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Born in London in 1968, Neil Ruddock’s professional football career spanned 466 appearances and 42 goals with 8 different clubs including Liverpool, Tottenham Hotspur (twice), Southampton and West Ham United. Since retirement in 2003, his TV appearances have included I’m a Celebrity . . . Get Me Out of Here!, Celebrity Masterchef and two series of Harry’s Heroes. Ruddock is a regular contributor on talkSPORT radio. He lives in Kent with his wife and their two children.
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About the Book:

In this inspiring and uplifting memoir, Neil Ruddock charts his toxic journey of self-destruction, a path littered with food addiction, plummeting self-confidence and a dangerous relationship with drink which took him to the brink of death.

‘Razor’ was his caricature of the larger-than-life football hardman, a persona which became a comfort blanket to smother every mood, every emotion. When his front door closed, the laughter stopped. He was depressed and despairing. Football had institutionalised him. Owning up to mental health issues back then was an absolute no-no.

With his trademark humour and brutal honesty, Ruddock recounts in Toxic how he spiralled so far out of control that he lost sight of who he really was. No matter how he was feeling, he reached for the same old answer – the mask of ‘Razor’ and a big night out.

Following the fitting of a pacemaker and drastic stomach surgery, Ruddock has lost an enormous amount of weight, firmly pressed the reset button on his life, and found the strength to free himself from the shackles of the bloke he thought he needed to be and become the man he always knew he was.

Toxic tells the moving and candid story of how Ruddock faced the battle of his life: to become a different person.




For Leah, Pebbles, Kizzy, Joshua and Millie.

This is for you.

I love you all so much.




PROLOGUE

Razor Ruddock – who is he? It’s a question I’ve been asking myself a lot. You’d think I’d know by now. After all, I’ve been around the bloke a long time. When I started out as Razor, the mullet was in fashion, women danced round their handbags and Chris de Burgh was banging on about that ‘Lady In Red’. For years he’s been my best mate – Razor, not Chris de Burgh. There’s scrapes me and him have got into that would make your hair, and other things, curl. I’ll tell you some of them shortly – apologies to past teammates who’ve woken up without eyebrows/life savings/a house.

Thing is, recently I’ve come to realise that Razor isn’t really me anymore. Or rather he’d turned me into a cartoon version of myself. A cartoon where all the laughter seemed to have stopped.

There was one particular snapshot of Razor that halted me in my tracks – a picture I found on my phone. There, sat beneath a pub dartboard, was a sunken-eyed, grey-haired man with his belly round his knees. It took me a few looks before I recognised who it was. Sounds daft, I know, but honest to God it was that big a shock. The only slightly amusing thing was my classic ‘What the fuck!’ double take.

It really was like looking at a stranger. So much had changed. Where once there was fun and mischief in those eyes, now there was total emptiness. Same with the trademark Razor grin. Gone. Replaced by a blank weariness.

You’d think I had the weight of the world on my shoulders. And looking back at that photo now, I can see I did. This was the face of someone who’d reached the end of the road. Lost, tired, devoid of all energy. Past caring. If I’d been a dog – a proper dog, big and hairy, not something stupid like a chihuahua – people would have been saying I should be put out of my misery. And I’d have agreed. Certainly, my days of haring across fields chasing a ball were long gone. In fact, if I’m totally honest, a trip to the vet right there and then didn’t seem a bad idea. Saying goodbye to the emptiness? The misery? Bring it on. The ninety minutes was up and I didn’t feel much like playing extra time. There’d been too many head-in-hands moments. Too much trying to be someone I wasn’t.

It had gone on for years and years. Initially, booze had fuelled that alter ego, and then, as I started to dislike myself more and more, I’d piled into the food. I was once the fittest bloke you’d met. I didn’t play for some of the biggest clubs out there for nothing. A lot of people remember me for being a hardman, but you can’t be a hardman without being fit – if you’re going to snap someone’s ankles you’ve got to catch them first. Now all I was running towards was a cliff face. The personality I’d created all those years ago had finally caught up. And it wanted to shove me into the abyss.

