
Clients often arrive at Higher Ground depleted, in poor health, with irregular eating 
habits, poor routine and low self-esteem. They suffer from depression, anxiety, 
trauma, injuries and cravings for sugar, alcohol and other drugs. Good nutrition 

and diet make a big difference. Because sugar and caffeine can contribute to mood 
swings, sugar is restricted and drinks are caffeine-free.
 “I grew up eating a lot of takeaways and roasts that were cooked in oils and fat,” 
says one client. “In addiction when I was hungry I just went and got takeaways. The 
food here at Higher Ground is the best that I’ve ever had.”
 The kitchen is the heart of a house, says Anne, and in a regulated environment like 
Higher Ground good food becomes very important: “You’re completely powerless over 
it, it’s not like at home where you can choose.”
 Food gives people something really normal to look forward to. “All of a sudden to 
have your smell and taste and appetite back, and to be provided with such a variety of 
wholesome food is a joy,” says Anne. 
 The kitchen is a high-energy place and residents enjoy working in a team and with 
James. He works alongside the resident who heads the kitchen team, and is more 
hands-off in the second week to let the residents take over. 
 “A lot of them freak out, especially when put in the role of the Kitchen Coordinator, 
‘how am I going to cope? I don’t even cook’. But they do. Even if just for one day and 
they manage to pull off quite a big lunch, that straight away is a huge achievement.
 “Cooking’s only half of it. I tell them directing and managing your team is just as 
daunting which sometimes helps, sometimes raises their anxiety A lot of my tutoring 
and guidance is about the managing of people and organization more than food.”

As one client says: “James knows how to explain things in a way that someone 
with my learning difficulties understands. Even when you muck up he just tells 
you where you went wrong how to make it right and what to learn from in the 

future.”
 Every few weeks James takes the team through the creation and presentation 
of a gourmet dinner using common ingredients but with slightly more challenging 
techniques to create recipes such as confit porkbelly, emulsion sauces, gnocchi from 
scratch.
 Buying for large numbers he sources high quality foods, although balance applies 
to finances as well as diet. “To eat the best all the time is unrealistic. But you’re 
teaching them they don’t have to buy bad food with their money.”
 James was a chef for 14 years in restaurants, big hotels, cafés and catering, 
but the hospitality lifestyle is not entirely compatible with family life. Two and a half 
years ago he jumped at the chance to work at Higher Ground. “What they were doing 
inspired me. I thought if this is what they can do already, how much further can we 
take this?” 
 James had not previously worked with recovering addicts. “But a normal restaurant 
kitchen is probably no different from the Higher Ground kitchen, you’ve got so many 
personalities from so many different walks of life it’s inevitable there’s going to be a 
dynamic of some description. “The one thing that everyone here has in common is the 
meal at hand, so getting through those dynamics is a huge part of the learning.” 
 He finds clients are usually very willing and compliant. “And if they’re not it 
doesn’t take much to get them to see why they need to be. It’s a most harmonious 
environment. You’re cooking something you’re going to sit down and eat so it’s in your 
own interest to make it as well as possible.”
 The essence of recovery is changing negative behaviour into positive, doing things 
in areas you feel inadequate, and the kitchen is part of the process. “I was a really shy 
and withdrawn person when I came in here and I feel I’ve made massive changes,” 
says a client. “I don’t have those social anxieties as much - being Kitchen Co-ordinator 
all those changes come into action.”
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How to Make a Referral
to Higher Ground 
Higher Ground welcomes self-referrals.

Health, social and legal professionals wishing to 
make a referral to Higher Ground should note 
that our admission criteria require residents to be 
over 18 years and over, have a primary diagnosis 
of alcohol or other drug dependence, an interest 
in 12 Step recovery and a drug-free status on 
admission. 

Referrals or self referrals can be made by 
telephoning 09-834 0042 for a pre-admission 
assessment appointment on weekdays between 
8.30am and 4.00pm.

Assessments in detox facilities or hospital can be 
arranged. Applicants who have outstanding legal 
charges are considered on a case by case basis. 
If required, Higher Ground can organise a medical 
detox through referral to the Auckland Regional 
Alcohol and Drug Services.

