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The Blenheim Project

PETER HUGHES

An Experiment in Social Work
with Young Provincial Drifters in London

;?t’;‘DON SEEMS to have been an
oo ]?:Ctlon for young people
Ing fame and fortune over
s;:;y generations. Perhaps the
City'e' might be said of any “big
7" the world over, This cons-
“r‘: Pattern of migration from the
no"mCe.s to the capital is well
WR in the traditional tale of
a'ck Whittington. However, it is
Story which does not tell the
cofle truth, It leaves out of ac-
notm the story of those who do
Stog Succeed, It does not tell the
. Y of those young people who
oftle to London not to seek their
GISe“‘;ES but to avoid proble.ms
cUltW'ere or to escape from diffi-
. - Situations at home or simply,
desperation, to become lost in
oee Crowd, It is a story which
Wh 08 not tell. of the y.oungsters
sly, Succeed in establishing them-
on S but who had narrow escapes
the way. The story of the

Blenheim Project is the story of
Dick Whittington gone wrong;
the story of the youngsters who
come to London, for whatever
reasons, and who do not survive
the pressures of city life.
How THE PROJECT STARTED
Over the past 10 years the
statutory agencies such as the
local authority children’s depart-
ments have become increasingly
aware of the substantial number
of young people living in central
London whose parents are in
other parts of the country, who
appear to do no work, and to be
in need of some sort of help. They
have become known as *‘out-of-
town drifters”, The former Lon-
don County Council wished to
make an organised attempt to
reach out to these youngsters and
to provide them with acceptable
help. It was felt that the work
could more appropriately be
undertaken by a voluntary body
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with the backing of the local auth-
orities and in 1964 a grant was
made to the Notting Hill Social
Council to enable them to employ
a social worker. This experimental
social work became known as the
Blenheim Project and its specific
aim is to provide an informal
social service for the young out-of-
town drifters between 16 and 21
years old. The specific method
of the project is to go out into
the wider community and to con-
tact these youngsters where they
are to be found., The worker
would consciously detach himself
from the community in an effort
to be among the drifters and to
present the possibility of a way
back to a socially stable life. This
kind of social work which has
alrecady been attempted in the
United States is known as de-
tached social work,

STREET WORK

I began my work *on the
streets” and my main object
during the early months was to
make a general survey of drifters’
haunts and to establish a number
of primary areas for observation
and participation. It was a much
more formidable undertaking than
I had imagined even in my most
realistic moods but moments of
discouragement were often re-
lieved by the humour of situations.
After six months regularly using
onc café, a youngter eventually
enquired about my occupation.
When I told him T was a social

worker he replied: “Well, best of
luck mate, 'm off”, Another %
acted by expressing the wish tl.1a
he too could be paid for hang!®
round coffee bars all day. .
youngsters displayed a prude
born of bitter experience of M2° Z
adults in Soho. They suspect
that T might be a drug pushe &
a homosexual or an adult rect®

ing for criminal groups. When thei
eventually accepted that I Wa$

social worker that was €Y
odder! .
After six months’ work thf

was sufficient factual evidenc ,
suggest the working hypothes.ln
that the provincial youngstef '
London tends to move throvs
three stages. The first stag®

arrival at the railway station 2"
the settling of very short-t ]
accommodation, A second S\’
characterised by a natural ¥
dency to wander about the V',
End and the “sights” of centf?
London, as an awareness of ¢
generally constitutes the pfovme
cial youngsters® existing knowleds
of London. The third stag® |
marked by the drift to fuCr
places as North Kensington €if’
by sheer force of circumsta“‘;‘la
or on the basis of re‘fenty
acquired knowledge of suit?

