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It’s nice having my own little space that I can go to to be by myself and shut the world out.

Gary

I wanted to tell you that I’m going to rehab. [Being a part of this project] has given me the courage to believe I deserve to get clean.

Lucie

I would have never believed as a lone junkie that VANDU [The Vancouver Area Network of Drug Users] would become an organization that has come together and accomplished important things. But when we came together, to see this transformation, to see people saying “I am somebody, I
am important, I am not a piece of shit that should be locked up, that everybody hates - I’m worthless,” which is the message that’s constantly pounded in, but to
see people come alive and realize that maybe we can actually change something and be of help here; that was beautiful to see, just to see the enthusiastic expressions in the faces, and people worked seventy hours a week for $40 dollars or something like that, because they were so tired by what we were doing. It was a
really emotional and powerful feeling; it was a powerful time. We can finally change something.
One vital thing I think that VANDU has done, is that at first there were agencies that really didn’t like VANDU, that they thought that the drug addicts down
here were the problem and that’s changed. That change has been because of the dedication of the members of VANDU. That is a major accomplishment. Now
that this community is really under siege with gentrification I wonder how much the members now realize that VANDU has been a powerful force in keeping this a
community. Every meeting, every event that they go to, these things have broadened what VANDU is and also it reinforces that this is really a community. When I
first got here, like I said, I didn’t know what a family was, what a community was, what really being alive was. I kept hearing this is a community so I started researching, community, what is community, and I saw that this area has characteristics of community which is traditional and rare really. It’s a community of primarily low-income people, many of whom are very ill and yet the spirituality is powerful here. The creativity is so strong I couldn’t imagine how many documentaries,
plays, books, and music have been made by people here and how many people are drawn because of that spirituality and that kind of inspiration. If you’re here
honestly, well you are very welcome.
I have good feelings about where I am now that I never had in my life or ever imagined or dreamed and it has to do with being in a community and doing
what I can with other people who are similar to me in many ways and who have come through the traumas. And being involved in resistance together, there is a
togetherness in saving this community and I think it will only become stronger.

Bud Osborn

Founder, Vancouver Area Network of Drug Users (VANDU)

There were two different after-hours restaurants on Davie Street. One was for high end and one was for low end. I was
high end when I got here. But I owed money and I knew that there was a way to make money; I knew there was prostitution, I knew about prostitutes. The dragqueens that I was hanging out with... you couldn’t just go out on the street, you’d get eaten up. It just didn’t work out that way. I was too good for that, I was a
complete snob back then. But when I owe money and had to make money fast I figured out that I could just go work the street.
Eventually I got pushed into the Downtown Eastside. There is nowhere that you could really get a no go in the Downbtown Eastside. That’s how a lot of
these girls end up down here. They started off in these glamorous areas escorting and they end up homeless in the Downtown Eastside. A lot of people don’t
know that these people used to be beautiful vibrant healthy people and then just a lot of bad things happened and you get a chain effect.

Anonymous

Pigeon Park, Vancouver
This is where my dad taught me how to poke a hole in the bottom of a Lysol can to let all the air out and pour it into a gallon jug and add the
rest with water and we would just pass that around to about five or six of us and drank that jug ‘till it was gone.

Abuse of all kinds was just of a normal thing. As far as I can remember, whether it was physical, mental, or sexual abuse. And so
when you’re living in that type of environment growing up, it was just normal. Even though deep inside of me I knew that it was wrong, and I was crying, and I
was very hurt, it became such a part of my life that I just – uh, I guess you would say as I got older I adopted that into my being, to start acting out whether it was
physical, mental, sexual onto others - whether it was woman in high-school or social, I remember having girlfriends left right and centre in high-school – and there
were so many drunken parties in foster homes in which the inappropriate sexual activities would happen on and on. Mostly on weekends because most people
would be working thoughout the week.
It wasn’t until I got to Vancouver myself, which was when I graduated in ‘79, but I started –-- I met my dad for the first time when I was 19. My mother had
died when I was 6 years old and I never got to meet her.

The elders said to me: “You have to learn to humble yourself Alwin. Humble yourself and start listening to learn, and learn to listen.” And when I
started actually doing that, then and only then I was able to start learning how to start the growth of that wounded inner child from within who was desperately crying out for help.

And it will take me the rest of my life to do the healing of all the damage that has been done to me.

