Abby’s low-level trading is
probably typical of many
ecstasy user— dealers

Research involving interviewing drug
‘traffickers’ and police was used to con-
struct a rough typology of UK trafficking
‘firms’ as a means of organising the re-
search data. ‘Abby’ — a former ecstasy
dealer — fits into the ‘Trading Charities’
type. Not primarily in it for the money,
Abby dealtecstasyin London’s acid house
clubs as an offshoot of his leisure lifestyle,
but describes how the scene was ‘taken
over’ by clubgoers, users, and dealers not
comsnitted to the original ideology.
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Abby, the ecstasy

*‘ABBY isaformerecstasy dealer for whom
the acid house scene, and with it ecstasy
dealing, is already passé. His account of his
initiation into ecstasy use and then ecstasy
dealing as acid house spread through Lon-
don’s club life is extracted from our book
Traffickers.

Abby was one example of what we
termed trading charities — drug dealers not
primarily in it for the money, but because of
an ideological commitment to the drug and
the associated culture (see panel). We iden-
tified a trend for trading charities to be
displaced by more overtly criminal enter-
prises. Abby’s story is partly about how this
happened in one of Britain’s newest drug
sub-markets.

The early ecstasy market

“It seemed that, what with paying for club
admission, drinks and everything else, I cleared
about £150 a week — not much really. The last
couple of runs to town [ did make more as he was
selling me 100 tablets for £1.000. [ spent most
of the profit on clothes and records. I know that
when | packed it in | had put an extra £200 in my
building society account.”

Abby is a single male in his early twenties.
He has lived all his life in his home town,
attended a local comprehensive school, then
worked in a bank and then a fashion store.
He lived for two years with Andy and now
shares a house with three other gay men and
works in a record shop. He started to use
ecstasy and a few other drugs as part of his
involvement in the club scene.

“When I met John we were both very much into
the local club scene but at that time. lale 1986,
there wasn 't that much drugs around, at least in
the sort of clubs we went to. Some cannabis,
poppers — but mostly booze. AIDS was becom-
ing high profile and most young gay men were
into a health kick — body image was important.
one didn’t want to look ill, so everyone was into
eyms and sunbeds. [ used a little cannabis which
Andy didn’t like too much and that was it.”

dealer

What changed Abby’s involvement was the
link in the clubs between acid house music
and dancing and ecstasy.

“[ was at the time going up to the West End clubs
in London —and the one where acid house started
inthe UK. [t was originally a gay thing, a split off
from energy dancing. It was there that [ had my
first ecstasy tab, 1987, From then [ was going up
every weekend for all-nighters. This was long
before it had become straight music and the Sun
got involved.

“Everyone says ecstasy. is bad, however when
it was confined to the gay scene there didn’t
seem to be any problems at all. People just took
it and had a good time. They were all tghtly
interlinked: the clubs you went to, what one
wore, the music one listened to and taking
ecstasy. At that time without the press involved
it was discreet and very much a closed group
doing it in very specific environments, [ was
going to the clubs all the time and got to know a
lot of people so when acid house came to the
local club scene, [ was in from the start.™

When asked about how he became involved
in dealing ecstasy. Abby’s immediate reac-
tion was a dismissal of the term “dealing’.

“I don’t like that word. It pictures a stereotype
who is making money from others’ mistortune.
Ecstasy, at least initially. wasn't like that. When
acid house started locally. it did actually change
things.

“Up until then, gays went to one sort of
club and straights o another: there was no
mixing. unless you count ‘queer bashing™ as
such. [Then| acid house led to a new club scene,
young gays and straights in the same clubs
without problems. since they were both there for
the same reason — the music. It's a bitlike reggae:
thatbrought together young blacks and skinheads
with a common interest — music and cannabis.

“Ecstasy was —and here 1 do agree with the
newspapers — essential to acid house; everyone
wanted to take ecstasy. The group with the ex-
perience and who could get the drug were young
gay men. So | gotinto supplying simply because
I knew the contacts in London from my time
spent up there at gay discos. It was quite casy.”
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Then there was trouble

With everything so easy and so pleasant,
Abby explored the prospects for getting
larger deals.

“l had been buying in the London discos for
nearly a year, most weekend nights. always
from the same guy. It was always quite open in
there [in a particular club]. everyone knew him,
you just went across and bought. I spoke to the
man | had always bought from in London ... He
told me —and I wouldemphasise that he didknow
me, I'd bought from him at least 40 times — that
he could sell me 50 tabs for £600. That’s justover
£10 each and they sell from £16 to £20 each.

