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About the Book
   
Almost as soon as Gazza burst on to the scene at Newcastle United, the young Geordie was the centre of attention: Vinnie Jones’s notorious ball-handling showed the lengths people would go to try to stop him.  Then, with England on the verge of possibly reaching the World Cup final in 1990, came Gazza’s tears – the moment that brought a whole new audience to the sport and helped set the football boom of the 1990s on its way.  But then came a career-threatening injury, mental health problems, self-confessed alcoholism and family disputes, as life in the full glare of the media spotlight became too much.  Now, at the end of his top-flight playing career, Gazza is ready to confront his demons. The result is quite simply the most remarkable footballing story you’ll ever read: what it’s like being Paul Gascoigne, in his own words.


About the Author
   
Gazza made his league debut for Newcastle in 1984-85, moving to Spurs in 1988 in a huge £2 million deal.  He was one of England’s key figures in the 1990 World Cup, and moved to Italian club Lazio in 1992.  He then played for Rangers, Middlesbrough, Everton, Burnley and briefly in China. In 2004 he became player-coach of Boston United. He won 57 caps.


‘The best of this year’s blockbusters’

Glenn Moore, Independent

‘Gascoigne the player deserves to be remembered. And Gazza the book deserves to be read’

Tom Watt, Mail on Sunday

‘A rattlingly good read’ John Rawling, 

Guardian

‘A moving book about a tragic figure in a wonderful if tainted game’

Ray Connolly, Daily Mail

‘Hilarious, terrifying and touching’ 

Daily Express

‘A very honest book’

Daily Telegraph

‘One of the scariest football books ever printed’

D.J. Taylor, New Statesman

‘[Gascoigne] deserves credit for refusing to gloss over his misdeeds’

Liverpool Echo

‘A sad, reflective, often very funny tale’

Birmingham Post

‘Painfully honest, but compelling’ 

York Evening Press

‘Gazza writes with honesty and sincerity’

Scotland on Sunday
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“This is the third thing I’ve won in two years. I won against alcohol and drugs. The third is the book award. This one is for life – I just hope I can make sure the other two are as well.

Paul Gascoigne on receiving his award for Sports Book of the Year at the British Book Awards, 20 April 2005”



SUMMER 2003

I’ve just made a chart of my life. It’s six feet long and three feet wide. That’s the chart, not me. I’ve never been three feet wide. Not yet. It’s on brown paper, written in white chalk, plus coloured crayons for the major problems I’ve faced, such as BEER, WINE, VODKA, COCAINE, MORPHINE, PARANOID, ANXIETY.

Across the chart I’ve recorded all the key events, from the beginning, being born, right up to today, thirty-six years later, and I hope I’ve got most of the dates right. Always Fighting at School, Professional at Newcastle, Steven Dying, World Cup, Nine Twitches, Meet Sheryl, Broke Arm, Spurs, Broken Kneecap, Lazio, Rangers, IRA Threat, Fight with Sheryl, China … oh, loads of stuff, all the things that have happened to me, all the awful, shitty horrible things. It’s called PATH TO RECOVERY.

I started working on it in China, making lists of all the memories that came into my head; memories I didn’t really want to come into my head, but they’re there and won’t go away.

Then, in Arizona, at the clinic, I wrote it out neatly on the brown paper. It was part of the therapy, but I’d started to do it anyway, for my own sake, to confront the terrible things I’ve done, to stand back and look at myself, to tell the absolute truth and not avoid anything.

It wasn’t a picnic, being in the clinic. It’s miles from anywhere, out in the desert, and they take everything away from you. You don’t have any money, any mobile phone. They don’t allow you aftershave or even mouthwash. Alcoholics, when they’re desperate, will drink any old shit. I’m now admitting I’m an alcoholic. I’m proud to admit it, to say I’m an alcoholic. That’s what you have to do. I’m going to AA meetings. Three a week, if I can make it. And I have a counsellor I’m going to keep on seeing.

I’ve got an illness, I realise that now. It’s not alcoholism, not really – that’s more a result than a cause. What I’ve been suffering from all my life is a disease in my head. I’m still scared of dying, that’s part of it. If I have a sore eye, I’m convinced I’m going blind. If I’ve got a twitch, I panic about it, and it gets worse. I get obsessed about the simplest, silliest things, just like many children do, wanting things in exact rows, right numbers, proper places. Most people grow out of it and forget it ever bothered them. If, of course, they ever grow up.