areas peripheral to the West a
Furthermore, it seemed to bﬁha
marked characteristic of

s ot
drifting youngster that he ca®”
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Efe tﬁbsolutely identified with any
fOrthese stages—drifting back and
"h from one to the other. With
IS hypothesis as a framework
ngris able to undertake the field-
five In a systematic and produc-
e lwa}'- Since that time I have
Og“ arly visited three places in
rau@aand one of the main line
Y stations,
KING ConTacT

u{)t 1S one thing to establish which
" $ and clubs in Soho are most
dri(fltllently .habituated by young
o ers; it is quite another matter
_eStal?llsh the kind of relation-
N h? Wlt.h an individual drifter
morCh wﬂl. enable him to accept
ol ¢ consx§tent and constructive
CIeg. As time passed it became
6 T to me that the quality and
G Cacy of the helping relationship
frOPended on my being known
0?11( the start as a detached social
s er. [ h'ave already shown how
o2 Sometimes brought meetings
" 0 abrupt end yet it remains the
rely 'ﬁl‘m' basis of a social work
Alionship, Most of these boys
From, .gu-1§ have had good cause
st childhood onwards not to
Qite adults and they would be
e right to suspect an adult who
the eld' for example, to delight in
Who% Casures of the juke-box or
an ehade in an adolescent way.
odg ot in the clubs as a rather
adult interested in what may
ehaf\"}' to be anti-social teenage
ady our but as a dependable
t with social service. resources.

It is very difficult to make a
relationship with young people
who are not sure of their own
identity and in conditions which
are not settled. One girl remarked
that she “was phoney half the time
but then, most people are to some
extent: the trouble is that some
people’s extent is greater than
others”. While the worker, from
his side can consciously develop
his understanding and methods,
the out-of-town drifter is more
likely to become less well defined
to himself as well as to others, A
drifter will be moving from place
to place, visiting none with a regu-
larity that can be foreseen by the
worker. One boy said that he was
frightened to stop travelling.
Although the drifting youngster
responds or succumbs to the
chance dictates of his environ-
ment, it shouldn’t be overlooked
that there is a more positive aspect
to his drift, often unrealised by
himself,

This positive aspect is the anon-
ymity of drifting, the exchange of
a life directed by personal decision
for one entirely directed by
circumstances, and the weakening
of social communication. An Irish
lad said that he couldn’t under-
stand anyone else and he didn’t
want to be understood: ‘People
just don’t know”. These factors
are described as positive because
they not only enable the drifter
to avoid facing the problem, what-
ever that may be, but also to avoid
making decisions in relation tg
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the problem. The longer he drifts
the less chance there is of stable
contact and communication.

Tue KIND OF WORK

My working predicament is
twofold: first my use of occasions
must be urgent and complete in
itself. I must be able to offer a
definite solution to an expressed
problem. If a young drifter
urgently needs a bed or a job he
wants practical action at that
level rather than an interpretation
of his predicament. Yet, at the
same time, the very urgency of
his situation can make him more
susceptible to an interpretative
comment, Take Jimmy, a schizo-
phrenic boy who had discharged
himself from a mental hospital
and who had become a homeless
drifter. He had left the hospital
because he “wished to try and
cope with real life”. Every effort
to arrange work and accommoda-
tion came to nothing because
Jimmy just could not keep to
arrangements without being taken
by the hand. This was not always
possible because of the demands
of work with other clients. On one
occasion he was five hours late
because he had “been looking at
the lights in Leicester Square”
and a bed was lost. On another
occasion he failed to arrive at
work after definitely being offered
a job. It was possible to use his
distress at being without a bed
and a job to point out that as

much as one respected his at"fml.’t
to cope with life “outside i
pattern of behaviour really 1" le
cated that he needed to contim
his treatment,

e wor

The second aspect of th .
king predicament is that my us ¢
of occasions must produce furth®
occasions. More often than ®
my approach has been $0 dir s
that this may well play it p
young person’s problem
incapacity to use supportive **
tionships. One youngster resp?“g
ded to the offer of help in fin '“‘If
a job with the comment: «“God! of
I told anybody that I depended. ob
someone else to get me 2 ]d
they’d think T was in a pretty 2
state”. Although some youngste!
have been scared off by su¢
rapid, direct and open offef
help, others have been rel“"vea
to accept. The knowledge tl}at. g
resourceful person s drif!’
around at least gives them 2 lgﬂg
with the possibility of ge
help. They are placed in the P&
tion of choosing to act const s
tively or on an avoidance basit
The choice properly remains s
them. Presenting this choic®
one of my main functions.

