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problem first hand, as a homeless person
himself, is Oliver McGechy, a former
journalist and publisher and a reformed
alcoholic. He now works to help others in
the same position.

T asked Oliver if he could tell us something
about the work he does, and the problems of
homeless people.

Lrun a project for people who have a long-
term commitment to alcohol recovery and
who basically are homeless and .. er ... who
... who need help. Tt was put to me the other
day that in Europe at the moment that the
average lifespan is for someone who's street
homeless is only 42. So you're actually
moving back to almost Victorian days and
Victorian principles in terms of how people
can expect to live and what quality of life
they can expect. But the people you see
sleeping on the streets, the people you see
sleeping in ... in shop doorways represent
only the tip of the iceberg, they represent ...
represent only a Very, very small proportion
of the ... the overall number of people, who
... who are actually homeless.

I asked Oliver what had gone wrong in these
people’s lives.

You're looking at someone who’s not only
lost their home, they’ve probably lost their
partner, their children, their family, all of
the social contact which they’ve had ...
they’ve probably lost all of the network
which has supported them within society,
their doctors ... their GP, ... erm their
dentist, their job. They become unemployed,
and because they're into a downward spiral
all of these things combine to make it very,
very difficult to move back into society.
Therefore they become lost. They tend to be
forgotten. There’s little political gain in
supporting homeless people.

Who exactly are these people, Oliver?

Tt ... it's impossible to say. I mean ... I've
worked with people who have been
accountants, I've worked with people who
have been doctors, I've worked with a
number of members of the clergy ... erm ...
TI've worked with people who have worked in
factories, 1've worked with people who have
never worked in their life at all. I've worked
with postmen, I've worked with cx-service
men. The spread of people who ... who are
affected by homelessness, or who have
become homeless, is .. is intfinite, is as wide
as society itsell.

But are there problems that all of these
people have in common?

One of the biggest problems which homeless
people face in fact is drug addiction and
alcoholism, but let me ask you a question. I
you were homeless and you had nowhere Lo
live, and you'd lost your family, yowd lost
your job, ... life had fallen round ... er fallen
down roundabout you, and you could escape
Just a little by using alcohol, would you?
Absolutely ... I take the point.
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Chris, can you tell us why it was that you
ended up homeless?.
Well, T "ad a house wiv a woman that I ... er
took on, wiv "er kids and I "ad a job 'n’ all,
workin’ at the Royal Mail Post Office ... erm
T dunno about .. ... what ... two, two years it
was into the relationship and all of a
sudden, like, she just wanted out, so ... er T
tricd to patch fings up which really didn't
work, yer know, so I ended up going back
to the woods, well, yer know, where T was
before ...
Back to the woods?
Yeah.
How d’you mean? Literally to the woods?
Yeah. I used to lived out in the woods.
Did you?
Yeah.
What ... er .. you mean .. living rough
(Yeah, living rough in the woods) or in a
tent, or how?
Just in a “bivvy’ bag, Goretex *bivvy’ bag, 'n’
sleeping bag and stuff, in the woods, for a
while, lighting fires 'y’ havin’ my grub out
there, yer know. There’s just summink about
the woods .. yer free out there ... you, yer
can’t do it round the towns "cos theres ...
you know ... erm ... you're too at risk in
towns, too many people ... yer know ... too
much ... too much hassle in towns. Best fing
to do is get out and, and get ... get where
you fecl safe, so I feel safe in the woods all
the time yer know ... erm ...
So why aren’t you in the woods now?
’Cos I ’ad a breakdown out there, and [
went to the doctor’s n’ that and he give me
some tablets for that, and T ended up comin’
here ... was the best solution ... yer know ...
to...er ... get meself back on my feet ... sort
of thing ... yer know.
But ... so living in the woods, although as
you say ... it was ... you know, you were free,
free from the hassles and so on, [ mean ...
it’s not the ideal way of life for you?
Erm ... no and yes. It was my job once ...
(upon) a time. :
Living in the woods?
Yeah, [ was a survival instructor, teaching
the army and stuff.
So you like the woods?
.. the woods, the;mountains is fine for me.
But coming into towns I find very stressful

. erm I’'m here now but each time, here
now, I'm still fightin®. I've been here six
months, so each day now I'm still fighting to
stay here, which is hard for me ... T'd be safe
out there, yer know, instead of here, but ...
all 'm trying to do is get me act togever and
start again really. It’s ... it’s hard work.
What does it mean to you not to have a
home?
Devastating, really. T miss the family feeling
or the family comfort, not ... not the
television but having a woman there to care
for, and someone to talk to. You get very

lonely. T mean, in here you've got friends 'n’
“at ... but L admit T get very loncly when
you're on your own, an’ it takes its toll
because if you're used to that way of life, it's
hard to comprehend what it’s all about .

yer know the worst fing is. when yer think
about that which hurts most, is to see
people holding hands going down the street
with their wife and kids and you've had that
once and you've lost it, and you'd like that
again but it’s going to take time to get that
back ... yer know so ... erm, yeah I find it
really hard, actually.

I And what’s it like when you’re actually on
the road?

C When yer roamin’ round the country yer see
so many of yer people like yerself ... erm on
the street, sleepin’ in doorways, parks,
benches, yer know, and ... erm yeah, yer
kind of get used to it after a while, it takes
about a week to get used to being on the
road but then it takes about seven ... seven
to eight months trying to get used to getting
back into society again, you know. T find it
hard anyway, even now.
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1 Chris is just one of a growing army of
people of all ages and positions in life who
have become homeless and have ended up
sleeping rough. Throughout the ages there
have always been homeless people. For
some, a life without obligations and
responsibilities has its attractions. But, for
most homeless people, like Chris, the
everyday world of homelessness is very grim
indeed.

C Well, when you get to rock bottom, you
either turn yourself to drink or drugs. An’
you can get drunk as much as you want but
the next day it’s still there. You got the same
problem as you did the day before.
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a I'wish I lived somewhere warm, preferably
the Mediterranean, and ideally the island of
Gozo, near Malta.

b If only I weren't such a quick-tempered
person. If Thadn’t shouted at George the
other day, we'd still be friends.

¢ I'wish I could read faster, ‘cos ther
many books I want to read and there’s never
enough time, *cept when you're on holiday, I
wish T had longer holidays, but I still
wouldn’t get through them all.

d If only animals could talk, I'd be able to
really know what our dogs think of us.

¢ If only I hadn't parked my car on the
double yellow line I wouldn’t have got that
ticket. 1 knew it was a mistake ... it was a
very busy Saturday and the traffic wardens
are often out on the High Street, but I
thought, well, if I just park it round here,
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Hello, and welcome to ‘Worldly Wise’. In
today’ edition, we look at the problem of
homelessness.

Why is it thal, even in the richest countrics
in the world, there are so many homeless
people? Someone who has experienced the