At this very moment I can feel a new twitch. God knows where it’s come from. I can’t stop myself pulling the flesh on my stomach every five minutes, over and over, for no reason. It’s as if I fear my stomach will disappear if I don’t check it’s there. I tell myself it’s to make sure I’m not getting fat, but obviously that’s not something I need to check every five minutes. Even I don’t get fat that quickly. Besides, at present I’ve hardly got any stomach – I’m the thinnest I’ve been for years. But there’s no logic to these sorts of anxieties.

We were four to a room in Arizona. People came and went. All sorts of people. A few were sportsmen. One guy was a brilliant frisbee player. He was amazing. You are involved in sessions all day. I was up at 5.30 every morning and on the go till 10 at night.

I was in for thirty-three days. I’d been there before, a couple of years earlier, and I was so busy helping others that I didn’t concentrate on myself enough. Now I’ve got all the books and I’ve got all the tools. I know the questions to ask myself. Was life good beforehand? No, it wasn’t. Getting depressed is no fun, not with all the panic attacks. Getting drunk all the time, to escape feeling depressed, now that I did like, no question. That was good. It was a buzz. What I didn’t like was afterwards. I didn’t like waking up in the morning, not remembering what had happened, feeling ashamed and filthy and guilty, feeling crap. So overall, was life good? No, it fucking wasn’t.

I was living a plonky life, being a plonky person, being Gazza instead of being Paul Gascoigne. I got so upset by all the Gazza stuff in the press. People say don’t read the papers, but you can’t help it. Then I tell myself it doesn’t matter what they say, what lies they write, what lies other people give them. But they have the upper hand. They always win. They might pay you a lot of money, and I’ve had loads from them, but it works against you because if you sign up with one paper the others will turn you over, dig up all the dirt. Then the one that paid you turns against you as well, or runs negative stuff at the same time as the piece they’ve paid you for. So what do you do? It’s a waste of energy worrying what they say, either way. I know that now. All I really have to worry about is waking up each day sober and staying clean.

But that produces another fear. If I stay sober, will I turn into a boring person? I was always fun when I was drinking. That’s what I always thought at the time, anyway. It was all a good laugh – the only bad bit was afterwards. Now it feels really good to wake up every morning with a clear head and remember where I’ve been. But what if the penalty, the by-product, is to become a sensible, dreary, boring twat? We’ll see.

I’m supposed to drink only one cup of coffee a day, decaffeinated, and not have any sweets. I have a handful of Jelly Babies in my pocket, just for emergencies, such as now, sitting here in Sheryl’s garden, my ex-wife’s, thinking back over my life. And no smoking. I was on thirty a day, now I’m down to about twenty. I’ll just have one now, to settle me. When I’m sitting comfortably, then I’ll begin.

I have the chart spread out in front of me, with all the main incidents, all the horrible, serious ones. I’ll also try to recall as many of the fun bits as I can. There were so many hilarious times – at least, I thought they were hilarious. And my mate Jimmy thought so. But the main point, for me, is to get to grips with what started it all, how I got to be like I am; to record everything, however bad, as truthfully as possible. I hope that putting it all down on paper will distance me from these events, and allow me to move on to wherever it is I’m going. Then, with God’s help, I’ll get some real smiles back. Yes, I believe in God. What else is there?

I’d like to be a child again. I want to be seven, when I had a genuine smile on my face all the time, when I was always happy. Since then my smiles have too often been false, there to try to please other people.

I ended up at the clinic in Arizona because of what happened in China. I’ll tell yous about China later, but on the whole, I liked it out there, playing football and doing a bit of coaching. I coached the kids on the field, but off the field I was more like an agent to them, helping them with contracts and deals and advising them on what to do.

I haven’t had a drink now for, let’s see, three months. Yes, I’ve been on the wagon before. For even longer periods. But I knew then it wouldn’t last. I hope it will this time. Sheryl says I can stay here with her, if I stay sober and sensible. But I don’t think I’ll get another chance if I fuck this one up.

I’ve had no panic attacks recently, so that’s good. Jimmy hasn’t been to see me, and I haven’t been up to the north-east. Shel isn’t keen on all that. She says it’s where my problems always begin.

So I’m just taking things easy. Playing with the kids, going to the garden centre, having a quiet meal out. When we have friends or Shel’s relations over for a barbecue, they are all very good. They don’t drink while they’re here.

