

          Bethlem Drug Dependence Treatment Unit

 I recently found out that Natcio Munnings, my friend for a few years anyway, had died in 2012. I still do not know the circumstances. Nat had a wish to be remembered, he told me this, but as far as I know he left little or nothing to tell his story. Nat was a patient at Bethlem, on the drug dependency ward. He went through detox then the doctor asked him to stay on, diagnosing Nat as a schizophrenic but he wasn’t having any of it and discharged himself. He never used heroin again, perhaps for fear of being detained.
Abandoned by his parents when he was two weeks old, Natcio Munnings was found by the social services and brought up in a children’s home. He was adopted, but his foster parents dumped him back on the social services doorstep when he was sixteen. Nat then fell in with the South London junkies in Penge and became a heroin addict. Nat was a keen guitarist, talented and self-taught. Though some might have dismissed his playing as mere jamming he played a tune now and then just to show that he could a tune. He liked to improvise and his music, though Rock had a soulful edge absent in many other guitarists playing in the Orpington area. We must have spent a thousand hours listening to, playing, and talking about music. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Nat was half African, and with his hair worn in the Afro style, some people thought he looked like Jimi Hendrix, but he told me that he thought he looked more like Bob Marley. The painting of the cover of the coincidently titled Natty Dread L.P. by Bob Marley gives some idea of what Nat looked like. His favourite musicians were Captain Beefheart and Syd Barrett. To finance his heroin habit Nat became a burglar and associated with Bernard McLaine, the notorious St Mary Cray dealer who provides a link with the other patient I am writing about, Peter Perrett, who was also treated for drug dependency on the Bethlem drug dependency ward. 
It is well documented, in interviews with the rock press and in his biography, written by Nina Antonio, that Peter Perrett has a history of drug dependency and that he financed his first band, England’s Glory with the proceeds of his drug dealing operation, selling cannabis to the bohemian underworld in South East London. Many of his customers were musicians, many of those musicians had to abandon their hopes of a career in music when Punk rock became popular, replacing their hippy and folk music. Pete Perrett’s next band the more commercially and musically successful Only Ones managed to survive the change in style.  
Bernie was a rival dealer at a time when the 1972 dangerous drug act increased the criminal status of addicts and dealers alike. But as we now know this attempt to join America in the war on drugs had little effect on drug use, in fact it created opportunities for the illegal market. Bernie and his girlfriend would tell complaining customers that they could always go to Pete and Zena’s if they did not like the deals that they were selling. I never met Peter Perrett but the people I knew who did were customers and musicians, who lived at one time or another in the bohemian squats and bedsits.
When I asked Nat about Peter Perrett he said he did not want to talk about him. Nat had a low opinion of Bernie and often complained that his friend Bill had ’grassed him up’ referring to a burglary that they had committed together in their heroin addict days. Bill claimed it was Nat who had informed on him, it may well be that both told the police about their accomplice, but they fell out over it. Whatever the truth, both were sent to prison. After Nat was released from prison, like many addicts he returned to his drug of choice until he was referred to the drug dependency ward at Bethlem and went through the detoxification programme, and kicked the habit. His psychiatrist suggested that Nat stay in the hospital, telling him he was schizophrenic. Nat declined the offer and left. 
Nat moved to the Ramsden estate in Orpington to live with his girlfriend Jane and her son David, by a previous relationship.
Though he swore off heroin he continued to use cannabis, amphetamine, and occasionally LSD. He also sold cannabis. The amphetamine caused Nat to be aggressive, and after a while the relationship became strained. One day Nat smashed the glass door of a supermarket at Bromley South, and was put in Brixton Prison. His girlfriend left him, and after he left prison he was homeless again. After sofa surfing for a while he was given a flat in a tower block. Nat fell in with some musicians on the Utopia estate in Farnborough Kent, and made cassette tapes with them but when they formed a band, was excluded, which had a further demoralising effect on him. The band rehearsed under the direction of a Christian musician who wanted to help them, even though they used amphetamine and cannabis. Christians work with drug users but you seldom hear about it. In any case the band became proficient enough to play locally. Nat was given the job of working a row of lights which could be manually adjusted to turn on and off in time with the music. Nat felt this was beneath him and he walked out during the bands performance at Farnborough hospital’s nurse’s bar. 