This is well illustrated by tho
instances in which youngsters e
not feel able to accept my © ol
of help until they have reach.d
the end of their tether, The ‘hlgr
or fourth night without a bed: o
the second complete day with’

rela’

of
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§,°°.d. may well be the final moti-
catlon that helps them to over-
ome their natural suspicion of
that guy who offered me a bed”.

always leave with each youngster
a small business reply card which
briefly states the function and
Tesources of the Blenheim Project
and which gives my telephone
Mumber—for use in emergencies.
,» lumber of boys and girls have
Phoned for help quite some time
after the first, often brief meeting.
Some of these young people, when
;'Ve first met, have told me to “get
OSt” in no uncertain language!

he point that T am trying to
Make is that I leave them with
2 possible “life-line” which they
“n freely decide, in their own
Ime, to use or not.

I.ﬂrst met Ann on King’s Cross
Mation where she had arrived
after leaving her home in the

Orth  West, The police had
S‘lcked her up and ascertained

At she was over 17 and that
°r parents did not wish to help
eer. She had been placed in an
Mergency hostel but this couldn’t
lgxo on indefinitely and she was
ving difficulty in finding work.
nee agreed to meet me on the
W"t day but failed to turn up. A

®k later she °‘phoned from
srafa]ga,. Square and said that
she Was homeless again and that
ee had a girl from Scotland with
ca" Who was in a similar predi-
p}ment. “Could you help us,

%ase?” Work with Ann included

the finding of suitable accom-
modation, work and liaison with
the Magistrates Court at home.
She is now just about managing
to survive in London and pro-
gress is being made in effecting
some reconciliation with her
parents,

People often say to me how
difficult it must be to go out into

‘the clubs and to make contact

with young strangers. The fact is
that the making of contacts is not
too difficult, is often a matter of
chance, is frequently a matter of
time, and is not basically a
problem. The crux of the work
is nurturing such contacts and
this is where the real problem
and difficulty of the work lies.
The fullest use of the spontaneity
of these first meetings with young
people is an essential objective but
the reality of their situation is
what they most want to avoid.
Drifters are often either brooding
over or living in the past or they
are wandering in a future of fan-
tasies. Another boy explained how
he started petty thieving at nine
years old said: “I’'ve tried so
hard, it’s no good, I'll never be
like James Dean. I always get
nicked for small things”. Young
drifters often cannot stand the
present and what it really means
in personal terms. If one makes it
real one is always likely to be
rejected rather than . accepted.
Nevertheless, to present reality
sometimes results in a contact
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where communication and action
are precipitated. One young girl
who spends her spare time ‘‘con-
ning” in Soho was bemoaning the
fact that other people don’t under-
stand what “the rest of us have to
put up with”. When asked what
she found most difficult to tolerate,
she replied: “Reality”’. At least
it is possible for her to talk about
her “reality’” with me and to come
to some understanding of what it
means,

How THE PROJECT WORKS

The functions and resources
of the project can be clearly seen
in my work with Jack, an 18
year old boy whom I met in a
club in Soho. He looked as if he
had been “on the road” for some
time and he was very talkative
as a result of a recent dose of
“pep-pills”. T sat next to him and
it required no prompting from
me to elicit his story. As a homo-
sexual prostitute he had become
used to talking to strange men.
This was his first visit to London
and a week previously he had
hitch-hiked from South Wales
where he had done some casual
labouring work. He had no money
and seemed to have very little
idea of how he could best use the
appropriate social services. Some
older men had told him how he
could make money by ‘“rolling
queers”. This is a technique
whereby boys make dates with
men and then demand money
not to tell the police. In short the

blackmail of homosexual adults:
I explained why T was at the club
and that if he agreed I could
provide him with emergency
accommodation for a few days
while we tried to sort things out
together. He wouldn’t accept th°
offer until he was satisfied that
was not an “official” of som®
kind and that T had no statutorf
powers.