Initially, I’d thought this big, brash, noisy bloke – funny, never switched off, always in the thick of the action – would help me fit in when it came to the harsh world of football. People might ask why I needed to go to such extremes, but to me, Razor was born out of necessity. As a kid everyone was older than me. I had big brothers, and then, as soon as I showed an ability at football, I was playing against more senior lads and men. If I wanted to be noticed, as a player and a person, I needed a voice. Well, a foghorn really. That basically was the birth of Razor. The bloke who, if there were twenty other players in the pub, everyone wanted to be with – and then regretted it the next day. If Razor was a drink, I reckon most people would see him as a pint of lager – straight up and down, no messing. But to me, Razor was actually more like a whisky chaser – good fun until you’re sick on the carpet.

For a while, Razor worked like a dream. Or at least I thought he did. He got me noticed, on and off the pitch. Everyone wanted to be my mate. Everyone wanted to have a drink with me. Everyone told me I was great. But when everything’s laid on a plate, the ingredients are often toxic. At the heart of that toxicity was the fact that Razor was the go-to character for me and everyone else around me. Everyone wanted Razor to be the life and soul – the loudest, the one who could drink the most, the one who made something happen. If something mad went down on a night out, there could only ever be one reason – Razor turned up. I’m the prime example of a man who bottled his reality away. Thankfully, I’ve learned to release the pressure. I don’t have to put on an act.

Equally, it would be hypocritical of me to pretend that being Razor couldn’t be fun, which was what made him so addictive. It wasn’t like I was hooked on something that gave me only misery. If you’re addicted to gambling, eventually you’re going to end up with nothing. I don’t look on Razor like that. There are good memories of the bloke. It’s just that he was a ticking time bomb. There’s a fuse running on a personality like that. Good luck trying to get out of the way when it blows up.

That explosion came in retirement. Instead of doing what I should have done and waved goodbye to Razor when I hung up my boots, I wore his mask more and more. Being me, and facing up to a post-career, everyday life as me, felt difficult enough as it was. If ever I needed a defence mechanism, now was it. No way could I just chuck Razor on the scrapheap. Let’s be honest, it was much easier to be him than it was to be me. Razor was the one people liked, the one people asked for. The proof was in the pudding. When I’m A Celebrity . . . Get Me Out Of Here! came knocking, they didn’t want Neil, they wanted Razor. Loud, full-on, happy to act the fool, make a joke out of anything, and down an ostrich anus smoothie – that Razor.

Again, I’m not saying that didn’t have its plus-sides – maybe not the smoothie – but I was always aware there was another element to myself that others weren’t seeing. In fact, only a trusted few had ever witnessed my more emotional side. I’m not alone in that approach, especially in football. I’ve known a lot of noisy footballers down the years, people who would never open up and admit there was more to them than meets the eye; that actually, mentally, they’re in a world of trouble. So stuck in that zipped-up macho world are they that even when only their fingertips are showing they still won’t admit the quicksand has got them.

Not that I fooled everyone. There’s always been an astute few who could see that Razor was only part of me. Robbie Williams is a case in point. A few of the Liverpool lads used to see Rob a bit back in his Take That days and me and him always hit it off. Looking back now, I wonder if part of that was because we were both in industries where you’ve always got to wear a public face. I was Neil and Razor. He was Rob and Robbie. A few times, talking about his ups and downs with mental health, he actually warned me: ‘Look, mate, don’t be getting like me.’ Even so, it took me a long time to understand what he really meant. I’ve always shied away from the word ‘depression’ – I suppose I’ve got an ingrained mindset of ‘just get on with it’. But there have definitely been times when I’ve been what I prefer to call ‘down in the dumps’. I’d have runs of days where I wouldn’t go out, wouldn’t do anything really. I’d be up for two hours and then just go back to bed.

Sometimes, especially when I thought about my children from my first marriage, who, after a particularly ugly divorce, I hadn’t seen for years, I would find myself just staring at the floor. To have no idea what your children are doing, how they’re growing up, how they look, who they’re with, what they want to be, is like having a sharp knife pushed millimetre by millimetre into your guts. I’d find myself trying to summon up their faces, remember their voices. The biggest fear of all was that one day I’d wake up and those treasured bits of memory would have been stolen by time. Try as I might to find them, they just wouldn’t be there.

