

         Technology has radically changed the ways we communicate with each other. In fact, for gay people globally, it’s hard to imagine anything as game-changing as the invention of social apps that allow you to speak privately to like-minded people. Apps like Grindr and Hornet have allowed gay people in Moscow, who are living in fear, to spread messages of support and to unite; they let people who are not yet ready to fully come out to decide, at their own pace, how involved with the gay community they want to be. But because they are so easy to access, sometimes these apps are also used by people whose intentions are not always good, and things can end tragically. The surge in popularity of social apps, occasionally called ‘sex apps’, sometimes labelled ‘hook-up apps’, has revolutionised the ways in which two or more gay men can arrange to meet; it’s hugely different today from how your average John and Dave would have met and fell in love fifty years ago, just as the law changed allowing them to be together.

         But hang on, I hear you say, what does any of this have to do with drugs, and more specifically chemsex? Well, I’m afraid it all matters. Everything that’s gone before us matters, and to try to guess why so many gay people, in London and beyond, are deciding to embrace this culture, we need to take stock of all the stuff that makes us ‘us’: concerns about AIDS, instances of slut-shaming, issues concerning Section 28 and so much more. And as we examine this world of drug use and sexual pleasure, we’ll pause to examine the often complex motivating factors that compel people to do what they do, as well as asking sometimes uncomfortable questions about who and what we are as a so-called ‘community’. Is it a case of us all being fucked off with our lives? It’s normal to hear people say ‘chems help me escape the mundane realities of life’ and ‘when I’m high, all my worries just slip away’. Is it simply a case of people wanting to push the ‘fuck it’ button on a Friday night and have a good time? Before we attempt to answer these questions, we need to get an idea of how popular drugs are among gay people. Only then can we look further and explore motivations, routes in and, where necessary, routes out of the modern phenomenon that is chemsex.

         According to a 2009 study conducted by the LGBT Foundation (the LGBT Foundation was then known as LGF), gay men living in the UK were seven times more likely to abuse drugs and alcohol than the rest of the population. These figures are incredible, and there are other surveys, reports and research that suggest that the number of drug users among the gay community is higher than in any other social group. Simply put, if you are gay, you are more likely to take drugs.

         In 2014, for the first time in many years, crime statistics for drug-related offences in England and Wales were analysed by sexual orientation. Incredibly, they showed that gay and bisexual men were three times more likely to use drugs than their heterosexual counterparts. The findings indicated an even greater gap between lesbian and bisexual women and straight women: LGBT women were almost four times more likely to be using drugs in the same year. Even at a quick glance these figures showed there was something within the LGBT community that made us all, regardless of gender, more likely to access illegal drugs. This might make uncomfortable reading for some, and of course the majority of LGBT people in the UK do not ‘abuse’ drugs, but it is impossible to look the other way and pretend there isn’t a sizeable group of us who do.

         Writing for PinkNews following the release of these stats, Monty Moncrieff, CEO of London Friend, a charity that specialises in helping LGBT people with drug-addiction issues, commented that there were also:

         
            Large differences in ‘club’ drugs such as ecstasy (almost five times higher in LGBT people) and ketamine (seven-and-a-half times more common) … One of the more noticeable discrepancies is the use of methamphetamine, or crystal meth. Globally the drug has been cited by the United Nations as the number one problem substance, and has caused devastation among users in many countries. In the UK, use is still very low, although we see here that it’s almost all among gay and bi men.

         

         Just read that last bit again: crystal meth in the UK is almost exclusively being used by gay and bi men. The article practically tells you that crystal meth in the UK is a gay drug. Moncrieff further stressed this point elsewhere in his article, revealing that 51 per cent of service users at Antidote (London Friend’s drug counselling service) named crystal meth as their drug of choice. Missing from the released crime statistics were specific figures on the usage of GBL, a drug central to the sex-drug culture. But in his 2014 article, Monty Moncrieff pointed out that abuse of GBL among gay men had risen to alarmingly high levels, adding that in the ‘last year 46 per cent of Antidote clients seeking drug treatment was for GHB/GBL’. Gay Men Fighting AIDS, commonly known as GMFA, is an important and non-judgemental charity which provides help and advice on HIV, sex, drugs and alcohol. It says the likelihood of gay men using drugs is now even higher than the figures in the 2014 Crime Survey for England and Wales suggest.

         The Gay Men’s Sex Survey 2014, commissioned by the Terrence Higgins Trust, asked respondents if they had ‘EVER taken recreational or illicit drugs’ – and if so, which ones and how recently? The results were staggering: over half of us said we’d tried illegal substances (52 per cent), with cannabis leading the way (48.6 per cent), followed by ecstasy (32.6 per cent) and cocaine just behind (32.2 per cent). But what was perhaps most interesting were the responses to how recently people had taken drugs: over 15 per cent of us had used ecstasy (or, as we will see in the next chapter, MDMA) in the year prior to the survey and 17 per cent had used cocaine. But all of this, so far, still doesn’t get down to the nitty-gritty of chemsex. So let’s look at what we know about chemsex, in terms of popularity and scale.

         The 2014 Chemsex Study defines chemsex as ‘sex between men that occurs under the influence of drugs taken immediately preceding and/or during the sexual session’. The study is considered the most authoritative piece of work on the subject and was commissioned by the London boroughs of Lambeth, Southwark and Lewisham – the three most densely populated areas with adult gay men in England. Within these three areas, the report’s introduction tells us, there are also a high number of off-scene commercial gay bars and venues. In Vauxhall there is the major ‘heavy’ gay clubbing scene, in Southwark there’s XXL, with its large ‘sex-on-premises’ or darkroom space, and, although shrinking in numbers since the report was commissioned, many saunas.