Making a Donation
Higher Ground is a registered Charitable Trust. 
Donations over $5.00 are tax deductible and may 
be sent direct to Higher Ground. Higher Ground 
is dependent on charitable donations for the 
continuation of its programme.

Higher Ground Trustees
Janet Colby • Counsellor &
   Chairperson of the Trust 
Antonia Fisher QC • Barrister
Fiona Howard • Psychologist
Karl Robinson • Consultant & Hon. Trustee
Marino Te Moana • Minister
Paula Parsonage • Consultant
Paul O’Sullivan • Company Director
Shane Hussey • Chartered Accountant
William Rainger • Public Health Physician

Contact Details
Address • 118 Beach Road,
   Te Atatu Peninsula
   Waitakere 
   Auckland 0610

Mail to • PO Box 45 192
   Te Atatu Peninsula 
   Waitakere 
   Auckland 0651

Telephone • office 09-834 0017
  • after care 09-834 0076
  • admissions 09-834 0042
  • residents 09-834 3700

Office fax • 09-834 0018
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A big part of recovery at Higher Ground starts in the kitchen. One 
daily example of what’s happening is the Higher Ground salad 
– a spicy, colourful, tasty and concentrated boost of nutrition.

 That’s in line with Kitchen Manager James Taihia’s approach to 
food. He has transformed the way the house eats. As one client says, 
“The food is exceptional. It’s made with love.” 
 The daily challenge is to provide three well cooked, interesting, 
balanced meals a day for fifty-plus people with special occasion 
dinners, and keep a continuous high standard. It’s the residents 
themselves under James’ supervision who achieve that. The daily 
running of the house is part of treatment in a therapeutic community. 

FEEDING BODY 
AND SOUL

 “When I first started work at Higher Ground I was really taken 
aback by what was expected of the residents,” says James. “These 
people were going through huge shifts and changes in their lives and 
dealing with massive issues then expected to put that aside and feed 
up to 70 or 80 people.
 “They learn how to cook for themselves plus they’re also running 
a big kitchen which is impressive.”

Many clients have not enjoyed food for a long time because of 
their drug use, says Higher Ground’s nurse Anne Carroll. As 
one client says: “In addiction I tended not to eat until I made 

dinner for my son. I was just smoking cigarettes and meth all day.”

Learning to eat well is important to life after addiction. Occasional gourmet dinners 
celebrate progress and the joy of food.

Continued from page one - Feeding Body And Soul

Kitchen Manager James Taihia



I’m in the second year of my four-year bachelor’s degree at the 
University of Auckland. Not such a big deal to many but to me this 
is more precious than words can describe.

 I am coming up to my third recovery birthday, and the blessings I 
have had blow my mind: from the edge of insanity and death to a life 
filled with joy, love and challenges. Living without alcohol and other 
drugs has been a roller coaster ride but I wouldn’t change it for the 
world. 
 I grew up the youngest of four children in a small town in 
Taranaki. I was a shy, caring child. I loved my family, especially my 
Dad, I was a real ‘daddy’s girl’. Dad was an alcoholic, albeit a quiet 
one. He worked while mum stayed home and looked after four kids 
under the age of six. 
 Our family life was warm and loving on one hand and tyrannically 
governed by a fundamentalist faith on the other. I had good times and 
some abuse growing up. This trauma impacted me a lot as I grew 
into womanhood.
 When I was 12 we moved from small town Taranaki to the big 
smoke. I found this really tough. I was severely bullied at my new 
school. I went from an A-student to an anxious child terrified to go to 
school. 
 At 12 I got drunk for the first time. I remember it vividly. I think I’d 
seen my Dad drinking and it looked attractive. The family was in the 
lounge and I snuck into the kitchen fridge and poured a cup of cask 
white wine. I drank not one cup but five. 
 I remember the euphoric feeling. I didn’t feel like me any more, 
none of the anxiety and isolation. For a short time I ended up really 
sick. I replicated this experience through my teenage years. 
 I drank to get drunk. I drank to blackout or vomiting every time 
unless the liquor ran out first. As I got older I mastered the art of not 
vomiting. Instead I drank to black out and considered this progress.
 I also started to dabble in drugs. My best friend’s dad was a 