I’m on various tablets, to keep me calm or cheer me up, stop me getting depressed. I did take more than I should the other day – four instead of one – wanting a quick buzz, to feel better immediately, which, of course, was stupid. And I got in a bit of a state last night watching TV. There was a programme showing some lads getting drunk round a bar, falling about, as I used to do, and I couldn’t face it. It really upset me. So I went out into the garden. I told my doctor all this, and he says it’s a good sign. I wasn’t envying them, or wanting to be like them, so it wasn’t that I was being tempted back into my old ways. I suppose I was horrified by the sight of other people behaving as I used to behave.

I honestly don’t know whether I’ll keep this up. I haven’t done in the past, so everyone thinks it won’t last this time. Shel and I still have arguments over silly things, who said what, who didn’t say what. But I’d never hit her again. I’ve hit nobody since that episode and I won’t ever do it again.

She has got a bit tougher with me. All her friends were surprised when they found out I had hit her. They always thought she was a strong person. She thought that herself.

She now realises, she says, that she did fit into the classic pattern of women in this situation – keeping it secret, feeling guilty and ashamed, as if it was her fault, and of course telling herself it was a one-off. She did everything she could to please me. She says.

Now she’s got the whip hand. She’s mentally tougher than she was; she stands her own ground more. She’s pushing me, in a way, just to test me, to see if I’ll fail again. I think the children are testing me as well. They are sure it won’t last, that I’ll get into a rage and be off, as has happened before. I’m not as aggressive and full of anger as I used to be, so that’s good. But Shel says if it doesn’t work this time, that’s it. No way will she put up with any more of what I put her through in the past. I’ll be out on my ear.

She wrote all that down, just to remind herself of what things were like. Every time, over the years, I’ve rung up and pleaded with her to let me come back or help me. She’s often read her notes to keep things fresh in her mind. She’s not read them lately, which is something. It shows she thinks we might have a chance. I know she loves me. I think. I hope.

Life was easier for her when I wasn’t around, but she was lonely and she did miss me. She gets upset when people or newspapers say she’s only after me for my money. She does love me – except when I’m being horrible. She has put up with so much from me over all these years that she doesn’t want to miss out on the benefits now that I am sober and living sensibly. She has invested a lot, endured a lot, and she doesn’t want someone else to enjoy the good Gazza when she’s had to suffer the bad Gazza.

It’s a lovely day in early summer and the kids are playing in the swimming pool. There’s also a tennis court, sauna, lots of stuff. We’re going to have a barbecue this evening, when Sheryl’s dad comes round.

The garden’s looking lovely, Shel is being nice to me, I’m being nice to her – everything is going great. Doing my chart has cleared my head a bit, brought the main events and dramas of my life into focus. So it’s the perfect time now to tell you all about my brilliant career. And it has been. No question. Despite everything.
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CHILDHOOD SCRAPES AND SCREAMS

When I was born, on 27 May 1967, we were living at 29 Pitt Street, Gateshead. We had an upstairs room and a shared bathroom in a council-owned house. My nan lived next door. I remember the house as always being full of relations and friends. My great-grandad, Bobby Gascoigne, was still alive at the time, probably aged about ninety, and one day he came home from the pub and announced that this young lass there fancied him. After that, every time he’d been to the pub he went on about it, maintaining that this lass was always staring at him. In the end my dad went to the pub with him to see who she was, find out what her game was. Grandad Bobby took him to the corner where he always sat. And sure enough, there was this lass, staring at him – from a Babycham poster.

Some say our surname is French, and several of my relatives are supposed to have traced it back, but I’ve got no idea about its origin. All I know is that my dad, John Gascoigne, was a hod-carrier. And a good fighter. Over the years, I’ve seen him hit quite a few people.

My mam, Carol, was born Carol Harold. She hated her name when she was young as kids in her class at school would shout at her, ‘Carol Harold, fat as a barrel.’ Which she wasn’t, so she says. She was one of eight sisters. Her father was a bricklayer, and my dad worked for him at one time. In her family, they think they might be related to George Stephenson, the railway man, because her dad had a watch with his name on it. It’s possible, of course, but there are lots of George Stephensons on Tyneside.

When my mam left school, she worked in a hairdressing salon, sweeping the floor for £1.50 a week. Then she got a job in a clothes factory. She met my dad at a local dance. She heard these four girls in the toilets talking about whose turn it was to go home with this lad. She couldn’t believe four lasses would be fighting over the same lad, and wondered who it could be. It turned out to be John Gascoigne. Eeh, he was handsome, and funny, so me mam still says.