To get through those daily tortures I needed my mind to be busy, to be doing something, anything, other than wallowing. Finding the willpower was the issue. Sat at home on my own was never a good place. That’s when I’d disappear down the rabbit hole. Down there was the drink, the food, that delivered the temporary high. The next stage, of course, was the crushing low. I understand addiction. When you’re in a pit of despair, you’ll do anything to claw your way out again. But ultimately all you’re doing is digging yourself deeper and deeper until one day the sides cave in and you’re buried alive. Over time you come to view the world in a way that’s totally upside down. More than once, for instance, I found myself yearning for another lockdown. I enjoyed those months. They were a blessed relief. A chance to sit at home, get lazier and lazier, and eat. I was using food in the same way I’d so often used booze – a comfort blanket to smother every mood, every emotion. I was destroying my physical health, because I had a problem with my mental health. The only difference was that with food I could destroy it alone.

With drink, first in the pub at 11 a.m., I’d wait until someone came in and drag them over to the bar. I was the best kidnapper in the world for quite a while. That’s the thing with retiring from football; you go from having thirty mates in the dressing room, and thousands more singing your name on the terraces, to nothing at all. I wasn’t the first, and I certainly won’t be the last, to try to find that buzz at the bottom of a glass. Getting smashed and watching football on the telly was all I had. Always trying to recreate that high, the piss-taking, the camaraderie, that whole amazing thing of being part of a team. One minute you’re the main course, the next you’re on the compost pile. That’s a big change for anybody to take on board. Not many people are equipped to deal with it. And, for the benefit of anyone who’s never found themselves in that situation, let me tell you, it’s lonely. Very lonely indeed. No time to be ditching a pal like Razor who could slide seamlessly into any social situation. ‘Mad, bad, sad, glad syndrome,’ I called it. No matter how I was feeling I reached for the same old answer – the mask of Razor and a big night out.

If that awful picture on my phone had not acted as a wake-up call, I don’t know what would have happened. I’ll be straight, there’ve been times when I’ve wondered if it wouldn’t be a whole lot easier for everyone if I wasn’t around. When everything gets so complicated, you look for the easy way out. In the end, though, it was my physical, not mental, health that nearly killed me. I was two months away from death. If I had not found that out, I wouldn’t be here now (no smart comments, please).

That’s why you might have looked at the cover of this book and done your own double take. It’s taken me a little while to come to terms with the new-look me too. But the new physical me 100 per cent represents the new mental me. I feel like a different person, because I am a different person. I’m half the man I used to be, but twice the man I used to be – finally able to be open and honest, with myself as well as those around me. The poison that was dripping into my mind and body has gone.

I don’t ever want to go back to that old life. I had some great times being Razor, but there were too many nightmares as well. I’m not a churchgoer, but there were plenty of occasions when I’d look skywards and ask, ‘God, please get me out of this situation.’ Now I’m different. That doesn’t mean Razor is no more. Far from it. He’ll forever be part of me. But no longer does he define who I am. These days, as myself, I’m happy to go anywhere. My confidence and self-esteem have never been higher. I’ve thrown away the outsized clothes on that photo and with them chucked out the shamefaced person I’d become. I’ve worn a few different outfits down the years – Millwall, Southampton, Tottenham, Liverpool, West Ham and Crystal Palace spring to mind – but, finally, I’m happy in my own skin.

They say you have to hit rock bottom before you can start looking up. That didn’t quite happen to me. I never played for Arsenal. But, joking apart, I am determined that my story should help others, men in particular, to open up about their problems, their feelings, before they find themselves totally caged in by their inability to speak.

I’ve come to see that me being a footballer was actually only one part of my own closed-upness. Like most blokes, it had more to do with not wanting to be seen as weak, which, let’s face it, really means being open with our emotions. Strange, isn’t it, that so many men are so hung up about so many things that they’d rather suffer alone than risk being judged – judgement which, I can tell you now, never comes. What you actually receive for opening up is respect, help, a second chance and a pathway to a better life. One where you can laugh, cry and everything in between – in this case hopefully at some of the mad, bad, sad and glad things you’ll read over the next 300 or so pages.

For me, the reset button has been well and truly pressed. The bloke under the dartboard has disappeared, replaced by a man who likes himself.

I hope I can help other people, maybe you or someone you know, to like the real them too.

Neil ‘Razor’ Ruddock

September 2024
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