One of our initial tasks on the
project had been to establish
list of private houscholders W
would offer free accommodatio®
at my request without prior notic®
and “no questions asked”.
tall order but we have a list
a dozen such people. I took Ja¢
to one of them and he W&
accommodated and fed. I arrang®
to meet him the next day. i
first went to the N.A.B, wher¢
was able to authenticate his clai™
and he received sufficient @sSI5°
tance to survive for the next fe’
days. As his story unfolded "
became clear that he had bee!
very deprived as a child, his
father had left home when he W
two years old and his mother h“fil
died when he was nine, and unl!
a few years previously he b2
lived with an uncle at his hom®
in the North of England. He h#
been in a number of jobs SN
leaving school at 15 and $
months previously had illegally
obtained a British Visitors Pas®"
port at one of the Channel Ports
and gone over to the continent.

of
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SVentually found his way to Swe-
ren Where he formed a close
elattonship with a girl of his own
38e. In telling this part of the story
ak insisted that the girl was
Dre%nant by him—*“three’s a
amily, isn’t it?”—and that at
Ong last his “search for a family
ad' ended”. He had made a
amily for himself in Sweden and
8 was where he intended to
urn  when he had some
Money, This was the myth that
iﬁve point to his present life and
€ even obtained legal advice
3bout his passport irregularities.
' came out that the authorities
3 expelled him from Sweden
Cause he had exceeded the
®8al period of residence and he
ade his way to Germany. There
“;’ was arrested for trying to
Cgally cross the border into
Omark on his way back to
vwedﬂl. He was classified as a
dgrant and formally deported
Coh E“gland. He spent an uneasy
o Tistmas with his uncle, had a
WW- and drifted to South Wales
Jre he had been before T met
M in Soho,

h‘He did not wish to return to
t(;S]uncle’s home and had agreed
ol et me find him a suitable hos-
Sumuptll such time that he was
00 Clently‘ established to find a
o M of his choice. T helped him
fajl find work and although he
n d two appointments as a

Sult of pill-taking jaunts in Soho,

I was able to persuade the person-
nel officer to keep the job open
for him. Eventually he started
work and settled into a hostel.
During this time I was able to
ascertain that he was becoming
habituated to pills and making
extra ~money by soliciting
homosexuals in the West End.
Taking this together with his
childhood experiences it seemed
appropriate to suggest pyschiatric
advice. I suggested this to Jack
and he eventually accepted the
idea. As we have a consultant
psychiatrist to the project it was
possible to arrange this quite
quickly. T received helpful advice
in handling Jack but he gave up
his job without warning and
left the hostel after telling the
warden that T had arranged other
accommodation for him.

Jack disappeared fcr a month
and the next I heard of him was
when T received a telephone call
from the police saying that he
was in custody on a charge of
larceny. He had asked the police
to inform me and I was able to
liaise with the probation officer
who was preparing the court re-
port. Eventually T attended court
when his case was heard. T told
the magistrate that 1 wished to
continue working with Jack as
our relationship had continued

through all his failures to use the
help offered but that some form
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of statutory supervision would
be useful. He was placed on pro-
bation with a strong admonition to
keep in touch with me. He was
assigned to an officer based near
me. It was agreed between us that
I should continue the day by day
work with Jack on account of the
relationship that had already been
established and the probation offi-
cer would, in this case, use his
function to represent the courtl
as and when necessary and to
remind Jack of the terms of
his probation.

T brought Jack back to London
and the process of finding suitable
work and accommodation con-
tinued. After a while Jack disap-
peared again and just before the
probation officer applied for a
warrant he ’phoned me from
another part of the country. He
had found work and lodgings
and he wanted me to arrange for
his supervision to be transfered to
the local probation officer. This
was done and since then he has
kept in touch to say how he is
getting on. He seems to be
managing reasonably well. The
one thing that keeps him going,
so he insists, is the thought of
returning to his “family” in Swe-
den. He cannot accept that I have
verified through the appropriate
Swedish social service that the
girl is not pregnant and that she
does not wish to see him again.
To this he replies: “It will be

different when she actually ?:j;

me on the doorstep”. It certal
will.