Nat had difficulty maintaining his flat, and in paying the rent. He spent the rent money on drugs, and exceeded his arrears limit of £200. Eventually he was evicted, and after wearing out his welcome as guest in his friend’s homes, he slept rough, first in the empty railway carriages that still had door handles in the sidings at Orpington station, then in the stairwell of the multi-storey car park near the war memorial.   
In the pre-internet 1970’s musicians I knew socialised and smoked cannabis, exchanging ideas. I never met Peter Perrett but knew a few of his unknown musician customers. ‘Ray’, in my book The Road to the Asylum, used to visit Peter Perrett, to buy cannabis. Peter Perrett’s wife Zena, sowed clothes for Vivienne Westwood. Malcolm McLaren was a visitor before he managed the Sex Pistols and asked if he could manage Peter Perrett’s band, The Only Ones. Though McLaren had managed The New York Dolls at the end of their career, Peter Perrett declined the offer. He thought that Malcolm MacLaren was thinking of something that had too much in common with the Bay City Rollers than the serious rock music that The Only Ones played. Keith Richards had shown an interest in producing the band but after paying them a visit when they were in the studio, was unable to work with them due to court commitments. 
The Only Ones survived the metamorphosis from Hippie to Punk sociologically, Peter Perrett became friendly with Johnny Thunders. Though not a Punk rocker, Thunders was idolised by the Punks and his former band, the New York Dolls were, with the Stooges, a major influence on the Sex Pistols. The Only Ones had their own sound, but musically had more in common with New Wave bands like Television.
It’s no Peter Perrett’s drug use became excessive. He had trouble with the police and lost interest in what was a promising career. After making two exception LP’s and one that would have been good by most bands standards he stopped playing. Somewhere along the line Johnny Thunders told him he was wasting his talent, and Thunders was a notorious addict.
The social services got involved. To keep their children Pete and Zena agreed to be admitted to the Bethlem drug dependency ward. They stayed long enough to complete the withdrawal programme, and the man who once sang ‘I don’t need rehabilitating’ in his band’s hit record ‘Another Girl, Another Planet’ became interested in music again by listening to the ward radio. His wife Zena found the confidence to sew and cook again. Though they did return to the drug scene, Pete Perrett started playing again and recorded with his new band ‘The One’. Eventually he gave up drugs and as a recovering addict reformed the Only Ones who played in Japan recently. 
 Both Natcio Munnings and Peter Perrett were helped by their time in Bethlem. But as musicians they represent two different ends of the spectrum. 
 Peter Perrett did not come from the deprived background, and he had a supportive family. Nat had none of the advantages most of us take for granted. Unwanted by his foster parents he fell straight into the world of the addict. When he was given a flat, no-one had told him how to cope. Now teenagers with mental health problems, and addiction is a mental health problem have even less chance of being treated as in patients. For a while Nat was treated on the psychiatric ward at Farnborough. That would not happen now unless there was an incident. When he broke the door at the supermarket he could have asked for psychiatric treatment, but did not want to be forced to take psychiatric drugs. 
One night he told me that he walked to Lulligstone, and had burnt his name on a bit of a branch he had found. ‘One day someone will find it and think ‘There was someone called Nat’’ Now this article and a notification in church magazine may be the only record of his life.
The Bethlem Drug Dependence Treatment Unit clearly helped these musicians and enabled them to continue their careers, adding to South London’s the cultural heritage. Even though drug laws remain in need of reform, hindering their work, health workers continue to help addicts and substance abusers. No one is saying that addictive drugs should be freely available, but while addicts and abusers have to break the law to obtain the drugs they need both they and society remain at unnecessary risk. Decriminalisation will not solve all the problems that drugs bring but it may help those at risk. I cannot help wondering if Nat was schizophrenic as he was diagnosed, and could have asked for treatment without medication, and received counselling, he may not have self-medicated.
















