Heading Back To Basics 
Some addicts find this toughter path more helpful than an AA they say has gone soft 
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	A participant in a New London Back to basics meeting follows along in the group's manual as another member reads aloud.
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The Back to Basics book is the guiding principle for the New London meetings.


	

	

	


New London -- On Tuesday nights in a dank church basement on Broad Street, a few men and women gather to talk about their addictions — to alcohol, to drugs, to anything — while an ancient dehumidifier hums in the background. 

The meetings bear a close resemblance to Alcoholics Anonymous, the 67-year-old organization that has provided the template for every 12-step recovery program that has followed. But there is something different about the ones held here. 

These gatherings are Back to Basics meetings, and while they're based on AA principles, they represent what adherents say is a radical return to the organization's founding spirit and methods. 

AA, some say, has drifted away from its original purpose by allowing addicts to take too long to complete the 12 steps, to shy away from spirituality as they try to recover, and to devise their own methods of staying sober. 

In short, they say, AA has gotten wimpy. 

With Back to Basics, on the other hand, attendees are expected to go through all 12 steps in four one-hour sessions, and they're expected to stick to them. 

“You don't talk about the problem and your drinking career,” said Wally P., the Back to Basics founder who lives in Arizona. He, like others in AA, identifies himself only by first name. “You talk about God and the steps. You start taking the steps right away. None of this one step a year. None of the psychobabble. 

“Now, the primary (AA) format is open discussion, where people talk about anything,” Wally added. “We call it, ‘My Dog Died, My Car Wouldn't Start, But I Didn't Drink Over It' meetings. That's all they talk about. No God. No steps.” 

• 

Back to Basics, according to Wally P., has helped 150,000 people stay sober since he published the program book in 1997, and meetings are now held across the country and in Japan, Hong Kong, Norway, Sweden, France, Israel, Mexico and Canada. 

“Back to Basics is a return to the original AA program of the 1940s when we had a 50 to 75 percent recovery rate from alcoholism,” Wally P. explained. “And we are seeing identical results today, and the reason it has been brought back, or that I brought it back, is that today the recovery rate is five percent. Nineteen out of 20 people who enter AA do not recover, and back in the 1940s three out of four made it.” 

A spokesman for the AA national headquarters in New York said the organization does not keep recovery rates for itself or similar groups. 

“I don't know where he gets those numbers,” said Rick, who also identifies himself only by first name. “But in the forward to the Alcoholics Anonymous book, the second edition from 1955, there is an estimate that of alcoholics who came and really tried, 50 percent got sober, 25 percent got sober with some relapses, and 25 percent showed improvement. But we don't have any record of where that estimate came from.” 

Today AA estimates there are 1.2 million members nationwide and more than 51,000 meetings for those people. In Connecticut alone, the organization figures there are 1,452 group meetings for more than 34,800 AA members. 

The Back to Basics meeting in New London's United Methodist Church is the only one of its kind in eastern Connecticut. David S. started the meetings in 2000, and anywhere from six to 30 people attend the weekly gatherings. Many of the attendees go to various other meetings, too. 

Back to Basics members say the program works for them because it gives them practical ways to stay sober and fewer excuses for failing. 

“I went drinking and relapsed four times in the last couple of years,” said Brian, who goes to the United Methodist Church meeting. “I just didn't catch on in the AA meetings. With this, everything is much more clear. At the other meetings, people just sit around bitching.” 

Back to Basics follows the same 12 steps as AA and adheres to the same 12 traditions. 

“The difference,” says Wally P., “is bringing people back to the spiritual solution, not the psychological solution. In many AA meetings today they don't talk about God. They now conduct group therapy meetings, not AA meetings.” 

The AA organization in New York remains neutral about Back to Basics. 

“We don't have any position on it,” said Rick. “Any individual is free to pursue the principals of AA however they want to. 

“Since there really isn't any doctrine that AA members need to follow, it's difficult to have a schism.” 

Back to Basics members say, however, they do feel some tension with the leaders of regular AA. 

“The rift is between the people who would like to present the original program versus the people who have through treatment centers and want a godless AA,” said Wally. 

“The treatment center version is ‘I am the center of the universe, and I can overcome alcoholism based on self will',” he added. “That's totally opposed to the original AA concept that we surrender our lives to God.” 

He stressed that “God” is not necessarily a Christian God, but “god as you understand god.” 

Mental health professionals say if a program works for people, then there's nothing wrong with it. 

“There is always and forever variations on a theme,” said Ron Baker, director of the Southeastern Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence, in New London. “There are often new versions, and people will try it this way or that way. As long as they're practicing the same principles, whether its done in 12 weeks or 12 years, as long as it keeps them sober.” 

• At a recent Tuesday meeting in the New London church, a handful of men and women sat on old dining chairs facing the front of the basement room. There, two men sat behind a table and took turns reading from the Back to Basics book. 

The group was surrounded by signs, one with the 12 steps, one the 12 traditions and two that are unique to these meetings. One, nailed to a log says, “Alcoholism is the 2X4 God used to get our attention.” The other says, “The Big Book was designed to change the alcoholic, not the other way around.” 

The Big Book is the bible of AA. Published in 1938 and authored by Bill Wilson, the organization's founder, it outlines AA's philosophy, methods and the 12 steps. It continues to be the basis of AA meetings, as well as those of Back to Basics. 

Back to Basics also has a book of its own, a condensed form of the Big Book that lays out the steps of the “beginners” meetings, the original meetings of AA. In those sessions, new members go through the 12 steps in four weeks. 

In the first meeting, people admit they have alcohol or drug addictions. In the following three, they complete the remaining 11 steps by doing “homework.” By the end of the fourth meeting, recovering addicts are ready to sponsor newcomers at their fifth meeting. 

At United Methodist, the sessions are perfunctory. There is little idle chatter or spontaneous sharing. The two people at the front table read from the Back to Basics book. When they're finished, there is a short discussion and the meeting ends. 

“I have two months of sobriety,” said Karen, who stood smoking outside the church after a recent meeting. She explained that she has attended three meetings a day – AA and group therapy sessions – since she decided to become sober nine weeks ago. Back to Basics, she said, has given her a blueprint for getting sober faster. 

“I don't want to wait four years to unload all this baggage,” she said. 

The 12 Steps of AA 

•We admitted we were powerless over alcohol – that our lives had become unmanageable. 

•Came to believe that a power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity. 

•Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him. 

•Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves. 

•Admitted to God, to ourselves and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs. 

•Were entirely ready to have God remove these defects of character. 

•Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings. 

•Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all. 

•Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others. 

•Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it. 

•Sought through prayer and meditations to improve our conscious contracts with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that out. 

•Having had a spiritual awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to others, and to practice these principles in all our affairs. 
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