I think that the story of my
relationship and work with J2
demonstrates the  variety
resources, whether it bes for
example,  medical, legal, acco™
modation or employment, &
can be readily made available
young drifters by the Blenhel®
Project. It also shows how %
must accept the false starts a7 y
how this acceptance is expres®
in the readiness to provide seco”
chances. The young dfiftel:s
really are free to choose and th¥
goes some way towards strengt’
ening their feelings of indepe™
dence and allows them some SO
for initiative. I appreciate th?
not everyone would agree to 'thl
approach but it is a technid®
fundamental to the Blenhei®
Project. In the end Jack hims®
solved the short-term problem bY
removing himself from the 2t
social pull of London. One canf®
tell whether he will ever find 2
bome where he is accepted as
is.

0

USING SITUATIONS

With young drifters one is £°%;
erally working in crisis situatio”
which cry out for urgent practi?
measures, Often, one is left “ho'%"
ing” a difficult youngster while €%’
pert advice is being sought or mor®
adequate permanent arrangements

are being made. This is a difficut
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;lrt.uat“)n which, I imagine, many
Wilt?n staff have experienced and
sy Wl}lch they will probably

Mpathise, It seems to me unfor-

) .
onate that the proper emphasis

Wo. rk
the

R
Inhere

g;acucal solution to a practical
oblem of existence.

)’Ouny ¢xperiences with these
) & drifters have confirmed
acceptance, practical assis-
With *‘existence problems”
SerVeSUpport must come first and
drify to authent.xcate for the
oa IS my capacity to respond
o 40Y need for counselling if this
pl.ac<t31_ventually expressed.  This
ance Czl and immediate assis-
Teguly as often l_ed to a more
t; conta:t which has enabled

r meet a youn erson
teg‘“afly. It is somgtimei pgssible
driftioznt out the meaning of a
feag 1}',8 predicament and perhaps
Undey) Im to an awareness of an
p08s'b'y3ng problem and the
ility of specialised help.
abje ttl(l)ls Stage I am sometimes
el act in an interpretative role
o mmen' the youngster and the
o Unlty.wph its facilities for
SUppo Specialised help and to
he]p }‘t h!pw when seeking this
ag a' n this sense I may be seen
the CWanderl‘ng representative of
Prese r:)tmmumty’s concern a}nd I
Ontagy to the drifter a point of
esoy with the community’s
fees. My primary function is

has often tended to cloud
00d case-work possibilities

Ance

" the professionalism of social

Nt in urgently providing a_

39

simply to be around “holding the
door open”. In the daily life of
prison staff I expect there are
many similar social work oppor-
tunities waiting to be taken.

In so far as the Blenheim

‘Project may help young people

to resolve critical situations in
their lives, it may make a posi-
tive contribution towards devel-
oping personal stability, The
resolution of a crisis can be turned
into an experience of success
which will help some youngsters
confidently to face the future
problems which will almost inevit-
ably arise. In this sense it can be
seen as educational in facilitating
a young person’s innate capacity
to overcome other predicaments.
I am not saying that it is always
so or that it is an advantage for
them to be at the risk of the type
of crisis I have described. I am
simply suggesting that as these
youngsters are already in such
critical situations, they ought to
be used with constructive spon-
taneity.

This is well illustrated by
Marlene, a young German girl
who had originally come to this
country as an au-pair. When I
first met her she was depressed
and incoherent as the effects of
large and regular doses of pep-
pills were wearing off. She could
give no exact account of herself
or where she lived but kept re-
peating: “I must get out of this”,
She didn’t seem to understand
explanations of my work and
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facilities, not because of any
language difficulty but because of
the drugs. She came readily
enough when 1 suggested that we
should go back to my base for
coffee. She hadn’t eaten for three
days nor slept. I found her an
emergency room where she was
properly cared for and she slept
for the best part of three days.

