
IN RETROSPECT, arriving at rehab 
with a hangover wasn’t my smartest 
move. Neither was presuming it would
be a day of art classes and a refreshing 
post-lunch stroll on nearby Curl Curl 
Beach, an hour north of Sydney. I was at
South Pacifi c Private to discover what 
rehab — that meme that is bandied 
about as casually as white powder at an 
aft er-party — was actually all about. 
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IF YOU FOLLOW the antics 
of Robert Downey Jr, Ben 
Cousins or Lindsay Lohan, 
you might think rehab is just
a comfortable place to
lie low for a while. Aft er all, 
centres are no longer 
the stark convalescence 
institutions of the past. 
Straightjackets have 
been replaced by shiatsu, 
electrodes by yoga and 
frontal lobotomies by family 
group therapy. Instead of
starched matrons, you are 
more likely to be treated by 
a fl exible-fi ngered masseur
in loose-fi tting pants.

Residential treatment
centre Promises, nestled 
in California’s Malibu, 
is the haunt of louche 
luminaries such as Mel 
Gibson and Britney Spears. 
Th e clinic’s website reads 
like a brochure for a luxury 
time-share promotion: 
“Long an enclave of Los 
Angeles’ and Southern
California’s elite, Malibu 
is a private, exclusive 
community… 250 days 
of sunshine a year and
a mild Mediterranean 
climate.” Yours for a mere 
AUS$77,000 a month.

BACK TO THE hangover. 
Anyone who has suff ered 
from the eff ects of knocking 
back a couple of bottles of
Cabernet Sauvignon knows
there is a holy trinity of
recovery for the next day: 
caff eine, carbs and quiet. 
I was hoping to fi nd all 
three. As I pull up the drive 
of South Pacifi c Private,
the now temporary home of 

two-time world champion 
surfer Tom Carroll, I’m 
greeted by a splendid view 
of a golden stretch of sand, 
surfers paddling out 
through breaks and a jogger 
pounding along the coastal 
scenery. So far, so cushy. 

In her offi  ce, sable-haired 
CEO Lynne Fishwick reveals 
her secret stash of tea bags, 
as a corporate head might 
unveil a bottle of fi ne 
Scotch malt from a walnut-
veneered cabinet. Caff eine
is strictly prohibited at SPP, 
as are mobiles, BlackBerries, 
iPods and TV — the only 
exception being 30 minutes
of news every evening. All 
the meals are regulated 
and nut ritionally sober, and 
sugar is banned — except 
in the form of honey. (Th at 
includes chocolate, which is
classed as contraband by the 
nurses.) Th e only books 
clients are allowed to read 
come from the hospital’s 
library of self-help books,
and one novel: Marian 
Keyes’s Rachel’s Holiday, 
a book about rehab.

It’s only 10.30am and I can 
already feel the unnerving 
eff ects of abstinence — and 
that’s with two illicit cups 
of Lipton tea. It is becoming
rapidly apparent South
Pacifi c’s philosophy doesn’t 
include spa baths. Th ere’s 
meditation, but it involves 
sitting around in straight-
backed chairs placed in
a circle. No Balinese day
beds or distressed leather 
beanbags. No soothing 
piped whale music. A hair of 
the dog is out of the question

(reasonable, given the 
circumstances), smoking 
is allowed but I gave up 
12 months ago. No coff ee, 
no bacon and egg roll, and 
only chick lit for comfort.

Instead of bedrooms with 
infi nity pools, clients sleep 
in hospital-issue beds, with 
nylon curtains for privacy 
and a corkboard for dog-
eared photos. On one board,
a Chelsea soccer scarf is
roughly draped; drooping 
fl owers wilt in a cheap glass
vase on a bedside cabinet.

High profi le businessmen 
share stripped-back 
bathrooms with teenage 
drug-using single mums,
and bulimia suff erers are 
paired with aged alcoholics.
A quiet tension is palpable 
in the air, as insidious as the 
gentle tang of disinfectant. 

Th e stripped-back 
approach is deliberate, 
says the hospital’s clinical 
director Dr Ben Teoh.
“Addicts are oft en chronic 
narcissists,” he says. “If you 
take away their VIP status 

by removing luxury and 
status, they learn humility,
which is very important for 
recovery. Addicts think 
they are invincible and you 
have to break that down so
they learn how to handle 
rejection and fear.”

Many of the fi ve-star
resort-style centres have 
the same approach, he 
says. “So-called luxurious
clinics such as Th e Meadows 
are the same. Th ey may
look fancy but the clients 
share meals and rooms. 

For ‘rehab’, read ‘millionaire’s rest-home’, right? Hannah Rand visited
a private clinic and found an altogether less glamourous reality. 

Lone stranger: 
the stark, silent 

comfort of the South 
Pacifi c Private 

common room.
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