Alwin

Ending up in Federal prison was how I got to Downtown Eastside. When I first arrived in the Downtown Eastside I was still involved with drugs
but realized after being in the big house there were not many more options, so I knew I could continue using drugs till I died, or do something about it. I saw a
counselor for a year and went to rehab program at MRTC [Morrissey Rehabilitation & Treatment Counselling in Nova Scotia] . Feb 18, 2009 is my four year anniversary of being clean. By the time I finally got clean I had been involved in substance abuse for fourty years. I started sniffing gas before I went to school. I still
see a counsellor today. Through counselling I realized all the developmental things in my life that were dysfunctional, like relationships and job knowledge.
I have been in the Downtown Eastside for five years and I feel I am part of the community but I’m just not using drugs. I have a great rapport with so many
people.
I have a bond with people, I have been there and they trust me. You have to think outside of the box to help some people to go to meetings and apply for
benefits. You have to take the people by the hand and help them get their stuff together. The dope-sick people need a lot of help. Its part of the bonding process
with the people.
Everyone does their own thing and that’s ok. I just want to help people that are down-and-out. I blew my life and survived being drug free - I’m a good and
bad example. The odds were stacked against me but I did it and am living proof it can be done. The odds are slim but it can be done.

Paul

When I first arrived here practically 30 years ago I was basically using marijuana and alcohol. I used to go to the bar six or seven times a week.
Now I go ten times a year. [Drinking’s] great cause I can spend a ten dollar bill and I get a buzz. But I heard about the $28 dollar payments for doing volunteering
shifts at VANDU, so I went – filled out the application and lied and said ‘yes I consume drugs.’ And boom I was in. And the $28 dollars I get goes towards marijuana
and alcohol for a period of time. And then a female acquaintance introduced me to the pleasure of crack and what a downwards spiral that was.

It’s definitely affected my life just from the money that gets spent on it. Rough guess: ten to fifteen thousand a yea - which for a lot of people
in the thralls of drugs use is a lot, but it’s also not that much because there are many people out there who - through whatever means manage to acquire funds
- easily spend 100 dollars a day. And 100 dollars a day is 35 thousand a year. And like 15 thousand, that high end for me, that would be the max. That’s almost 50
dollars a day. If you’re not a criminal, you gotta really scramble.

Social interactment: My family’s never seen me high. I refuse to be around them if I’m high. That’s the part of life that – as far as I’m concerned – they
don’t need to see. Although, I’m sure many people who’ve gone to recovery say that’s one of the first steps, that you gotta get in touch with all these people.

If I’m ever going to stop using crack, number one I realize I’m going have to totally disengage myself from everybody down here. Pretty
much 98% of people down here use drugs. I figure I have to definitely get out of the area. Plus the olympics are coming. I want – I’m trying to create a volunteer
position for myself for the Olympics.

Rick C.

That’s Britney - she’s 10 years old here, or no, there, she be would 12 years old. And this is my nephew and his family.

This is my niece.

They’re all up in Fort St John. It got really hard. I was able to visit my son up until he was two and a half. Week after week, just see them for a couple of hours. Just
rips your heart out.

I consider these people around here more like my family more than my own family. Because I was raised here, I lived with
these people, like some of these people that moved here lived here for 15 years. Some of them are still here. I know so many people. It’s my little home.

I was actually brought down here by a social worker from 100 Mile House (South Cariboo, B.C.). I was
placed into Vancouver juvenile psyche facilities for 16 weeks and ended being kicked out in three because I ran of out foster home ‘cause they couldn’t control me.
I was around, in and out. I was on the run. I just jacked every house I was in. They needed a psychiatric assessment – ‘cause I threatened to kill my family. I burnt
their house down. From the time I was 12 to 19, I was a ward of court. When I turned 19, they said there’s the welfare. I said alright see you later. You can move
out of the house, you can live anywhere. You’re on your own. See you later. Find your own place with a bed. And that was the end of that. They dropped me like a
hot potato. And soon as you come to age – that’s it. And uh – I don’t know. Now I have to watch my kids go thru it.

Rick A.