EVERY DAY CHOOSE LIFE
chemist so a ready supply of valium and alcohol meant I cycled home 
drunk on more than one occasion. Cannabis followed. But it was the 
alcohol that I loved best.
 My parents were advised to lock me in my room, which they 
didn’t do but I was sent to counseling with a Minister because of my 
out-of-control behavior. This behavior and my rebellion saw me leave 
the church at 14, school at 15 and home soon after. 
 One thing I did retain was a strong work ethic. Growing up I did 
chores for pocket money; I had a paper run and then a part-time job 
at a fruit shop. At 15 I went north to work on a horse stud. 
 I was away from home, and my boss’s husband ran the local 
pub! It became the norm to drink every weekend, stay up all night 
and work all day. During the week I smoked pot every day I had a 
free supply. Payday it was off to the liquor shop to stock up on the 
cheapest beer available.
 At 15 I met the man who was to become my daughter’s dad. She 
was born when I was 18. I stopped drinking when I was pregnant 
which convinced me further down the track that I couldn’t be an 
alcoholic because I stopped at certain times. 
 I loved my daughter dearly but my actions went against what I 
thought and felt. I picked up the booze again when she was just two 
weeks old. Lucky for my girl we were living with my mum and dad at 
the time and they were like second parents to her.
 Another significant age was 21. I had started to wonder if I was 
an alcoholic, and also this was the year that my dad died. I was heart 
broken and rather than grieve or reach out for support I did what I 
had always done to cope, I drank. My twenties were a mix of career 
highlights and chaos. 
 I succeeded at work in the film industry and then an 
environmental N.G.O. where I moved to management in a fairly short 
time. I was a go-getter, but I was drinking and using party drugs 
regularly. My relationship with my daughter’s father was on again, off 

Addiction took her to the brink of insanity and death. Now three years drug-free her life has been transformed. She tells her anonymous story. “     
again. We had two houses, cars and money in the bank. The illusion 
of normality. But we both drank and partied to excess. 
 At 30 I was introduced to methamphetamine. My boyfriend 
controlled it, he bought it and gave it to me and we used meth to 
stay up all night and have sex. This was the beginning of an eight-
year nightmare. We broke up and he stopped using, I started a 
relationship with his dealer and fell hard into drug addiction.
 I managed to keep my methamphetamine addiction secret from 
my family, friends and work colleagues for six years. I quickly became 
a daily user and at the later stages of my using I was injecting many 
times a day. 
 I managed to stop using for several months each year - when it 
was becoming apparent to those around me something was amiss – 
and managed to convince myself I wasn’t an addict.
 At 35 I could no longer hide my use. My 16-year-old daughter 
had moved out because I was so erratic. She found my meth pipe 
when she borrowed my car. I told my boss about my addiction and 
was given a year’s leave to attend rehab.
 Eight months into that treatment I left in the middle of the night 
with another resident. The love affair of the century! I went back into 
my management role. Six weeks later we were using again. Five 
months later I had to resign from my 11-year career under a cloud of 
shame and guilt. 
 The violence started and I became a prisoner to not only the 
drugs but also to the relationship. It took another six months before 
my partner was arrested and back in jail and shortly after that I 
ended up in intensive care after a failed suicide attempt.
 When I woke up several days later something had changed. I 
wanted to live and I was ready and willing to accept I had a problem 
and to accept help. I went into a mental health facility for two weeks 
and from there I asked the nurse put a call through to Higher Ground.
 I was willing to do whatever it took. I started to go to Alcoholics 

