TALKING POINT

BENEFITS OF THE‘POOLHALL

Very few heroimn users in the West End
were unaware of the existence of the ‘pool
hall’. It was the one place in London where
it could be guaranteed, that between ten in
the morning and ten at night, heroin would
be on sale. It was somewhere where you
did the business, had a cup of tea, maybe a
game of pool, chatted to one or two
people, and then left.

Small groups of users gathered around
‘their’ dealer. Some sat on the hard ben-
ches skirting the room, others hugged the
coffee bar or leant on the balustrade that
led to the stairs and the street below.

Noticeably apart from the main activity
of dealing and scoring, Maltese gamblers
played on ‘their’ pool table, where one
evening £1,000 had been staked on a single
frame. Jo, the sole employee, would dis-
pense cxpensive cups of tea and coffee,
and, when he’d been drinking (which was
often) he would mouth off about the
pimps, prostitutes and junkies who were
his patrons.

A constant flow of people moved up the
stairs. Even before their heads came into
view between the struts of the banisters,
the assembled dealers made their offers.
“You looking? Want some gear? After
smack?” To ‘just say no’ was like going
into a transport cafe at breakfast time and
refusing a cup of tea.

During its short tenure as a centre for drug dealing, the existence of the ‘pool
hall’ in central London had some beneficial side-effects for police, dealers,

users and welfare workers alike.

Robert Power

If you were not there to score your
presence needed to be vouched for. My
first visit was with Mark Lee, the detached
youth worker from the Hungerford, an
accepted outsider and a liked and well-
known face. I then got to know Tom, a
well-respected and established dealer, who
would always account for my presence to
others: “He’s okay, not one of the filth.
He’s doing some kind of research™.

Generally, nobody stumbled into the
‘pool hall’ by mistake. Its unmarked door
was squeezed between strip-joints, its
stairs were particularly unwelcoming and
poorly lit. But, for the West End’s heroin
using population, it was a veritable oasis: a
certain score in a relatively safe and sec-
luded environment. It functioned in a
business-like manner, off the streets,
bothering no-one.

One Monday night in January, I counted
11 dealers there. Some months later I met
a Scot who had heard about the place from
drug-using friends in Falkirk, and headed
straight for it on arriving in London. I
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knew of one dealer who fortnightly
travelled over from Dublin to deal in the
‘pool hall’. Asked why, he said it was such
an organised place to do business from.

For vastly different reasons, workers in
the drug-field valued the ‘pool hall’. Its
existence enabled detached workers to
maintain and nurture contacts that would
otherwise be lost in London’s transient
drug-using population. Posters highlighting
health hazards of drug use, and giving
names and addresses of services and agen-
cies, were displayed on the walls, reaching
an audience that may not be in contact with
any of the available services.

Similarly, probation officers and social
workers could more easily locate and pass
messages on to their clients. For resear-
chers, its value was self-evident. The “pool
hall’ also had advantages for the drug
squad. Raids on the building were com-
monplace, an accepted risk of its use; a
good catch was always ensured. Police
used a room across the street to take
photos of the comings and goings: they
once asked Jo to clean the windows be-
cause their photos were coming out blurred.

Then one day at the end of January,
without any hint or warning, the ‘pool hall’
stayed closed, to re-open months later
re-furbished as a casino. Now there is an
entryphone on the door and admittance is
strictly controlled. However, it is unlikely
to be pure coincidence that on the day of
closure the police were out in heavy
numbers, stopping and searching all those
who approached the building.

Scoring was back on the streets. One
evening shortly after the closure, 20 plain-
clothed and uniformed police (some with
dogs) were active around the place.

The ‘pool hall’ was a dealing and scoring
centre for some 18 months, and no doubt
in the near future some new location will
take its place.

Drug users who frequent such places are
unlikely to be reached by advisers and
helpers through normal channels, like drug
agencies and youth clubs. Their centralisa-
tion, albeit at such informal markets, offers
unique opportunities for all those in-
terested in drug misuse prevention and
drug education. Clearly, conflicting politic-
al, judicial, social, and professional in-
terests make the legitimisation of these
informal markets a non-starter. However,
such places have a function, to a great
degree incidental, over and above the one
intended by the drug users themselves.

Robert Power is a Research Officer at the
Drug Indicators Project (DIP). He is cur-
rently working on a three-year study of
help-seeking among regular drug users.
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