Gay Londoners at risk

The hedonismof London'sgaycom
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Something scary = happening on the gay scene
Doctors know it. Club promoters know it Club
beers know it, too, But nobody is talking about it,
at beast not openly. Twenty-five vears after Aids
was first identified, much has changed in the
fight agminst the disease A penemtion has
grown up with the message that safer sex saves
lives. Sowhy arenew infection rates sod ning
Iv high? And why do some gay men seem so hell
hent on destroving themselves? On Fnday, the
day before World Aids Day, the Royal Vauxhall
Tavern is hosting a night called “The Biggest Su
cide Cult n History”, Strong words, and no less
than you'd expect from the man responsible, per-
formance artist David Hovle. But the flyer poes
even further, “All over Vauxhall they are fucking
without condoms’, it reads. "All over Vaunchall
they are dancing tll Toesday moming, All over
Vauxhall they are taking G, K, C, V and E[that's
GHB, ketamine, cocaine, Viagrmand ecstasy L All
over Vauxhall they aredying.

Tiruly believe thata lotof gay men would pre
fer to be dead,’ savs Hoyle. “They clearly have
deep-seaterd self-esteem issues and they go oul
sevking oblivion becaiuse, deep down, they don't
beliewe their lives are waorth living.” Hoyle 1s an
outspoken critic of the commercial gay scene,
and his words are clearly desigmed to provoke a
reaction. But vou de r‘|III have tox ook too far on the
scene to find people behaving in a manner you
might deseribe as ‘self-destructive’. In the past
eight vears, the number of gay men with HIV in
the UK has almost doubled. Partly this is due to
in increase in the numbers coming forward for
testing since the advent of lifesaving combina
tion thersipy. But partly it"s due toa nse inunsafe
se% or ‘barebackmg’. Dr Sean Cummmges of
Freedomhealth is a leading expert on gay male
sexul health, and has warned for years of o sec
ond epidermic. Today he confirms that sexual
health clinics have reached orisis point with
rocketing rates of new ST diagnoses’. And
where there's syphilis and gonorrhoea, HIV
often follows

| [ |||!|':n| a lot of unsadi ‘-I'\_. SVE Simion
Casson, promoter of Dudoe. “T'm completely
open about my HIV positive status, and T oeet a
Jot of men who want me to fuck them without
condoms. | used to go to gay sex clubs and
saumas and there was always a lot of unsafe sex
People in those environments tend to be off their
faces on drink and drugs. Why else would a gay
sauna in Vawdhall be open for 24 hours, unless
people were on drugs? [ think there 18 a signifi
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80s. Worse still, no one is talking
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cantoonstituency of gay men in London who use
a lot of drugs and who are into unsafe sex. It's
actually not that socially taboo. It's quite accept-
ed. Just look at all the men advertising for bare
back sex on Gavdar,” Alternatively, walk into
any gay sex shop and the evidence is all around
you, Bareback porn is outselling all other forms
of gay adult entertainment. And [ don't mean the
‘pre-condom classics’ made in the davs before
Aids and reissued by studios like Falcon. T mean
films produced now, often in the UK. For years,
the focus was an eroticising safer sex. Now it
aeem= the reverse 8 true. Barebacking 15 por-
trayed as just another gay lifestyle choice, ke
living in a loft-stvle apartment or shopping at
[KEA. Surely this must be having some effecton
people's behaviour? As one gay pom producer
wrote ina letter to the gay weekly Bove recently:

A fatalistic few regard
contractingHIVasa
stepping stone towards
having unprotected sex
without consequences

Porn does influence the kind of sex you have in
reality, and bareback porn contradicts all the
pood work on HIV prevention being carried out
by health promotion charites,”

Incidentally, it was in Hovz that | also read
about the British gay porn actor who contracted
HIV omn a porn shoot. Which begs the question:
b many gay men will get off watching the film
in which he became infected? And how many
will imitate that behaviour the next time they
haive sex? Several vounger gy men ['ve spoken
ter in the past few months have argued that HIV
i nio big deal. They ve heard about combination
therapy, thev've seen the ads with muscular
men chimbing mountains and they've jumpéd to
ther comclusion that life onanti-retrovirals s one
long piemic. There are even the fatalistic few for
whom contracting HIV is seen as some sort of
rite of passage, or a stepping stone towards hay
mg bots of unprotected sex without having to
think about the conseguences

Then of course there's the other kind of 'ocom
ination therapy’, the cocktml of recreational
drnees i common usage on the gay club scene,
Ecstasy has given way to 8 combination of
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anddisease unseensincethe’
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drugs including coke, crystal meth and GHBE.
Clubs i Vauxhall even have ‘recovery rooms’
where people are left to *sleep off” the effects o
GHB - assuming of course that they don’t devel
op breathing difficulties or have a cardiac arrest
Several prominent gay Dl have told me that
'GHE is killing the scene in Vauxhall', It's killing
the customers too, Earlier this vear, there were
reports of three deaths related o GHE at a well-
known after-hours club. A barman | know has
had seven friends die from GHB in the past 12
manths. And to echo that famous Aids waming
from the Bls, that's just the tip of the iceberg.

‘GHB 15 a nasty, poisonous drug whach 1s
killing gay meen on a regular basis’, explains Dr
Cummings. "We've had a number of deaths of
IRIr '|)H|'|I"I|r"- rt-~1'.!|!|r'.;_' rom use of T]It" li!'l!}l.
either together with other drugs or alone . Death
aften occurs during or immediately post-sex and
50 the victims are found in humibating circum
stances. The scemarios are usually awfully
upsetting for all concermed, especially. partners
and family members, Coroners will freguently
be cov to-spare the feelings of loved ones [by
recording accidental deathl but this has the
madvertent effect of concealing the likely real
numbers. There i nothing glamorous about
finding a yvoung man desd in a harnes=s, having
fallen, struck his head, inhaled his own vomit
and suffocated.”

‘1 understand the connection between sex and
dhrugrs, confesses Casson. | experimented m that
area for years, and | ended up HIY positive, Dol
regret it? Yes | do. The gay world told me that it
was okay to bive like that. [t's not. You can't go
out clubbing for three or four days at a time,
meckimg every drug vou can kv vour hands on,
and not expect something bad to happen to you

Gay men tend to meet each other in drink
fuelled, drug-fuelled environments, and it's
killingr ws. People ane dying and there needs to be
awake-upcall”

In the early 80, before Aidsreally it Britam,
there was a hi-NRG song plaved each week at
Hesven called S0 Many Men (50 Little Time)'
What few of us knew then was how propheti
these words would be. Twentv-five years on,
how many men must contract HIY or die from
drug overdoses before we change our behav
our? How long before we call time ona lifestyie
that's killing us?

“The Bugwest Surade Cull i History ™15 at the
Reoval Vauxhall Tavern on Friday. See Gay &
Lesbian bsfings

1

‘Allover Vauxhallt

y

are

L]

¢

dying’