Anonymous meetings, five a week prior to my admission into Higher 
Ground. I went to the pre-admission meetings at Higher Ground. I 
did what I was told. I was 38 and had no idea what was in store. I 
was lucky I still had my family’s love. My non-using friends were still 
there. And my daughter came back into my life. 
 When I walked into Higher Ground I felt relief that I was 
somewhere safe. My using took to me many dark places. I 
supplemented my income by working in the sex industry. I had 
been kidnapped, sexually violated and at the end I was in psychosis. 
Higher Ground was a safe space for me to work through the trauma 
of my drug use and to face the damage I had caused to myself and 
to those around me.
 I was challenged everyday. Living in a therapeutic community is 
like taking a chunk of society and shrinking it into a small community. 
This makes for an interesting environment where I had to learn to 
respect others and to respect and to back myself.
 Looking back I can see the staff had nothing but love to give. It 
wasn’t always done in the way that I wanted things done! I guess 
that’s been a big learning curve – that I don’t control everything. 
 My relationship with my mum and my daughter started to heal. 
While I was in Higher Ground my daughter told me she was pregnant. 
I am now blessed to be a nana to a two-year-old little boy. 
 I am about to travel with my mum. I work part-time as a chef and 
nanny. I am studying and achieving good grades. I am responsible, 
reliable and caring. I attend Narcotics Anonymous and Alcoholics 
Anonymous meetings. I have amazing recovery friends. I have 
avoided romantic relationships because I know to have a healthy 
relationship first I need to be well. 
 I work daily at my recovery. For me there is no alternative – it 
really is life or death, and each and every day I choose life.

“      
 Family members may feel relieved and hopeful when the addict 
or alcoholic starts treatment at Higher Ground. They may also be 
distressed, angry and resentful about what more will be asked of 
them. 
 For the past year, Kathy Mildon from Higher Ground’s community 
team has been developing Higher Ground’s Whanau and Friends Group. 
Kathy has been a social worker in the community team helping addicts 
into the programme since Higher Ground started almost 30 years ago. 
 “It seems to me that their families have a lot to say and need a lot 
of support, right from the beginning,” she says. A family member is often 
the person who first makes contact with Higher Ground. “They come 
into the intake interviews and they continue to participate with transport, 
financial assistance and whatever else they can do,” says Kathy.
 “I would always invite a family member to the interview because it 
tells me so much and clarifies so much. We need them here not only to 
give support but to provide accountability for the client. Families carry 

the stories about what’s happened and it’s important to hear those 
stories.”
 Higher Ground’s clients have on average 10 years of active 
addiction, and some have been in addiction much longer. “Parents and 
partners are really tired, worn out and fed up but I see them come in 
every week to visit and attend groups and counseling. What astounds 
me is that some of them are travelling one and a half or two hours in 
traffic to the group and then going home again. 
 “It’s saying I may be really angry with my addict/alcoholic but I love 
them. That’s a comment you hear a lot ‘I don’t like my child but I love 
them’.”
 Kathy sees how unwell, anxious, fearful and vulnerable families are. 
“You see the parallel process of trauma in them. Everything you see in 
the addict you see in the family member, particularly the mothers. All 
they want to do is fix the problem.
 “Fathers come in to talk about what it’s like after Higher Ground. 

They are still anxious – can they trust the addict? What the fathers learn 
is that it’s an ongoing process.”
 Whanau and Friends Group is where families can find out what to 
expect during treatment, work out strategies, and start learning to set 
boundaries and take care of their own needs. 
 Some sessions are left open for questions, concerns and educational 
topics. Others have invited guests, or speakers from Al-Anon Family 
Groups, the 12-Step fellowship for families and friends.
 Families usually go on join clients in Multiple Family Groups where 
the focus is on reconnection. “Some family members are really quite shy 
about that, they want to know what they are going to be expected to do,” 
says Kathy.
 Some choose not to attend Multiple Family Groups, but they are 
encouraged to visit and be part of treatment in other ways. “All the 
evidence is that when families are present the better the chances for 
clients to get well.”
 With the addict in treatment, family members may start to relax and 
sleep better. “I think in the majority of cases there is improvement of 
some kind. Families see Higher Ground as an enlightened place. For the 
first time in a long time they are having normal relations with the family 
member in treatment. They get their children, partners or siblings back 
and they’re very grateful for that.”
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Kathy Mildon from Higher Ground’s community team