         As part of the study, MSM (men who have sex with men) sex and drug habits from across the three boroughs were explored and the results compared against those of the wider London area, and then of England as a whole. The study found that Lambeth, Southwark and Lewisham were ‘population centres for gay men, people living with HIV and recreational drug use’, and further revealed that drug use among gay men was ‘higher here than in any other region of England’. The report indicated that ‘poly drug use’ was the norm among the gay using community, although the use of more traditional drugs like LSD and speed had declined. The number of people using crystal meth, GBL and mephedrone had increased, with meph having surged in popularity extremely quickly. The study also found that cigarettes and booze were more popular among the under-30s, Viagra and poppers more fashionable with the over-40s and illicit drugs used mainly by those in their 30s. Interestingly, it stated that ‘illicit drug use, injecting and concern about drug use [were] all significantly more common among men diagnosed with HIV’.

         As part of the study’s ‘qualitative phase’, a number of men who had used drugs in a sexual setting within the previous twelve months answered questions about their own chemsex habits. The study found that among this group ‘many participants felt that mephedrone was so widely used on the commercial gay scene that it was inescapable’, and where GBL was concerned, ‘it was considered very cheap and widely available and many men reported that it relaxed them, increased their confidence and made them “horny”.’ It’s these key qualities that have made GBL and mephedrone so damn popular.

         The study remains extremely relevant and, despite being published in 2014, it’s still used to measure where we are as a community and to put our relationships with drugs in a sexual context. But in order to get some figures that were ‘hot off the press’, I spoke to David Stuart, the substance and misuse lead at the 56 Dean Street sexual health clinic. He told me that:

         
            Approximately 3,000 gay men accessing 56 Dean Street’s services each month are using chems. The majority of these are seeking help with the consequences of chems – like accessing PEP, being treated for STIs and getting HIV tests – but not actively seeking support for their chem use. Just an average of 100 gay men per month actively seek support from our chemsex support service.

         

         It’s a fascinating funnel: 3,000 go into the machine and 100 opt for support. But how many get fixed? There are those who openly talk about their drug use when accessing sexual health services at Dean Street, and others who go a step further and seek support for their drug habit. A mere three in every 100 of those who use the drugs most associated with chemsex feel they have a problem. It’s quite a statistic.

         I can recall a number of occasions over the years when I have visited Dean Street and been asked candidly whether I use chems. Had someone asked me this question when I was younger, I would have recoiled and shaken my head insistently. Back then I hadn’t come across this part of our culture, and so by default I disliked it. A couple of years ago, after becoming a little more educated on drugs and their place in our culture, I found myself back at 56 Dean Street, only this time, when asked the same questions, I found myself replying yes to one or two of them. The nurse didn’t so much as bat an eyelid; it was all very business-like. Obviously, it’s imperative to have an understanding of a person’s sexual behaviour when determining if and what treatment might be required, and the easiest way to gain an idea of someone’s sexual behaviour is to ask direct and often probing questions about their personal life. But I couldn’t help feeling that it was easier to ask these questions in London than it would have been anywhere else.

         David’s figures also suggest that roughly 97 per cent of those who admit to using drugs every month are happy to continue doing so without seeking any support for their use. Are we all happily snorting away without a care in the world? The statistics might suggest so.

         Sex while under the influence of drugs is certainly not a new concept. Tales of people hanging out in opium dens, getting high and having sex are well documented; and, of course, there’s the example of the Swinging ’60s, when sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll were the craze for so many people. The fascination with using drugs to reduce inhibitions and achieve a euphoric state that can enhance sexual desire dates back centuries and has occurred frequently throughout history. But since the turn of the millennium, something has fuelled a sudden surge in drug use among gay men of all ages, who are united in the sexual gratification that drugs afford them. Although drug use among the gay community isn’t new, never has it been so widespread. And I want to know why. Did we suddenly wake up one morning and decide to give chemsex a go? No, of course not. So when did this boom happen, and what brought it on?

         ‘The introduction of mephedrone took chemsex into the big time; it brought it to a whole new city,’ David Stuart tells me.

         
            Before mephedrone came along, we used to just smoke crystal meth. A flight attendant used to fly it in from either San Francisco or Cape Town or somewhere, and about forty of us would smoke it in a sauna. That was chemsex among gay men in London in the early noughties. It was so few people compared to today.

         

         By ‘introduction’, David is referring to the rediscovery of meph edrone in 2003. It was invented, or synthesised, in 1929 but remained largely unknown until 2003, when it was rediscovered – and was also legal to possess. In just a couple of years mephedrone became available to buy online, and shortly after that you could also find it on the high street. The original legal high, due to its cocaine- and MDMA-like qualities, mephedrone became hugely popular among university students around the world, but particularly in the UK. Because of the ease with which it could be sourced, and also its affordability, mephedrone established itself on the otherwise expensive London gay scene. Everyone went mad for it. This is reflected in the 2014 Chemsex Study, which indicates that the use of speed and LSD fell, coinciding with the rise in the popularity of mephedrone.

         Mephedrone is one of the three components of what is often, and it must be said sometimes romantically, referred to as the ‘unholy trinity’ of chemsex drugs. The other two are G and Tina. But what exactly are they? What keeps users texting dealers throughout the weekend, topping up their supplies and their bloodstreams? What are these drugs?
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