“I withdrew almost all my savings from the
building society — I had been saving fora holiday.
I should say that he gave me a number to ring
when [ had the money. It was a portaphone and
he arranged 1o meet me at a pub in Swiss Cottage
... Anyway, [ turned up sweating but he was there
with another man. They didn’t have the tablets
with them but asked for the money. I felt that he
was hardly likely to cheat. since he was in the
club every night so it's not as if I couldn’t find
him.

“Anyway. they took the money and went off.
[ was told to wait in the underground station.
After about half an hour, this second man came
into the station and told me to buy a ticket to
Baker Street. We got on the train together and he
gave me the tablets during the journey. He got
off at Baker Street and I saw him going across to
catch a northbound train, so I think they always
used the underground for passing across bulk
shipments.

“I bought from him about six times —at the end
[ was buying 100 tablets at a time and the method
was always the same: telephone him, goupon the
train, meet him in the pub and pass across the
money, then be given the tablets at the under-
ground station ... It seemed to be a dilferent
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person each time who passed across the tablets.”

In Abby’s view, this procedure was a secure
one and he felt that added safety derived
from these contacts also being gay.

“I think it’s much better buying from someone
who's the same as you. That’s safer ... I think
that they must have been shifting a lot of tablets
— they never had any problems in supplying me
and the tablets were always the same — white with
a groove.

“There’s not that much more to tell. I went to
the local club with my tablets. At that time
people were asking each other who had got and
who sold ecstasy. There was no trouble in get-
ting rid of them. I'd pick up from London early
on a Friday evening and be back in town by
§.30pm. Some 1 would sell that night and the
remainder on the Saturday night.

“Most customers wanted one or two. but
occasionally people would want more, say five
il they were buying for friends as well. [ used to
leave most of the tablets with a friend and pick
up from him when I needed more and also give
him the money to hold. He was happy with £30
and a couple of free tablets for an evening.”

‘irregular economy’, including drugs.

control agents and others.

detail as the fieldwork progressed.

A typology of trafficking ‘firms’

QOur research into traffickers and drug law enforcement involved interviews with
police, theirinformants, imprisoned traffickers, and current or former users/traffickers
inthe community. Twenty-five traffickers were interviewed in prison, plus 55 people
formerly or currently active in the illegal drugs market.

What emerged from the first interviews was a rough typology of trafficking ‘firms’

2 Trading charities — in the drug business because of ideological commitments
to drugs (eg, cannabis, ecstasy), with profit a secondary motive.

1 Mutual societies — friendship networks of user-dealers who support each other
and sell or exchange drugs amongst themselves.

4 Sideliners - licit enterprises that begin to trade in drugs as a ‘sideline’.
- Criminal diversifiers — criminal enterprises that ‘diversify’ to include drugs.

- Opportunistic irregulars — who get involved in a variety of activities in the

1 Retail specialists — enterprises with a manager employing people in a variety
of specialist roles to distribute drugs to users.

- State-sponsored traders — enterprises that result from collaboration between

By the end of the research we found such a typology less satisfactory, since it
could not represent the fluid picture of the drug market that had emerged in greater

Disenchantment sets in

Abby stopped supplying ecstasy as he be-
came disenchanted with the acid house disco
scene —ruined by a bad press and being taken
up by:

“Different people, real lager louts and
‘loadsamoney’. They weren’t in it for the music
ordancing, just there since the papers said it was
deviant and they thought it was trendy ... When
it grew, people saw a chance to make a lot of
money —clothing, records, clubs and drugs. Most
of the ecstasy around in town now is a load of
rubbish and that’s why you see so many bad
reactions — acid and speed mixed together and
sold in capsules for a fortune ... Once the enter-
tainment industry saw that there was money to
be made, acid house died —and it"s the same with
any music, once it’s taken up for profit there's a
lot lost.™

Even given the recent nature of acid house
as a music form, it has passed and Abby’s
account of his association with a particular
drug that fitted into the culture is already full
of nostalgia and regret at the commerciali-
sation and betrayal of the acid house scene.
He now goes to different London clubs, no
longer comfortable with the image that the
local venues project and, perhaps more sig-
nificantly, he no longer deals (or ‘supplies”)
any drugs at all.

Trading charity dealers like Abby tie
involvement in the supply of drugs to a
particular facet of their social life and so-
cialising within it. This may not amount to
a full-blown ideology or world-view, but it
does mean that a goal of profit accumula-
tion is subsidiary to, or strongly tempered
by. a commitment to or enjoyment of the
social and cultural aspects of using the drug
and the context in which this is done. As we
describe more fully in our book, however,
such “hippy’ style dealing is increasingly at
odds with today’s drug market. |

M TRAFFICKERS. Nicholas Dorn, Karim
Murji and Nigel South. Routledge, 1992.
£10.99.

The book on which this article is based.
Available from ISDD, £12 inc. p&p — see
fiver in this issue of Druglink.
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