Seven years ago my daughters found out about my choice, what I was doing - spending all my money on crack. My kids asked my to go
to detox which I did. While I was in there my girls up and left with my grandkids. When I got out of detox and went home all I had there was my cats and [my girls]
were nowhere to be found. Social services had me sign them away. They were in and out of foster homes after that and even when I was trying to find them they
didn’t want anything to do with me because of what I was doing.
I had a house up on 29th and Rupert , I lived in that house for 9 years with my kids. I thought for sure my kids would be there until they were all 19 but they
weren’t, they were just young teenagers when they left. Back then, seven years ago, not only did I have that house, I had a car, I paid my bills, I looked after my
kids, and I had a job. I was working in a cannery in North Van and I was making really good money, I was supporting the family on my own.
Now I don’t have a job, I’m on welfare, I’m living in a shitty hotel. I work around drug addicts, I work at the safe injection site, I have been there for over four
years as a peer support worker. Some clients that come in, they get upset and they tend to cry in front of me, especially the ladies. The stories I hear there are
similar to what I went through. You know, being alone.
After I got out of detox I was in my house for one month and I got kicked out and I just had a house full of everything you could think of in there. I ended up
leaving it all and I was in the homeless shelters for about three months and that’s how I got here. I was going from line-up to line-up. I didn’t like being in the shelters. I ‘m used to coming and going as I want. Curfews were at 11:00 [at night]. The doors lock at 11:00. And sleeping on the floor with just a sheet on top of you,
waking up at six in the morning “here’s your coffee and doughnut” and get out. There was only space for ten women at the UGM [Union Gospel Mission], there
were like sixty men on the other side, but there were only ten spots for women. It was the most depressing time of my life, being homeless. I had nobody. I was all
by myself. I had friends down here but they were doing the same thing I was. The only time someone would come visit me was when I was smoking crack in my
room.

Having that experience back then helped me with what I’m doing now. I was at the Front Door on Main Street. I was in that group for about three years down here.
There was a bunch of young kids that came down from up north, we toured them down skid row told them about drug dealers and drug users. They saw that
people inject in the alley, smoke rock in the alley. Hopefully we made a difference with these kids ‘cause they were like twelve and up. We shared a lot of stories
with the kids - “don’t grow up to be like this.” I lost a couple of friends that I used to do drugs with, they’re all gone now. They’re overdosing or dying of AIDS or HIV.
I would like to get out of this area but all my work is down here. I volunteer and run groups. I work. All of that’s down here. All of the friends that I’ve made
down here. A lot of people I’m friends with I could go up and share anything. My healing circles I do. I never went to residential school but I was abused by two of
my half brothers. I started drinking at twelve years old, not down here but in Port Alberni. Twelve years old standing in front of the beer parlour and asking them
to get me a case of beer and they did it. That was my way of forgetting everything I went through as a young girl. I hid that for years and years because of my half
brothers. I had nobody to talk to. I shared a lot of things in that group that I wouldn’t have told my own family. We just let go of things that we keep in and open up
and you’re not ashamed of crying front of people you don’t know. Being able to talk openly and have people just sit there and listen.
I experimented with pot when I was a young kid too, that’s all I did before I got down here. I’d watch everybody else do drugs and then I got curious and I
got carried away and then I ended up losing everything.
Think really hard before you do that drug you know cause in the end it’s not worth it. I still cry today about what I lost: My girls, my grandkids - not being
able to see them.

Fern

As a result of being part of the Ministry until I was an adult, I was moved around the province from foster home to foster home; I was taken
from my family at age 6. I did eventually get back to my family but my mother had past on after I got out of the ministry. I was a troubled child being in there.
I got into the drug scene when I got to the DTES. I stayed for 3 years and did pot, or cocaine, or heroin. Doing all those drugs I ended up mixing them and ended
up flat-lining and coming to, and thinking “wow what a rush,” not realizing that I was by myself at that point. After doing those drugs a number of times I realized
that I had overdosed and flat-lined. I’ve seen some stuff that I cannot describe. I was not here in the body, but spiritually I crossed over and came back. Realizing I
had overdosed and I had flat-lined, after experiencing that side, I knew I wasn’t ready, the creator wasn’t ready to take me.
I stay in the DTES because I am learning and knowing that I’m actually helping people escape their addiction. They can control the product rather than the product
controlling them. They can be a functioning user. People need to know that you do have the power to say no; you are not hopelessly addicted.
We are a city that actually has a soul and a spirit and we do care for other DTES residence. There may be the odd individual that when they consume their drug of
choice their personality changes so they may be happy go luck and when they consume their drug they may change. Not everyone is like that down here. We do
watch out for each other. We do care. I do not want to move from down here. We are magnetized to each other; we draw each other to each other, we have been
there done that. We’ve finally got a spot here in the city where we actually feel like we belong.

Clyde

Alcohol. No... I don’t use drugs... No... no... I don’t like pot... I hate smoking pot. You know I don’t like pot. Yeah, I’m an alcoholic. I drink a lot.
I got ulcers. I got small little holes in my gut. Well, I barf all the time. I see the doc, well I gotta go one of these days. I don’t care about dying you know.
That’s the way life goes. You live and then you die.

