
WHAT SETS THE VAN NESS HOUSE APART  
FROM OTHER RECOVERY HOUSES?  

Since Van Ness Recovery House started in 1973, the 
most unique components are that the program targets 
a specialized population that didn’t have treatment 
options, those being gay men and lesbians, which has 
since expanded to LGBTQ and also heterosexual. The 
second part that’s unique is that we're here to rehabili-
tate you. We don’t baby-sit you, or get you off the street 
and dry you up and give you some tools to stay sober.   

WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY REHABILITATION?
Rehabilitation means that while you enter the pro-

gram, you may need the support of public funding 
to help pay for your treatment and get you back on 
your feet. It is part of our program to get each in-
dividual prepared to go out and get a job. Sending 
you to the streets without any structure, without be-
ing self-supporting, will not instill in you the self-es-
teem that comes from taking care of yourself. Prior 
to sobriety, you were taking from family, friends 
and society—those feelings can only be repaired, 
you’re only able to forgive yourself, if you get back 
on track and give back to society by footing the bill 
for yourself.  

WHEN DID YOU BECOME A RESIDENT AT VNRH?
I came in here 2 months after the house had moved 

to Beachwood after being on Van Ness in 1976 and I 
completed the program. 

DID YOU STAY SOBER AFTER YOU  
COMPLETING THE PROGRAM? 

No. I had too much false pride. I was 7 months 
sober, it was the night before I turned 30; I was 
ironing my pants to go to a Monday night [12 step] 
meeting and a guy knocked on my door and asked 
me if I wanted to get high. I spent the night doing 
coke and I was sober as sober could be. I knew 
there’d come a time when drugs and alcohol would 
quit working and clearly they had quit working for 
me. I came back to the house in the morning and 
the program director said to me, “You need to just 
do the program.” And so my sponsor and I worked 
the steps and on me accepting being a lesbian. 
And I stayed sober.  

A FORMER RESIDENT RETURNED TO THE HOUSE 
TO PASS AWAY HERE THIS PAST SPRING.  HOW 
DID THIS IMPACT THE RESIDENTS IN THE HOUSE?  

At the beginning of HIV/AIDS, Van Ness House 
made a commitment. This is your home. In 1985 there 
were many young men of all ages who got sober 
knowing they were going to die, purely because 
they wanted to die sober. I believe you should get 
to die where you want to, and if we’re your home, 
then we’re going to be here for you. This past April 
we had an alumni whose mother called and said her 
daughter is very near the end. She remembered I told 
people that if the time came that they were going to 
pass away, they could come home. I said yes, it’s 
absolutely true. I got off the phone; I got the residents 
together and told them exactly what was happening.  
I told them how [this former resident] came to Van 
Ness House as a just turned 18-year- old starting her 
transition from male to a young teenage woman and 
that all these years had passed and this is where she 
wanted to die. So for about three quarters of the resi-
dents it was like wow, what an amazing gift. For two 
of three who themselves have HIV/AIDS and were not 
sure if getting sober would cause their health to get 
better or not, they were scared. Whether they were 
here for six hours of five months, they saw firsthand 
that this is home. We are family. By the time she had 
been here two days, every resident was willing to do 
anything they could to make her comfortable. Her 
passing was peaceful. It was quick.  
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In recognition of National Recovery Month, I went back to 
the Van Ness Recovery House in Los Angeles, my own 
personal ground zero, where five and half years ago, the 

wreckage from my drinking and drugging collided with my 
recovery and my life was dramatically changed for the better.  

Opened in May 1973, the Van Ness Recovery has served 
the LGBTQ community, as well as heterosexual individuals 
who suffer from drug and alcohol addiction. In the trenches of 
the insanity that is early sobriety is Kathy Watt, the program’s 
executive director, who is also a former client.  

In an interview with THE FIGHT Kathy spoke about the dangers 
of dark, secret and anonymous sex, HIV/AIDS, doing the work to 
remain a healthy self-supporting clean and sober member of so-
ciety, and how even though the Van Ness House may be the last 
house on the block, it is a house that anyone can call home.