They got married in 1966 and that room in the council house was all they could find. It was in a part of Gateshead called Teams, down near the River Tyne, which is said to be a tough area, not far from the Dunston Staithes, where the coal barges used to be loaded. They already had one baby, my sister Anna Maria, when they moved in. My nan chose her name, after she’d been to see The Sound of Music.

When I came along a year later, my mam picked my name. She was a mad keen Beatles fan. All the way to the register office she was thinking, should it be John Paul, or Paul John? When she opened the office door, she was still going John Paul, Paul John – but then she stopped at Paul John and that was how I was registered. So I am named after Paul McCartney. I was born quickly, in an hour, so my mam says, at Pitt Street, whereas Anna took four hours, and was delivered in Queen Elizabeth Hospital in Gateshead. I arrived with long, black hair, which soon turned blond. My first memory is of being in my pram and being pushed along Pitt Street eating a fishcake. Exciting memory, eh. About a year after me came my brother, Carl, and then, about seven years later, our baby sister, Lindsay. All of us as kids had very blond hair.

My dad was a Roman Catholic, but he never went to church. My mam is Church of England, but her mam was Catholic. We were sent to Sunday school, so I suppose you could say I was brought up Church of England, but religion didn’t play much of a part in our lives.

We moved houses quite a few times when I was young, trying to get more space. When we found a two-bedroomed flat I slept with Anna in one bedroom, and used to amuse myself by pulling the plaster off the walls and throwing it at her. We were eventually given a whole council house in Edison Gardens in Dunston, nearer the middle of Gateshead, beside Saltwell Park. It was a brilliant park, with a lake, tennis courts and a bowling green. We lived in Edison Gardens for about eight years, so that’s the house I remember most from my childhood. For the first time we had a front and back garden and Carl and I had our own bedroom. We had bunk beds and used to fight all the time about who slept on top.

Anna was the talented one, great at singing and dancing, and we used to put on little shows for the neighbours, entrance 2p. She would sing and dance and I would rush in and do a striptease, which infuriated her because she took it all very seriously.

My mam remembers a gypsy coming to the door one day. She never turned gypsies away, but she had no money as my dad was out of work at the time. The gypsy asked if she had any toast. My mam went and made two slices of toast, and the gypsy said she would read her palm. Mam held out her hand and the gypsy said: ‘It’s full of feet. I can’t see your palm for feet coming out of it.’ Me mam asked what this all meant and the gypsy told her that one of her children would be famous for their feet. Naturally, Mam thought it would be Anna. It wasn’t till I was about six or seven that she thought it might be me.

When my dad did have a job we felt quite well off. We never went on holiday – a day trip to Whitley Bay was the nearest we came to that – but he got himself a little car and there would be good presents for us at Christmas. I got my first football when I was about seven, and Carl and I were given a Tomahawk bike each when I was eight. Carl proved himself better than I was at doing wheelies. When money was tight there would be trouble paying the clothes club. At Christmas I did a lot of carol-singing to get money to buy sweets or cigarettes for my mam and dad. They both smoked, but I never did, not even as a teenager.

My mam was the one who mainly tried to discipline us. She’d use a slipper on us when we’d done something really bad. Fighting with Carl once, my dad tried to stop us, but I was sent flying over the TV and smashed it. I ran out of the house, knowing I’d get a real bollocking this time. Eventually I came home and apologised.

Both the TV and our electricity supply ran on meters. You had to put 50p in the slot to get them working, and a man used to come from time to time to unlock the meters and take the money away. Carl and I watched him carefully to see how it was done, but we couldn’t figure out how to get the meters open so in the end we just forced the lock on one of them. We got the slipper for that.

I remember my mam bringing home a goldfish each for me, Anna and Carl, which she’d won at the Town Moor fair. We decided to race them. We took them out of their bowl, put them on the edge of the table and each banged our own goldfish on its tail to make it move, trying to be the first to get our fish across the table. None of them made it, because of course they all died. When Mam came in and discovered what we were up to, out came the slipper again. She used to hold it in her hand like John Wayne held his pistol.

My dad never hit me, though I did see him and Mam have violent rows. I think it was just frustration. I’m not trying to excuse him, but I can understand it. It was hard for him being out of work. He wanted to work; he was trying to be a winner.

In the summertime, Mam would send Carl and me to bed when it was still daylight. Sometimes we would climb out of the window and go off to play in the park. The first time she discovered we were missing from our bedroom she was frantic, thinking we’d been abducted or something. We’d throw the mattress out of the window and jump down on to it. Often we hurt ourselves as we fell. Every summer either Carl or I had a broken arm or leg. Usually it was me. My sisters didn’t seem so injury-prone, but I was from an early age.