Hector

I went through it for a while with no money. I thought I’d just suffer, but over time I couldn’t take it anymore I wanted to get out. So I
started picking bottles for my time and it took me a few months but I started making enough money where I could go get a half gram or a twenty everyday after going out and picking bottles. So I do that and I just started living the part like fuckin’ not showering, not shaving, just covered in fucking pop, juice, just anything.
My boss would come back from Europe and I would go back to work in construction and everything was good for six or eight months with lots of money and
partying all the time. This cycle went on for four years.
I did my whole apprenticeship smoking dope all day at work. My routine at work was, if I didn’t have a place to stay I would sleep at the house, like security,
to watch all the tools we had there. So the routine was, he’d buy me breakfast, show up at the site wake me up, feed me, I’d work for maybe an hour, an hour and
a half until the drug phones turned on. After about two years I started going and asking him for money. He would give it to me because I worked better when I was
high. I was fast and made him lots of money. I made about $200 a day. I would get high all day and all night. I am realizing now that doing so much dope while he
was here because I had so much money was probably why I would fall so hard when he was gone to Europe for the winter.

Chris

You just kind of go where you know, where you feel most comfortable. Everything I do is around here. I have VANDU, I have the Health
Contact Center, I’ve got the Consumers Board, Emerging Voices at WISH, I’ve got Ladies’ Night at the Downtown Eastside Clinic. So I do a lot of work in the
neighbourhood. I just kind of stumbled upon the work, and then boom I’m just into all these things.
My job keeps me in the Downtown Eastside. I know everybody and I’ve lived down here, it’s just a force of habit now. People want me to work for them
down here so I do. It’s a good feeling! You know, there are thousands of bars in this city, and I only go to one of them, and it’s down here.
It’s pretty cool down here you know. You can’t know anything, you have to learn it on your own, you really do. Vancouver’s a pretty city, it’s very beautiful.
There are only a couple of snakes around but you always be careful and watch your back.

Juanita

A lot of us kids were sometimes left alone for days and days until the drinking stopped. So there was a lot of hunger in that
time. Most of us young kids couldn’t wait until somebody died, ‘cause back home an eating place would be set up for five days [when someone died]. And most of
us ate and ate and ate – and we always wondered who would die next just so we could eat again. I used to remember eating with my cousins – most of them died.
Most of my original friends died too.

I understand that you gotta be careful with what you hate, because chances are you are that too.
In a lot of ways, the Downtown Eastside resembles the place where I grew up. All the stuff that happens around

me has a lot to do with how I grew up too: The violence, the drinking, the drug use, people getting raped. Somehow I needed to move away from that too. But
working at Sweet Grass [Native support centre] is opening up a door. And that’s the thing when you work at healing people: Really there’s nothing you can do until
they ask for help – and then you can help a person heal.

Derek

It’s just hard I feel like I have so many gifts and talents. And I feel like I just kind of threw them down the drain. I have little
glimpses of them. It’s awesome cause I know the potential I do have... did have – cause I know it’s there.

Yeah, I would go for rehab, but you have to want it. But maybe I don’t really want rehab. Even though it would be the best thing for me. I still
got my skills and I still got my talents – I still got my big bright ideas. Like I said I get glimpses of them so I know its gonna be there but for how long? For every talent it doesn’t just go away – just cause you fuck it up right? I just gotta get my motivation back and my patience.

Rose

On June 19th, 2009, this work opened at the W2 Flack Block Gallery in Vancouver. Many of the people interviewed and in the photographs came to the opening.

Julia and I invited them to come back the next day to talk about the My Space project. Their comments now hang in the gallery too.
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Some People don’t like having their picture taken - they think it’s taking their spirit or something. But people down here kind of
enjoy it - so that people from the outside can find out how they’re living. It’s a lot better than what you see on T.V. This shows people how they are, in their rooms
and stuff, their homes.

Marvin

At first I thought, oh, just another photographer... I’m surprised at the quality of the photographs and the subject matter. They show
the positive sides of people’s lives. It really impressed me. I like seeing my own picture, but I also like seeing how other people down here live, and you show
a great deal of that. Seeing everyone else down here. I enjoy seeing how my friends are living down here. We’ve been friends [Marvin and I] for five years, and
we’ve never seen each other’s rooms.

Gary

It turned out a lot better than I thought it would.
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