It is part of our program to get each individual prepared to go out 
and get a job. Sending you to the streets without any structure, 
without being self-supporting, will not instill in you the self-esteem 
that comes from taking care of yourself.
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IS IT MORE DIFFICULT FOR TRANSGENDER 
PEOPLE TO STAY SOBER?

I believe—and I’ve seen after doing this work for 22 
years—that yes. It is a bigger struggle for any quote-
on-quote specialized, different, non-mainstream drug 
addict to stay sober. Anyone who has something for 
which society will judge, marginalize or oppress, I be-
lieve has a tougher time, because you just have more 
issues, more parts of who you are to talk through, 
write through, and you need more trust that it will be 
okay—but having said all that, does it make it impos-
sible? No. If somebody comes in and they’re willing 
to be open-minded, they can stay sober. I don’t think 
anybody is such a special case that being sober is 
not an option for them.  

WHAT SORT OF SEXUAL WRECKAGE  
DO YOU ENCOUNTER AND WHAT WORK  
DO YOU DO AROUND SOBER SEX?

For most people in the Van Ness House, their 
sexual lives have become behaviors and patterns that 
are dark, anonymous and secretive. We start right 
off the bat with what are the things that you need to 
talk about to change that pattern. We do it intimately 
and we do it graphically. We live in metropolitan Los 
Angeles here. We have a very high concentration of 
HIV. We are also lucky to have a lot of billboards to 
remind people to use condoms. But less than 10% of 
our resident have ever gone to the store and actu-
ally looked to realize that there are many options of 
condoms. We have a conversation about STDs. We 
have conversations about how your viruses are not 
identical twins. No two bodies are the same. While 
you may think you’re jumping in with everybody that’s 
just like you, the reality is, you’re not. Taking care of 
your sexual health has to be paramount.  

DO YOU DEAL WITH A LOT  
OF INTERNALIZED HOMOPHOBIA?

The people that cross the thresholds of the Van 
Ness House can say they’re gay, lesbian, transgender, 
or just say they’re an alcoholic addict. Admitting is not 
the problem, it’s the accepting and asking what are 
the parts of yourself that you’re willing to throw away, 
don’t believe you can accept as equal and therefore 
continue to engage in destructive behavioral patterns.  
Many people come here thinking they get rejected 
because they are gay or transgendered, but once 
the consistency of sobriety happens and we become 
that son, brother, sister family member that shows 
up…what our sexuality, sexual orientation, or gender 
is—very few families care. The idea that their family 
member is no longer killing themselves is what mat-
ters, but that takes a long time and so until that time 
comes and if it never comes, we are home.

WHAT ARE YOUR BIGGEST CHALLENGES AT WORK?
Keeping the doors open. We are the only program 

funded by the county of Los Angeles where federal, 
state and county money cover less than 50% of the 
beds. When Van Ness House got its first contract, the 
county drug and alcohol program office funded 10 
beds. Today they fund 3.2 beds.  

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS?
Watching people’s lives change. Watching people be-

come the person they never dreamed possible.  Watch-
ing people fulfill what they thought were crazy wild ideas 
come to fruition. When someone goes home and their 
family opens their door and they remember coming here 
as residents and saying their family will never talk to 
them again. Watching the miracles happen. 

WHAT DO YOU SEE IN THE FUTURE  
FOR THE VAN NESS RECOVERY HOUSE?  

We’re in uncharted waters. Who knows what the 
Affordable Care Act will be. What we do know is, 
that the county of Los Angeles has recently gotten 
its own insurance plan Healthy Way LA and they 
don’t cover drug and alcohol treatment, so when it 
comes to the Affordable Care Act and its implemen-
tation, where will drug and alcohol treatment be? I 
don’t know. We’ve never been at this juncture be-
fore. Keeping the doors open is tough. But our doors 
have never closed. n

To learn more about the Van Ness Recovery House, 
or to make a donation to the House, please visit: 
www.vannessrecovery.org.
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