My first visit to the hospital was when I was about three, but I don’t remember it. My mam says I was hit on the head with a brick. It wasn’t my fault. She saw this kid holding a brick and told him to put it down, but he threw it at me. I had to have stitches.

Then, when I was around six, there was some sort of open day at Anna’s school, with a demonstration in the school gym. After they’d done their bit, I decided to have a go as well. I ran across and climbed on to this piece of equipment before anyone could stop me – and fell off and broke my arm. That was the first trip to Casualty at the Queen Elizabeth, but certainly not the last. I ended up with a season ticket. Oh not you again, the nurses would say.

I don’t think it was simply clumsiness – well, not always. It was more to do with the daredevil in me. I was always doing daft things. I was playing on some pipes one day – big concrete ones on a building site, which had been piled up against a wall – and I was sliding down the biggest one, legs open. I hadn’t realised there was a big nail sticking out. That time I had to have fifty-six stitches. Butterfly stitches, they were called.

Then, in Saltwell Park, when I was seven, I fell off a tree and broke my arm. I was trying to swing from tree to tree but missed the one I was aiming for. My arm was in plaster for six weeks, but that didn’t stop me going swimming in the lake in the park. I swam with my arm in the air, or tried to, but the plaster would get all soggy and I’d have to have it redone.

My first school was Brighton Junior Mixed. I got into quite a few fights there because the other kids called me names. I can’t remember them all, but one of them was ‘Tramp’. Because of my clothes, perhaps, or the family I came from, I don’t know. So I had to defend my honour, didn’t I? Not in school, or in the playground: I waited till the name-callers came out of school, and then I got them.

At home, I often fought with Anna as well as Carl. I knocked out one of her teeth once. The fighting Gascoignes. We’d fight over anything, even crisps. My mam would empty several packets out into a bowl, and then we’d all fight each other for our favourite flavour. But when we weren’t scrapping, we were singing and dancing and loving each other. I’d say I had a very happy childhood, at least up to the age of twelve or so. If my mam and dad had an argument, I would rush across and hug both of them. I’d cry if they started rowing, or if my dad left us. I loved them both so much.

When my dad was out of work, he’d go out at night and dig in the field for coal. This didn’t involve any actual digging. There was a coal depot near us at Dunston, and when the coal wagons were being shunted, a lot of coal would fall off into the field, so people would go out and pick it up in the dark. Me dad would put his salvaged coal on the fire and we’d toast bread and have beans on toast. It was my favourite meal. Some of my earliest memories are of going with my mam to bingo. One night – I must have been very young then because I was sitting on her knee – she won a tin of beans. That was brilliant. Even today I prefer beans on toast to caviar or a fillet steak.

My mam and dad fell out several times and he moved out, sometimes to a room over a pub, on his own. When I was about ten he moved to Germany, to look for work on the building sites, like the blokes in Auf Wiedersehen, Pet. He was away about a year and we kids fought even more in his absence. I don’t think he always sent money home. My mother had three jobs at one time: she went out cleaning in the mornings, did two hours in a factory in the afternoon before coming home to give us our tea, then more cleaning in the evening. She also worked for a while in a chip shop.

We didn’t starve but we didn’t have much. All four of us kids would get into the bath together, then we’d put our clothes in the bath and wash them. We only had one decent set of clothes each, so me mam would have to take them to the all-night launderette to dry them, then stay up half the night ironing them for us to wear in the morning.

When I was seven, I had a weird experience. I’d been playing football in the park all afternoon and all evening. I had my new football and I kept on playing, even though it had got dark and all the other kids had gone home.

As I was walking home on my own, I looked up at the stars and thought, how long do stars go on for? Then I wondered, how long is life? How long will I live? How long will I be dead? Will it be OK when I’m dead or will I feel different? Suddenly I was scared, and I ran all the way home, screaming and crying.

I got into bed with me mam and dad, squeezed in beside them, cuddled close. I didn’t tell them why I’d been screaming. I just sort of hid it in my head. In fact it didn’t come out again till recently, in a conversation with a counsellor at a clinic. It was a massive relief to talk about that. Looking back, it was the first time in my life I was aware of death. I’d never actually seen anyone die. I’ve always been afraid of dying, for many reasons, since then, but until that counselling session, I’d never realised when it all began.

“Paul did make us laugh. I used to look forward to him coming home from school and telling us the latest joke he’d heard, or something funny that had happened.”

Carol Gascoigne, Paul’s mother
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