Once she had recovered from
the drugs she was rather resistant
to any further help but it was
possible to encourage her by
frequently contrasting her serious
predicament in Soho with the
“normality” and security of her
life in Germany. Her au-pair
arrangement had fallen through
and she had drifted to the West
End where she had become a
prostitute. She said that she would
not have come away from Soho
with me unless she had been in
the state I have already described.
At a superficial level she found
her life satisfactory in so far as
there was a steady return of
money with which to buy expen-
sive clothes and so on. All her
personal property and travel
documents were in her Soho room
which she shared with another
prostitute. She was afraid to go
back there to collect them on
account of the ridicule and hos-
tility she expected to meet as
someone who had “given up the
game”. It may be that in so far
as she felt the pull of her life as a

. e
prostitute, my assertive u(:@ of th

crisis in which I f°““‘3
Marlene had effectively rcmOV;e
her from Soho. Sometimes Y
best solution is to run awﬁ
from the problem but I felt
Marlene’s case that she would 0
better helped to stay away fro it
Soho if she could, with SUPpohé
be brought back to face tr-
realities of life there. AC"OO
dingly she was encouraged t© dg
back and fetch her property 2" ;
accompanied her to the roomhe p
Soho. She gathered together
belongings and the all-import
travel documents while holding ;
very acrimonious conversati©
with her former partner.

Her  successful partici[’anon
in this task was courageous 2°
considerably boosted her Seo
respect it marked the beginnit® |
real co-operation in the here
provided and arrangements wen y
made for her return to Ger™ 7
before her landing condition °w
pired. It emerged that contrary
advice she had discontinue
chiatric treatment in Ger™ £y,
just before coming to this Countsec
It was possible to help her to oSt
that her present difficulties afher
from her attempts to avoid oy
personal difficulties in Germ? ©
She agreed that I should writ¢ od
the psychiatric clinic in Bon?
in this way it was pOS.Sl ¢
carry over her constructi¥® al
tude from the London sitV?
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:: the provision of a more funda-
refﬂtal help in Germany. She
fln‘ned to Germany five days
alter I first met her.

HAT Success?

ruTh-e Blenheim project has been
tning for two years and I
iv;'e attempted to give a descrip-
and account of how its function
d methods have been developed.
N hecessity I have left some
SPects  out of account but
fnef_haps I have indicated that the
:i‘én needs of the out-of-town
ter who arrives in London are
Practica] help with accommodation
ang work, supportive friendship,
all help. with what might be
01.:d orientation to the metro-
in itan environment. The key lies
aCEthindmg the network of con-
2o $In the fieldwork areas. We
Nerally refuse referrals from
%n?l‘ agencies and so far 95 per
in thOf youngsters have been met
You e clqbs or referred by other
e"g clients, It is difficult to
< asure success in individual cases
pecfe(}ple have such different ex-
int ations, Some youngsters settle
0 a socially stable life in Lon-
"; others can’t cope in London
Unsat'are forced to return to an
rety Isfactory home; others keep
i Ming for help in recurrent
derisultlgs; whfle others may
Serv'e 'nfgr.n_latlon about social
Sin ;Ce facilities or work from a
8le fieldwork conversation but
projecﬁo further help from the
Blf:}rlhfips this description of the
€im Project has shown how

one sets out to find and use
opportunities for helpful social
work with young people. T am
usually in the position of referring
myself as a social worker to the
youngsters—initially they didn’t
choose to come to me. Prison
staff who accept their social work
role may be in the same position
in so far as the inmates did not
choose to be open to the officer’s
social work possibilities. We both
work in situations very dissimilar
to that in which social work is
usually conducted and our poten-
tial clients don’t turn up by .
request or invitation! I expect
many other comparisons could
be made.

No firm conclusions can yet be
drawn but already the Blenheim
Project has been able to make
social services and adult support
available to a group of young
people who would not normally
be reached. In a project of this
kind the first years are inevitably '
a time of assessment and we are
confident that the task has been
sufficiently well defined to proceed
with the development of an
appropriate service to meet the
needs of young drifters. This
account of the background and
progress of the work may be seen
as representing a significant
step towards an accurate and
concerned appreciation of their
predicament.
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